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Nude heritage selfies as a visual practice
Visa Immonen

Department of Archaeology, History, Cultural Studies and Religion, University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway

ABSTRACT
In the mid-2010s, the media reported a series of disturbances at heritage
sites caused by visitors taking nude self-photographs or selfies. In this
article, nude selfies are analysed as a visual practice, and it is discussed
what they reveal about visually structured tourist encounters with
heritage sites. It is argued that nude heritage selfies continue the
practice of old European art visually linking nudity, heritage, and
tourism. In fact, many of the violations that the visitors taking such
selfies are accused of are relevant for the whole practice of global
tourism. Consequently, nude heritage selfies allow discussions of
broader cultural and social problems related to global heritage tourism.
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Introduction: from disturbances to the study of a tourist visual practice

In March 2014, CNN reported that incidents of visitors stripping off their clothes and taking nude
photographs at the fifteenth-century Inca citadel of Machu Picchu were ‘on the rise, and getting
under the skin of Peru officials’ (Liu, 2014). During that and the following year, cases of nude
self-photographs or selfies, causing disturbances at heritage sites, were frequently described by jour-
nalists. After this two-year period of relatively intense media attention, incidents continued to occur
and are occasionally documented in the news, though their novelty value has worn out. The activity
has also accumulated murkier connotations, with nude selfies reportedly taken at such dark heritage
sites as Chernobyl and Oradour-sur-Glane (Abalo, 2019; BBC News, 2019).

The diversity of heritage sites and the manifold ways of shooting and disseminating nude photo-
graphs and reacting to the activity make the phenomenon of ‘nude heritage selfies’ a complex cul-
tural expression, and therefore a tool to inspect the relationship between tourism and visual
practices. The significance of such an inquiry is in understanding how a visually transgressive
genre has become part of tourism, what is its relation to other touristic visual practices, and why
it sparks so wide a spectrum of reactions. Since I will analyse heritage and nudity from the perspec-
tive of visual practices, this article not only looks at images and their typical motifs but also dis-
cusses their broader social context and reconstructs the media history of nude heritage selfies.

The analysis of the visual practice provides a basis for arguing that, on the one hand, nude heri-
tage selfies continue the long European practice of visually linking nudity with heritage (e.g. Smith,
2018), but on the other hand, they are advocated in the media as a trend showing originality and
offering the opportunity to do something visually different. These cultural and social tensions result
in strong affective reactions triggered by the nude bodies, pushing the significance of nude heritage
selfies beyond their visual content and the control of those who take them or those who try to
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control the practice. Analysing and criticising them resonates with broader cultural and social issues
identified in global heritage tourism.

Visual practice as the framework of analysis

Since nude heritage selfies are first and foremost a visual phenomenon, the theoretical framework ofmy
analysis is based on the concept of ‘visual practice’. It refers to ‘a visual mediation of relations among a
particular group of humans and the forces that help to organise their world’ (Morgan, 2005, p. 55). Fol-
lowing Couldry (2004), the concept of ‘practice’ here emphasises what people do with a visual medium
and how it affects other venues of human action. In the case of nude heritage selfies, these are media
reports and texts, and the heritage sites themselves. Moreover, ‘practice’ as a concept crosses over
and combines objects, institutions, individuals and their interactions (Bräuchler & Postill, 2010). Visual
practice therefore participates in the social, cultural andmaterial construction of reality (Morgan, 2005,
p. 268 note 17), and consequently my analysis maintains the image in the centre, but crucially also
encompasses the process of the production of images, and the various effects that the images have.

In addition to analysis of the selfies, examining the visual practice they are part of requires an
understanding of their broader social and material context. In fact, heritage sites are semiotically
charged places, or in other words, materially and visually differentiated from other places, calling
for attention and distinct bodily movements (Palmer & Andrews, 2020; Waterton & Watson,
2014). Since heritage sites are a cultural and socially particular phenomenon, they provide an
environment where combining public nudity with selfies creates images which spark highly diverse
reactions and emotions.

Methodology for reading texts and images

The framework of visual practice requires a focus on images, and I will do this with the help of
visual discourse analysis (Rose, 2012). It is a method which starts with the visual representation,
and through it, explores the social world unfolding around the image. Visual discourse analysis
is sensitive to the complexities and contradictions present in images and the intricacy of the
effects they may cause. To examine the social and material context of this visual practice, I will
start with the general visual history of nudity, revealing the complexity of the phenomenon, and
after that, I will reconstruct the media history of nude heritage selfies. This part of the analysis is
based on literature on the history of visual culture, and an international survey of media reports
related to nude heritage selfies.

The second part of the analysis concentrates on the photographs themselves. I will examine their
central themes, exposing the assumptions made visually about the tourist taking the selfie, and her
or his relationship with the heritage site. It is especially vital to look at what is visible in these images
and what remains invisible, like certain kinds of persons and identities, body parts, situations, and
places. Firstly, I will identify the environment, or the tourist location, with the focus on what aspects
of the site were taken into the picture and where the person taking the selfie is positioned in that
environment. Secondly, I will proceed into smaller elements such as the number of persons and
their positions and poses in the selfie, as well as possible artefacts appearing in the picture. This
allows reconstructing a typical nude heritage selfie and its subjects, but also detecting significant
variations to the common pattern.

Because many nude heritage selfies are meant only for a small circle of friends on social media,
much of the visual material remains inaccessible for scholarly scrutiny. There are, however, some
dedicated sites, most importantly ‘Naked at Monuments’ on Facebook and ‘Cheeky Exploits’ on
Instagram, which collect and showcase individual shots submitted by users. For this study, all
c. 1,500 selfies posted on these two platforms by 2020 were quantitatively analysed based on the
categorisation of visual motifs. However, before going into the examination of the selfies, I will
begin with the history of nudity and the media attention nude heritage selfies have received.
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The complex history linking heritage with nudity

Nudity and heritage have a long history together in Europe, stemming from the Antiquity and its
nude figures, passing through numerous works of art, and continuing, for instance, in the early
modern custom of the Grand Tour (Chard, 1995). It was the practice of young upper-class men,
usually Northern European, to carry out a lengthy journey in Southern Europe at the threshold
of adulthood (Black, 2003; Trease, 1967). Among the most popular destinations of the Grand
Tour was Italy and specifically Florence. For visitors to the city, the symbol of Florence was Miche-
langelo’s sculpture of David, whose importance to the heritage industry continues in the numerous
reproductions and photographs taken of his nude body. As Melotti (2018, p. 102) argues, the nudity
and virility of the sculpture has an emphasised role in its symbolism – images and selfies often point
towards David’s genitals.

The Florentine sculpture was an expression of the tendency to conceptualise faraway places,
usually in the Mediterranean, as the realm of moral otherness and sexual laxness where the north-
ern traveller could experience that which was not considered suitable by his fellow countrymen (e.g.
Aldrich, 1993). The otherness was represented in the form of naked bodies at heritage surround-
ings, and such imagery of nudity could be supported by the use of the naked body as a metaphor
for truth (Barcan, 2004, p. 98), in this case, for true desires not realisable at home. This association
between nudity and travel continues in contemporary tourism, whether it is a question of travellers
arriving at designated nudist locations, or visitors being semi-naked or naked in other tourist des-
tinations (Metusela & Waitt, 2012; Wiener, 2005).

In examining the history of European art, Clark (1956) makes the influential distinction between
two categories of unclothed human bodies. While ‘naked’ refers to the mere absence of clothes with
the potential implications of shame, social embarrassment, and disruption, ‘nude’ means a body
depicted as self-confident in its nakedness in an aesthetic and ideal manner, a form of art. The dis-
tinction fluctuates, and images can shift from nakedness to nudity through the context of art. For
instance, in early photography, when the technology was still a novelty, naked bodies were often
depicted as nudes by using classical settings and references to paintings (e.g. Martineau, 2014;
Turner, 2011).

The distinction between nudity and nakedness is apparent when nude heritage selfies are com-
pared with examples of contemporary art where nudity is aligned with heritage. Spencer Tunick, for
instance, collects masses of nude human bodies in public places as the central element of his site-
related photographic installations. Tunick has typically used heritage sites, like art museums and
places such as Plaza del Zócalo in Mexico City (2007), Blarney Castle in County Cork (2008),
and the Opera House in Sydney (2010) (Bryant, 2010; Riegel, 2008; Sarmiento, 2007). Although
Tunick’s early work led him to be arrested in New York in the 1990s (El-Mecky, 2018), his later
work in various parts of the world and prestigious locations has not caused similar problems
with officials and public condemnation. In the context of art, the bodies appearing in his works
have become, to apply Clarke’s distinction, nude instead of naked.

Berger (1972) reformulates Clark’s idea by pointing out that to be naked is to be oneself, whereas
nude requires the naked body to be seen by others, which in the history of European art usually
means nude women gazed at by men. This gendered hierarchy is repeated in the imagery of con-
temporary tourism: men are frequently depicted as muscled-bodied and able, whereas women are
naked or semi-naked to the male gaze (Andrews, 2009). Brownie (2017), moreover, emphasises the
act of getting naked, undressing, whether a private and habitual routine or an intentionally chor-
eographed performance. She argues that due to the highly affectual and culturally loaded state of
nakedness, undressing is potentially a destabilising gesture yielding ambiguity in situations
where it occurs, and this also unsettles the neat distinction between the nude and the naked.

Whether depictions of nude bodies are categorised as artistic or erotic, a strong link between
naked bodies, gender, and sexuality is maintained. There are, however, also other kinds of messages
that nakedness in public can convey. A naked body evokes different sets of significance, for instance,
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when depicted in a carnivalesque or grotesque manner, expressing the joy of life and vitality or
beastly and ugly corporality, or when the body is shown as the expression of its social position
or class, or when it challenges the status quo and the accepted forms of aesthetics and behaviour
(Brownie, 2017).

Despite this plethora of potential meanings, there are some commonly identifiable types of being
naked in public. In many national laws, ‘flashing’ is considered a criminal act motivated by the seek-
ing of sexual gratification. In contrast, ‘mooning,’ or revealing one’s bare buttocks, is also used to
violate or defame the viewer or the entity at which the gesture is directed, but unlike flashing, it is
without overt sexual connotations. In addition, ‘streaking,’ or running naked in public, has become
a humorous activity especially at sports events, where avoiding the officials chasing the perpetrator
is part of the game (Kohe, 2012). These gestures of nakedness are, despite being somewhat ident-
ifiable, volatile and dependent on the situation. Not surprisingly, Brownie (2017, p. 63) points out
that it is not the undressing itself but rather the intention behind the gesture that is called upon to
distinguish between indecent nakedness and acceptable nudity. This is also the key in debates about
nude heritage selfies, and their ambivalent treatment in the media.

Nude heritage selfies in media reports

In 2006–2007, the website ‘My Naked Trip’ was created, exhibiting nude photographs shot at var-
ious heritage sites, including Machu Picchu (Rab, 2007). The site became a reference point for sev-
eral subsequent media reports, as did also the site ‘Naked at Monuments’ (Marshall, 2015). Its
creator started to take nude photographs at heritage sites in 2009, and in 2012 he launched the web-
site along with identically named Facebook and Twitter accounts. Around the same time, in 2010, ‘a
French exotic dancer’ stripped naked for a videoed dance performance on Uluru, Australia, and the
recording was posted on YouTube, provoking ‘outrage among Australia’s Aboriginal people’.
According to an interviewed Aborigine, the act was ‘the equivalent of someone defecating on the
steps of the Vatican’ (Shears, 2010). A few years later, in July 2013, the British clothing company
Time & Place posted an advert titled ‘The ASSignment’ on YouTube (TimeAndPlaceClothing,
2013). It depicts a travel itinerary beginning and ending in London and consists of a series of
still photos of a young, white man standing naked at different tourist locations, mostly natural
sites, but also places such as Machu Picchu, Uluru, El Castillo in Mexico, Taj Mahal in India,
and the Christ the Redeemer statue in Brazil. The video never shows the man’s face, as he is photo-
graphed facing the site and exposing his back to the viewer. The video’s description poses this ques-
tion to the viewer: ‘Ever wondered what it would feel like to get naked in some of the world’s most
spectacular locations?’

In late 2013, incidents of visitors taking nude selfies at Machu Picchu caught the attention of
newspapers, especially after guards detained an Australian and a New Zealander who had taken
their clothes off, posed for selfies, and posted them on social media (Short, 2014). The pair was
held in custody and forced to delete the photos from their camera. This did not halt the activity,
and in February 2014, a pair of visitors were videoed running naked at the site. In March 2014,
two Canadian, two Australian, and four American visitors were detained when taking nude
selfies at Machu Picchu (Liu, 2014). The incidents continued nonetheless, as a British and a French
visitor were reported to have been arrested for posing nude at Machu Picchu in 2016 (Harley, 2016),
and German, Swiss, and Dutch visitors were escorted from the site by the police after they had
removed their clothes and posed for photographs (Patient, 2018).

In August 2014, three Italian tourists were photographed walking naked in Barcelona, and the
pictures circulated on social media, angering some of the residents (Kassam, 2014). In 2015, tourists
photographing themselves in the nude were reported in the temples of Angkor Wat (Wochit News,
2015), including at least American, Argentinian, Chinese, French, and Italian visitors (Ceaser, 2015;
Paris, 2015). As a reaction, the Cambodian authorities began to disseminate the official visitor code
of conduct among tourists and at heritage sites (AKP, 2015). In the same year, a Chinese visitor
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posed nude in Thailand, wanting to take photos for a portfolio, but also other incidents of Chinese
tourists being naked or sparsely clothed were reported in Thailand (Hutchinson, 2015). Meanwhile
in Malaysia, two Canadian visitors posed naked at Mount Kinabalu, ‘a mountain considered sacred’
(CBC News, 2015). They were arrested, fined, and expelled. The two visitors made a public state-
ment, where they apologised for their actions and explained that they ‘were not made aware of the
sacredness of the mountain’. In Egypt, a porn actress with exposed buttocks was photographed rid-
ing a camel with pyramids in the background and posted the image on social media, and at least two
porn videos were recorded in Giza in the same year (Ceaser, 2015). Another celebrity, a well-known
pop singer, allegedly removed his underwear in public when visiting the pre-Columbian Mayan
walled city in Tulum, Mexico, in 2016 (La Razón, 2016).

In addition to tourists and celebrities, artists also took part in the rising trend of nude heritage
selfies. In 2015, artist Milo Moiré walked naked, holding a baby, at an exhibition of the LWL-
Museum in Münster in a performance titled ‘The Naked Life’ (Moiré, 2015a), and in another per-
formance, ‘Naked Selfies,’ she visited Paris, Berlin, Düsseldorf, and Basel taking nude selfies with
other visitors (Moiré, 2015b). Moiré was arrested on the Place du Trocadéro, flanking the Eiffel
Tower, and this incident was widely reported in the media (BZ, 2015). In 2018, another artist,
Adrián Pino Olivera, was arrested as he posed nude in front of the Mona Lisa at the Louvre.
The incident was part of a project in which Pino Olivera took nude photos in front of famous
works of art and monuments across Europe (Connexion, 2018).

After the most prominent years of media reporting around the mid-2010s, attention was again
drawn to nude heritage selfies in 2019, when the popularity of the television series Chernobyl
increased dark tourism to the city. ‘A social media influencer’ was reported to have taken a
semi-naked selfie in the nuclear zone, and the creator of the television series appealed to visitors
to behave respectfully in Chernobyl (BBC News, 2019). Another incident of nakedness occurred
in Oradour-sur-Glane – the village whose inhabitants a German Waffen-SS company massacred
in 1944 – when a visitor took a nude photograph and posted it online (Abalo, 2019). A more recent
report is from Malaysia, where an Italian couple shot a pornographic video at the Buddhist site of
Bagan in 2020 (The Guardian, 2020).

The reported instances of getting naked at heritage sites, taking photographs, and posting them
online reveal that the history of the phenomenon can be traced back to the first decade of the
twenty-first century. In addition to the use of the internet, the commercialisation of the activity
occurred relatively early, already before the media boom of 2014–2015, but the key factor allowing
nude heritage selfies to break into public awareness was the novelty of the selfie. Selfies refer to a
genre of self-portraits taken with a digital camera or smartphone held in the hand or supported
by a selfie stick, although the device is not necessarily in the hands of the person photographing.
Central features of selfies are, however, the focus on the photographing self and distributing the
products via social media (Rettberg, 2014; Tifentale & Manovich, 2015). Although selfies were
introduced decades earlier, their wave of popularity dates to the early years of the 2010s, overlap-
ping with the emergence of nude heritage selfies.

Taking nude heritage selfies was widely reported in international news, and several feature
articles discussing the spread and motivations of the phenomenon were published in the mid-
2010s. Even a couple of scholarly reactions appeared (Davis, 2015; Mullins, 2015). After the
boom years, the popularity of nude heritage selfies continued but attracted less media interest.
This can be seen in the scarcity of feature articles, as news items have mostly become matter-of-
fact reports of individual events.

Amusement and condemnation in the media

Going through the media coverage reveals the variety of incidents, but there are certain common-
alities that allow moving from individual events to broader patterns. The reported situations can be
individual acts by visitors dedicated to collecting nude selfies or incidents related to other criminal
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acts or acts considered offensive, like disorderly behaviour and public drunkenness. Nakedness is
also enacted in different ways, but three broad categories can nevertheless be pointed out. Firstly,
the incidents related to artistic activity, like the performances by Milo Moiré and Adrián Pino Oli-
vera, can be seen as continuing or commenting on nudity in European art. Secondly, there are por-
nographic activities where nudity is associated explicitly with intercourse or sexuality at large. The
porn actress’s photograph showing her exposed buttocks in Giza might not be pornographic as
such, but her profession as a porn actress places the photograph close to, if not into, the category
of pornography. Thirdly, there are the nude photographs taken by tourists at heritage sites, which
do not depict carnal acts or operate under the auspices of art. They constitute the most numerous
and widely spread category of nude heritage selfies. Unlike the first two categories, which have a
lengthy history before the digital age, the third category is based on the internet and mobile
technologies.

Taking nude selfies at heritage sites has a variety of consequences according to the media reports.
The immediate ones include the distraction and emotional reactions occurring on the spot, ranging
from amusement to condemnation, and the measures taken by the security services or police, which
may remove the visitors engaged in the activity or arrest them for further investigations. Another,
less immediate outcome is the social media attention drawn by the images and sharing and reacting
to them. With a brief interval, some of the incidents are reported by the press. A typical news item
describes the act and the visitors, notes that they were caught, perhaps arrested, proceeds to repeat
the condemning comments from officials or locals, and ends up describing the legal or other con-
sequences. The visitors are usually highly individualised with names and background details, while
the administrators, although occasionally provided with names, remain more distant, and ‘the
locals’ are often treated as an anonymous mass of enraged or otherwise emotional people.

The media texts usually present two tones of voice, sometimes in the same document. Firstly,
reports can use tongue-in-cheek language and describe the incidents in a light-hearted manner,
or secondly, they express some form of moral condemnation, particularly if nude selfies are
taken in places considered sacred or cherished by ‘locals’. The latter, denouncing voice echoes
some of the general cultural critique directed at selfies around the mid-2010s. The emergence of
selfies was framed as a psychologically explainable condition, positioning them as conduits of an
individual’s narcissism, although there were also more moderate, culturally oriented views (e.g.
Blackburn, 2014; Diefenbach & Christoforakos, 2017; Cruz & Thorham, 2015; Murray, 2015;
Rettberg, 2014; Tiidenberg & Gómez Cruz, 2015).

The visual analysis of nude heritage selfies

Although they are transgressive, nude heritage selfies are an extension of the established practice of
taking photographs at tourist destinations, documenting the site and the visitor’s presence there.
Photographs are crucial for the contemporary visual culture of heritage, objectifying emotions
and values into a distinct heritage experience and distancing them from the flow of ordinary life
(Crouch, 2010). Photographing is thus part of the visual practice of being a tourist, and in their
emotional and visual specificity, tourist photographs form a visual genre of their own (Rama-
murthy, 2004, pp. 225–235). The genre is apparent in private photo albums, touristic postcards,
and advertisements, and comprises photos of heritage landscapes, architecture, and museum
objects, sometimes with the travellers included. Nude heritage selfies are part of this genre, but
the distinct gesture of taking them and their visual particularities establish them as an individual
sub-genre or even a genre of their own.

Equally important as the visual genre is the practice of taking tourist photographs. Selfies, like
other tourist snapshots, are tangible evidence of the trip and allow sharing experiences. In fact,
as Susan Sontag ([1979] 2002, pp. 9–10) argues, taking photos at a tourist site makes real that
which one is experiencing and grants control over encountering the unfamiliar space. Moreover,
photographing, as a repeated activity, gives a sense of structure to the visit. It takes place between
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the visitor and the overwhelming thing encountered, facilitating the safe consumption of the site.
Urry (1990) also focuses on the concept of distance in tourist photography, referring to the ‘tourist
gaze’ as the separation between the one who is looking and the thing looked at, and the ways of
filling that distance.

Selfies permeate contemporary cultural and touristic practice (e.g. Spechler, 2020). Although,
technically speaking, selfies place visitors between the camera and the site, they nevertheless con-
tinue the cultural practice of the ‘tourist gaze,’ structuring the relationship between the visitor
and the site and making the tourist experience palpable (Garner, 2021). Because selfies have gained
such a prominent place in popular culture, taking selfies at heritage sites has become a practice
encouraged by heritage institutions, exemplified by Museum Selfie Day, a campaign launched in
2015 (Hunter, 2018; Imam, 2015). Taking selfies at heritage locations is a part of the established
tourist experience, but nude selfies are an exception to their general acceptability.

Based on the analysis of c. 1,500 nude heritage selfies, although there is a lot of variety in how
they are taken, there are some features that appear frequently. Firstly, the scenic views in selfies can
show both natural and cultural heritage, and the places can be located in any part of the world; the
character of the site does not affect the poses and compositions. Secondly, one of the most constant
characteristics is the absence of full-frontal nudity, that is, genitals and women’s breasts are not vis-
ible, or they have been covered by objects – sometimes making the act of covering a humorous gim-
mick – or a digitally added distortion. The arrangement is partly dictated by social platforms that do
not allow full nudity, but it also downplays the pornographic or sexual associations of the selfies,
assisted by the preference for crisp contours, bright sunlight, and intense colours. Thirdly, people
are usually entirely naked, or they have exposed their buttocks while keeping other articles of
clothes on, perhaps suggesting the hastiness of taking the photo similarly to streaking, but the pic-
tures do not otherwise suggest a readiness to flee or the danger of getting caught. The exposed but-
tocks also resemble the gesture of mooning, but the poses and atmosphere in nude heritage selfies
do not suggest a similar aggression or wish to dishonour the viewer.

Typically, the person depicted in a nude heritage selfie stands alone in the centre of the picture,
showing his or her bare backside to the camera and thus standing between the selfie’s audience and
the heritage view. This resembles the composition of Caspar David Friedrich’s painting Wanderer
above the Sea of Fog (1818) (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Caspar_David_Friedrich_-_
Wanderer_above_the_sea_of_fog.jpg), but without the sombre, contemplative mood. Smith (2018)
describes the person exemplified by the painting as a ‘promontory witness’ who, by his elevated
gaze, is ‘alluding to mastery of the scene beheld’. Smith considers this as a typical motif in the visu-
alisations on the relationship of power between tourists and their destinations.

Unlike in Friedrich’s work, in the selfies, the arms of the standing figures are held vertically at the
sides, akimbo, or – this is common – raised over one’s head in a V-shaped position like in venera-
tion or the expression of joy and success. Turning their backs to the audience means that the per-
sons remain faceless and somewhat unidentifiable. Nonetheless, despite their anonymity, they are
almost without exception white, usually young and fit, and more often men than women (cf. Tii-
denberg & Gómez Cruz, 2015, p. 79). There are occasionally elderly persons, persons of other skin
colours than white, and persons with portly or obese bodies, but they are conspicuously rare. Some
selfies have several people exposing their naked backs to the audience. The interaction between the
people is rarely sexual or sensual but emphasises the tender feelings between couples or the delight
of comradeship and the equality of a group of friends.

Most nude heritage selfies attempt to underline their nonsexual purpose by not showing full-
frontal nudity, while their playful character is emphasised by the visual devices to hide genitals
as well as the smiling faces and cheery gestures of depicted persons. This parallels the general ten-
dency of selfies to be promoted as a form of self-irony and flippancy rather than a serious or nar-
cissistic pursuit (Diefenbach & Christoforakos, 2017; Gunthert, 2015). The sense of youthful
mischievousness also resembles the custom of streaking on Anglo-American college campuses
(Kirkpatrick, 2008), which has attained some degree of quiet acceptance as pointed out by Herring
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(2008). Another form of tolerated public nudity is nudism, which underscores the asexuality of nak-
edness and succeeds in this goal (Górnicka, 2016, pp. 165–167). Usually nudists are consented to,
possibly seen as slightly comical but harmless, and nudism achieves this by adhering to certain
locations and times. However, unlike college streaking, or nudism, nude heritage selfies violate
the norms of spatial and temporal correctness. They are taken in places where visitors are expected
to be publicly clothed at all times and not to document situations in which the rules are broken.
Moreover, the visual practice of such selfies both emphasises and downplays the sexual character
of nudity, and thus utilises the transgressive power of being naked at unsanctioned locations (Bar-
can, 2004, p. 185).

Conclusions: mitigated transgressions

Nude heritage selfies constitute a conflicting practice in terms of visual outcomes, social effects, and
emotions. On the one hand, they continue the established practice of tourist photography and
exploit the age-old association between nudity and heritage. Even museums exploit this association.
In summer 2020, the Yorkshire Museum in England launched a ‘curator battle’ in which museums
competed in producing photographs of works of art, and other objects in their collections with
depictions of human bottoms (Sullivan, 2020). However, on the other hand, such nude photographs
as well as nude selfies are advocated as a social media trend with novelty value and the ability to
conceive something different. Not surprisingly, the emotional reactions to the activity of taking
nude heritage selfies are also mixed, attracting the interest of news media and commentators.

Based on visual discourse analysis, the nude bodies in the selfies usually represent themselves as
affluent, young, and buoyant white people, and this cheerfulness is echoed in the language of some
of the press reports, attracting early commercial use of the phenomenon. In spite of efforts to align
the practice with more accepted forms of nudity, like streaking on Anglo-American college cam-
puses, the consequences of nude selfies remain graver, provoking administrative measures and gen-
erating rage in some audiences, which the media often designates rather vaguely as ‘local
communities,’ but the tone of voice is more uniformly condemning when nude selfies are taken
in European places of dark heritage and can be considered as defamatory identity work (Sivula,
2017, pp. 336–339).

In analysing the significance of undressing in public, Brownie (2017, p. 65) argues that the ges-
ture is often meant to disrupt the ordinary flow of things, sometimes to make a political statement.
It is not merely the progression of becoming naked, but an act that manipulates and transforms
meanings. It can be seen as a form of removing cultural property, freeing the body from the cultural
restraints that may otherwise govern the very same bodies (Masquelier, 2005, pp. 1–2), and some of
this transgressive visual logic also structures the reactions sparked by nude heritage selfies. Taking a
nude selfie utilises the emotional value given to heritage by disobeying it, and in some sense, the act
marks the site as belonging to the visitor, who has done as they please.

Despite their visual strategy of controlled nudity, media reports show that nude heritage selfies
have not succeeded in ironing out clashes between the established views on nudity and heritage.
Although such photographs might be popular in private circles, they have not gained a similar pos-
ition of public acceptance as, for instance, nudism with its regulated locations and practices. This
demonstrates how difficult it is to control reactions and meanings attached to nudity and heritage in
a tourism context, especially because the use of both is equivocal on at least three levels. Firstly, as
the visual analysis showed, the selfies gain some of their force by using nakedness as a violation
against the commonly accepted norm, but at the same time they deemphasise the sexual nature
of nudity. Yet, as Rob Cover (2003, p. 58) points out, the meaning of nudity is never entirely con-
trollable – there is always a seepage of obscene in the most innocent nudity. Secondly, the selfies
gain their effectiveness by being contextualised at famous heritage sites, but the repetition of the
same poses and compositions reveals how interchangeable and arbitrary the locations are. Thirdly,
heritage spaces are locations of controlled behaviour (e.g. Haldrup, 2020). In addition to the official
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codes of conduct and security measures imposed by the management, there are conventional ways
of behaving and moving at sites; as the media reporting evinces, getting undressed at such sites out-
side the context of art inevitably goes against the rules. I argue that already these three levels of
ambiguity make the attempts to control the meanings and consequences of nude heritage selfies
precarious. ‘Nudity,’ ‘heritage,’ and ‘selfies’ have complex visual histories and combining them
together in the same visual practice creates highly provocative images.

Many of the violations that nude heritage selfies, or rather the visual practice, are charged with
are actually relevant for the tourist practice in general. Visitors taking nude heritage selfies are said
to be privileged whites who come to a foreign site disregarding its real value and local circumstances
and use the place as an interchangeable backdrop for their individual projects. Nevertheless, it is
important to remember there also incidents where non-Westerners have undressed at heritage
sites, such as the example of Chinese visitors in Thailand. I suggest that this setting has to do
with hierarchies of privilege and ownership and is present in much of global tourism, not only
in nude selfies. Taking nude heritage selfies, however, by making a distinct gesture not allowed
at the site, emphasises that the site is marked and claimed by the visitor, disturbing the cultural
and social ownership of heritage. This leads to a conflict. By bringing these problems into the lime-
light, nude heritage selfies allow the discussing of broader cultural and social issues related to global
heritage tourism and negotiating between the conflicting emotions they raise.
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