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and sagacity of the b the (male) artist and
the lady shared an exclusive social sphere outside the
mainstream of pedestrian activity. Contemporary at-
titudes on the nature of their inner make-up may have
strengthened the artist’s tendency to identify with
woman. The male artist was seen as having a fem-
inine orientation, since those qualities viewed as in-
herent in the creative personality—inwardness,

bjectivity, and intuit essentially regarded
as those of the delicate sex. Like woman, the artist
was believed to an “intimate” per: lity, and
like her his was ulti ly “inexplicable.”

Due to similarities in their social situations and per-
ceived affinities between their interior dispositions, the
artist and the lady were intimately linked to the world
of art in the late-19th century. John White Alexander’s
iconography seems to give expression to these corre-
spondences, with the female functioning as the muse
for art and, perhaps, as metaphor for the artist
himself. ®

Research for this article waa supported by fellowships from the Uni-

versity of Mi and the Smithsoni itution. For her con-
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Irina A. Reed, the artist’s granddnughter.
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The Nude Photograph:
Some Female Perspectives

CLAIRE BONNEY

When in the late 1960s and early 1970s women be-
gan again to question their roles in society, so too did
they challenge images of themselves in art and com-
mercial media. Women not only imputed the way men
viewed them, they questioned the way they viewed
themselves. As a result, we see changes in the way
women photographers portray themselves, other
women, and female relationships. The influence has
extended as well to men photographing the female
nude and has made the male nude a more frequent
subject for both men and women.' Further, for many
photographers of the nude, sexuality, whether from a
heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual perspective, is
a primary issue; what seems to be important, however,
is not what direction sexuality takes, but the energy
it releases.*

Current attitudes toward nude photography are
rooted in the work of European and American per-
formance and body artists and those creators of hap-
penings in the late 1950s and early 1960s who began
questioning the separation of art activities from daily
life and affirmed the body itself as a valid art instru-
ment. American perfi Carolee Sch Lu-
f:inda Childs, and Joan Jonas, among others, aided
in the evolution of the female image from a carrier
of purely physical allure to a thinking, active artist.
An i in the biographical jective, an

YWEIg
“Woman, being small and foolish and therefore evil should be
suppressed, like barbarians and thieves. She is useful only as
ovary and womb,” Ed.]
Henry James, The American Scene (New York, 1907), quoted in
Milton A. Mays, “Downtown with Henry James,” Texas Studies
in Literature and Language (Spring 1972), 114,
That the male artist has an “intimate” personality and “inex-
plicable” essence is asserted by Child, Desire for Beauty, 30. His
ton of inine intuition is ioned, for example, in
Allen, “Woman's Intuition,” 339-40. Henry James also seems
o have ized the femini of hig
as Lisa Appignanesi argues in Femininity and the Creative Imag-
ination: A Study of Henry Jomes, Robert Musil and Marcel

ritualisti of art d in works performed
throughout the 1970s by Ulrike Rosenbach and Re-
becca Horn in West Germany, Ulrike Pezold in Aus-
tria, Gina Pane in Italy, and Hannah Wilke and Mary
Beth Edelson in the United States.

One of the first books to deal specifically with pho-
tography by women was The Woman's Eye (1975),
edited by Anne Tucker.” In the same year one of the
first exhibitions of women's photographic works,
“Women of Photography: An Historical Survey,” was
held at the San Francisco Museum of Fine Arts.'

Proust (London: Vision Press, 1973). For ill
by James, see, in particular, 22-23.

JULIE ANNE SPRINGER is a lecturer in the Education De-
partment of the National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

Anthologi of 's photographs, including
Women See Woman (1976)° and In/Sights (1978),° dealt
specifically with how women felt about themselves. A

tion on ph aphy was included in the first large
European exhibition of women's artwork, “Kunstlerin-
nen International 1877-1977,” held in Berlin.” Anne
Tune’s book, Korper, Liebe, Sprache (Body, Love, Lan-
guage).‘ an anthology of women's art addressing erot-
icism, and the traveling photographic exhibition,

Fig. 1. Eilsa Dorfman, Myself at the Park Lane (1979), black-
and-white photograph, 3%" x 5",

“Typisch Mann? Frauen fotografieren Manner” (Typ-
ical Man? Women Ph ph Men),* circulated in the
following years as did an issue of France’s Photo mag-
azine devoted to nude self-portraits by women."

Gay and lesbian photographers have encouraged a
wider range of sexual awareness and, since the late
1970s, bisexuality and androgyny have been openly

luded possible ch ls for erotic energies.
Femininity and femal and linity and male-
ness are receiving new connotations which break down
old conventions. The collaboration of Judy Dater and
Jack Wellpott on Women and Other Visions" and the
mutual influence in the works of Swiss artists Manon
and Urs Luthi are but two examples of male/female
exchanges occurring today in nude photography.

WOMEN VIEW THEMSELVES

Self-portraits from the early years of the women’s
movement often depict pensive women peering into
mirrors. This subject not only provided a way to solve
the technical problem of the ph hic self-portrait,
it also reflected an effort on the artist’s part to discern
her “true” self. For example, in several of her images
from the mid-1970s, Linda Benedict-Jones (American,
b. 1939) stares blankly into mirrors hung on stark
walls, and, in Elsa Dorfman’s (American, b. 1937) My-
self at the Park Lane (1979; Fig. 1), the artist appears
as a modern Venus of Willendorf, warm and soft, far
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Fig. 2. Manon, Sell-Portrait with Sandro Salamandro, from 36
Sleepless Nights Series (1979), black-and-white photograph,
40 x 30 cm.

from the sleek fashion-model ideal. In Erica Lennard’s
(American, b. 1950) Self-Portrait, New York City, Au-
tumn, 1974, the artist is again alone. The photograph
is cut, leaving a torso with no face to express a per-
sonality, One hand covers the pubic hair, giving the
image an “I-want-to-look-at-myself-but-I.don't-dare-to”
feeling.

An early European experiment in self-portraiture
was the small book, La Femme et. .. (1975), by An-
nette Messager (French, b. 1943).“ Messager used her
body as experimental material, in one image trans-
forming her pubic hair into a man’s beard and her
breasts into eyeglasses. In another she “pierced” her
breast with an inked-on diaper pin to denote the bind-
ing commitment of childbirth.

Self-exploration continues in the work of Toto Frima
(Dutch, b. 1953), whose subject is herself exclusively.
Asked if she ever tired of her model, she replied firmly,
“No.” For Frima the end product is less important
than the process: “I don't try to improve my work by
working hard and thinking more, but I try to improve
myself by doing better pictures. . . . | myself am more
important than my pictures.”” During three one-year
periods—1972-73, 1977-78, and 1982-83—Friedl Ku-
belka-Bondy (Austrian, b. 1946) created One-Year Self-
Portraits,” She made daily images of herself and at
the end of the year mounted them together on large
sheets of paper, creating a record of her changing emo-
tions, including indifference, anger, and boredom with
the project itself. Many, but not all, of the self-portraits
are nude. The result is an unusual view of a moody
young woman growing as a wife, mother, and profes-
sional photographer.

In a 1979 self-portrait Judith Black (American, b.
1945) opens her bathrobe to reveal to the viewer a
tiny, sagging breast. The bags under her eyes, tousled
hair, and drawn mouth depict her early-morning wea-
riness as a working mother.

ROLE-PLAYING

Playing with identity, changing guises, experiment-

ing with new possibilities—these themes have been
present in women’s photography since the onset of
the women’s movement. In self-portraits from 1978 Jac-
queline Livingstone (b. 1943) and Karen Plesur (n.d.),
both Americans, show their dissatisfaction with the
traditional plight of womanhood, sometimes known
as the “3-K’s”—Kinder, Kirche, Kiiche. Livingstone’s
photo of a woman defecating in front of a TV set and
a sleeping child declares brutally that this is all a pile
of shit, while Plesur’s image of a woman folded like
sheets in a linen closet attests to the laming effects
of an all-too-narrow spectrum for female behavior, Jo
Spence (British, b. 1934) and Terry Dennett (British,
n.d,) reverse the social stereotypes in “work of an . . .
instructively political nature.”* They produced in the
1980s a series of image-pairs called The History Les-
son: Self as Image Series. One set, entitled Industrial-
ization, juxtaposes an outstretched idealized female
nude in the shade of a tree on a misty field with a
standing, wrinkled, not-so-perfect naked female facing
a landscape blighted with electrical poles. Susan
Butler wrote of these images:

One cannot from this juxtaposition easily derive the

familiar myth of woman-as-nature which so often un-

derlies and motivates the photographic image of woman

(twentyish, 36-25-36)in-nature, Rather, one is forced to

question whether it is possible for landscapes to be “nat-

ural” anymore, and to ask what possible place women

can occupy in a world increasingly dominated by a

largely male-produced technology.”

Swiss photographer Manon (b, 1946) also works with
role-playing, using herself and others as models. In
her numerous portraits and self-portraits from the se-
ries 36 Schlaflose Nachte (36 Sleepless Nights), Ball
der Einsamkeiten (Ball of Lonelinesses), and in her
1981 book Identitat, Selbstdarstellung, Image (Identity,
Presentation of Self, Image),” she experiments with
eroticism, writing:

I see one of the great opportunities of our generation

m men as well as women mcrc;f\smgly lmng out. their

istics, |
which until now have been perceived as sex-specific
are slowly being blurred. This is expressed in an equal-
ization in optical presentation. Through this, erotic ten-
sion could become subtler; mutual understanding could
become more possible.

Fig. 8. Judy Dater, Seif Portrait with Rock {1981), black-and-
white photograph, 40 x 30 cm

In the double Self-Portrait with Sandro Salamandro
(1979; Fig. 2) from the 36 Sleepless Nights Series,
Manon switches the traditional male artist-female
model roles. As the clothed artist on the right, she
faces only herself as nude model, but as the nude
model on the left, she carefully scrutinizes her clothed
self with the nude male, whom she appears to be hold-
ing not in tenderness, but in restraint. The harsh light
creates sharp shadows, which become the only relief
in the stark setting.

Americans Cindy Sherman (b, 19’)4) and Judy Dater
(b, 1941) rely on props and accessories (with only hints
of nudity) in their photographic role-playing. Playing
ambivalently with American starlet and schoolgirl im-
ages of the 1950s and early 1960s, Sherman, in more
than 125 large-format color images, is both personal
and personifying in her admiration for the security
these roles afford while simultaneously doubting their
validity. Untitled #103 (1982), for example, portrays
the suffering face—unrequited love?—of a blonde Sher-
man wearing a sateen, lace-edged slip which has fallen
down to just above her nipples. But the great technical
quality of the photograph preempts its sleaziness. The
viewer is left to wonder if Sherman identifies with or
is mocking her B-movie role.”

Dater's role-playing self-portraits include a Ciba-
chrome® series from 1982-83, which includes Leopard
Woman, a blonde in tight-fitting spotted jumpsuit un-
zipped to the waist and Ms. Clingfree, a brunette car-
rying the accoutrements of the perfect housewife—
broom, Ajax, dustpan—while wearing a pink tutu, an
image that hints at the titillating “French maids” of
pornographic photography’s past. But Dater refuses
to titillate, even to make a point. Nor does she hide
behind the images, as does Sherman.

RITUAL

The double self-portraits of 1978-82 by Dutch artists
Diana (Blok) (b. 1952) and Marlo (Broekmans) (b. 1953)
have provoked controversy in Europe because of their
energy, aggression, and blatant sexuality. In 1982,
when the pair began to work separately, Marlo pro-
duced The Fall Series, which incorporated a healing
ritual similar to those described by Joan Halifax in
Shamanic Voices.” Halifax describes rituals that at-
tempt to dissolve sexual differences in an effort to
bring the world from a state of disturbance to a state
of balance; for example, male shamans in Siberia
transformed through ritual into “soft men” or andro
gynes, and a “man-like” woman of the northwest
American Kutenai tribe metamorphosed into a warrior.
Using surprisingly similar language, Marlo writes of
her own transformation during the making of the
series:

1 use my naked body as a symbol of the naked soul
moving into that state of innocence that makes the
way for communication with devil or god. It is like
being a warrior without armour. I am doing the ritual
of the first woman creating the second with whom to
relate, becoming the divine twin, the schizophrenic.
The acts are sexual in this sense of desire for reunion
My work can be seen as alchemical research. .
Whereas [ am the medium of artistic energies flowing
through me, the camera is my medium because it deals
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Fig. 4. Daniela Zehnder, Untitled (1984), black-and-white pho-
tograph, 30 x 40 cm.
directly with reality, manipulates it; photography i
for good reasons seen by “primitive people” as magic.”

Judy Dater used ritual in her series of nude self-
portraits from 1980. In Self-Portrait with Rock (Fig.
3), for example, she faces the Promethean task of wres-
tling with a large rock, alone, under the hot sun, This
aggressive interaction mth the environment emerged
from a process which, according to Dater, began with
more passive, hesitant works. She wanted her

body to express through its posture and relationship
to various forms found in nature a sense of what I was
thinking and feeling. This was partly motivated by a
direct need to make pictures of nude women (in this
case myself) that were not passive and not the classical
object of male-dominated desire, [ wanted to create a
monumental heroic if you like, a new ideal—someone
to be reckoned with.*

The desert, the setting for many of Dater’s self-por-
traits, has been, as Lucy Lippard noted, “the tradi-
tional geography of revelation.”*

Cynthia MacAdams's (American, b. 1939) brooding
prints of naked women and children in southern desert
territory were collected in her book, Rising Goddess.”
MacAdams’s women, whether adolescent, pregnant,
or in mid-life, stare at the viewer, unmoving. The
energy is contained, the women passive. MacAdams
suggests ritual transformation in her work;

1 see us heading into the Aquarian Age—a blending
of right and left brain—an androgynous awakening of
all human beings on the planet, a unification of energy.

. When one is conscious of bondage, one is free to
change, As an artist | am helping to mend woman and
nature and to restore peace and harmony to the earth.”

Ingeborg Lischer (Swiss, b. 1936) incorporated ritual
and the nude in some of the over 150 Zauberfotos
(Magic Photographs) she has created since 1976. She
asked family and friends to do “magical things" for
the time it took her to expose 18 black-and-white pho-
tographs of them; some of the subjects equated magic
with nudity.

WOMEN VIEW EACH OTHER

A new relationship between photographer and model



12 Woman's Art Journal

Fig. 5. Mellon, Untitled from Angel Peak portfolio (1981), black-
and-white photograph, 9" x 11",

has also developed. Starr Ockenga (American, b, 1936),
for example, created a color series of naked—not
“nude” in the traditional sense—children and women,
where “the fine line between blatant eroticism and
straightforward present state [has] been scrupulously
observed.”” There is a trust here, a relaxed posing
which implies a friendly relationship between photog-
rapher and subject. Since the usual erotic clues, such
as rumpled bed or seductive look, are lacking, and the
bodies portrayed are definitely unclothed, viewers are
often confused by Ockenga’s images. She explained:
“Lolling about on beds or reclining in languid postures
suggests too much leisure. I want a stronger and more
serious, a less easy confrontation between subject and
viewer.”*

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, West Germans
Rita Kohmann (n.d.) and Karin Székessy (b. 1939) por-
trayed nude women and children in friendly, but not
sexual, relationships. Kohmann’s 1968 photograph of
a commune in Cologne, for example, is a “slice of
life”—people are gathered drinking coffee and watch-
ing the kids—the only difference is that they are with-
out clothing.

Among the many other women photographing the
female nude in nonconventional modes are Deborah
Turbeville (American, b. 1937) and Sarah Moon (Brit-
ish, b. 1938), who, in the 1970s, created a new soft-
focus aesthetic for the pages of Vogue magazine. Here
women appear in a cloged, languid world of lace and
tea cups, in what is perhaps a counterreaction to the
exertions of the t to free fi
from the passive, fashmn plate image.

Other images of the nude female vacillate between
extremes of tenderness and horror. Hannah Wilke
(American, b. 1940), for example, created large-format
color photographs of her mother undergoing several
unsuccessful cancer operations. Close-ups of the moth-
er'’s scarred, emaciated, stitched body are shown in
heart-wrenching contrast to Wilke's young, unblem-
ished self. Daniela Zehnder (Swiss, b, 1949) has mon-

taged group portraits of bodies writhing and rolling
across eerie, rocky landscapes suggestive of atomic
devastation (1984; Fig. 4).

Female nudity is combined with physical activity
in Chris Enos’s (American, b, 1944) joyous portrait of
a4 woman leaping and jumping in a garden setting.
The portrait challenges the strict confines of tradi-
tional posed studio nudes, creating the kind of images
not seen since Hungarian-born Martin Munkacsi’s
(1896-1963) athletic fashion photographs for Town and
Country and Harper’s Bazaar in the 1930s.

The baby as nude has become the subject of several
women photographers. Part of their fascination is cer-
tainly the softness and innocence of baby skin, as in
portrayals by Linda Benedict-J and J. Leon-
ard (American, b. 1940), and part is the complicated
balance of tension and tenderness in mother-child re-
lationships. Lynn Kellner's (American, n.d.) Lily and
Her Three Girls from her Mothers and Daughters Se-
ries (1980), for example, depicts a tiny, thin, nude
woman with naked babies at either breast, while a
third child cuddles close by. The mass of children’s
forms equals that of the mother and for all the warmth
of the photograph, one is left wondering how this
mother will survive the demands of child-rearing.

WOMEN PHOTOGRAPH MALE NUDES

When Imogen Cunningham’s nude portraits of her
husband were published in Seattle in 1915, they
created a scandal. The image of the nude male has
never been as prevalent as that of the female, and
women who adopt it still risk opprobrium. Indeed, cen-
sorship laws in some countries prohibit publication of
images of male genitalia and pubic hair; female
breasts and buttocks are almost always acceptable.”
The book Women Photograph Men, published in 1977,
while it included male nudes, discreetly excluded
penises.

One of the earliest exhibitions to deal specifically
with photographs of the male nude by both men and
women was organized in 1978 at the Marcuse Pfeifer
Gallery, New York.” In The Male Nude in Photogra-
phy, a book published a year after the exhibition,
Pfeifer wrote:

Almost without exception the critics were negative
about the subject matter and almost without exception
the critics were male . . . . I do not think that the eritics
would have been as hothered if the medium were not
photography. In painting and scul this ¢

sy has long since been put to rest. Photography is more
highly charged with reality, or a facsimile thereof, than
any other medium, and therefore has more power to
evoke response.®

Ben Lifson, The Village Voice critic, wrote that “a
man's body doesn’t lend itself to abstraction like a
woman's,” while John Ashbery, then at New York
magazine, commented: “Nude women seem to be in
their natural state; men, for some reason, merely look
undressed.”*

Women photographers of nude men have been crit-
icized for turning men into “sex objects,” for doing to
men what they resent having been done to them, es-
pecially if the pose echoes academic nude paintings
of women or the Playboy or Penthouse variety. In a

spoof on this photographic foible, Annette Leyener
(West German, b. 1958) created Sex Quartett (1981);
she posed four men in exactly the same way as were
four women on a set of “nudie” playing cards. The
ridiculousness of the male images makes it apparent
that Leyener is not interested in merely exchanging
iraditional sex roles.

Dianora Niceolini (American, b. 1936), in her Nude
Male Series (1976), created a group of photographs of
active, unclothed men who are neither overtly sexual
sor threatening. One views Men Fighting, for example,
with the same pleasure one gets from witnessing
nales’ sinuous bodies at play. Niccolini writes:

Photography of the male mlde was relegated to the
realm of while hy of the female
nude was elevated to the realm and status of art.
Therein lay an incredible and outrageous double stan-
dard that compelled me to create my male nude series
in which I purposefully confronted the viewer with the
male nude in all of his unabashed glory and nude splen-
dor in a very non-sexual way.*

Some of Niccolini's work is included in Arno Mink-
sinen’s New American Nudes,” as are the works of

_ several other talented women. Minette Lehmann (Amer-

can, b. 1928) shows men (and women) with moles,
listended bellies, and slumped posture, yet these im-
ages from the 1970s are gentle and compassionate,
‘amarra Kaida’s (American, b. 1946) Fathers and Sons
Jeries (1980) is filled with quiet insight. One photo-
graph shows a lanky son similar to his father in mood
and body build, while subtle differences enhance both
eir connection and their separateness. Barbara De-
nevieve's (American, n.d.) Four Graces (1979), a
gpoof on art history’s ubiquitous Three Graces, Paris’s
choice among three female beauties, seems to empha-
size the subjectivity of any choice made in the name
of “ideal beauty.” Rosalind Kimball Moulton’s (Amer-
ican, b, 1941) low-angled, untitled print of 1980 is filled
with tension and suggests that danger lurks amid the
seeming innocence of a man and child sunbathing.
What would otherwise be a plausible family scene is
ransformed by the haunched presence of a wolflike
log on the horizon line.

Male half-nudes and studio studies by Americans
_ynn Davis (n.d.) and Marsha Burns (b. 1945) and
West German Ulrike Wenzel (b. 1959) are concerned
with traditional aesthetics. Their assumption that fe-
nales enjoy viewing attractive male nudes is begin-
ning to gain acceptance, However, outside of homo-
sexual circles, there still remains strong bias against
exhibition and reproduction of photographs of the full
male nude body. As the New York photographer Mel-
lon (n.d.) noted when she tried to get her fantasy series
Angel Peak (1981) into print: “There simply exists a
prejudice by men against showing the penis in art,
especially [if it is] erect.”™ The series reveals a man’s
dream as he falls asleep while reading a book, on the
cover of which are images of two naked women. The
women come to life and begin gallivanting about his
body, stimulating him to erection (1981; Fig. 5).
Advertisements for the nine black-and-white montages
were refused by Playboy, Camera Arts, Artforum, Art
in America, and ARTnews. An earlier series (1978)
“with photos of a nude woman nibbling from a bowl
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of strawberries, bananas, and little nude men” who
clamber over her and fondle her breast was well-
received. “But that was different, wasn't it?,” she said.
“There the woman's body was big, not the man’s.””

MEN PHOTOGRAPH NUDES

As a result of the women’s movement many male
photographers have changed the way they view
women, and themselves. To compare the work of Ed-
ward Weston, whose nudes of the 1920s and 1930s
have become classics in photography, to work being
done by men in this genre today is to see the great
changes that have occurred in the last 50 years. In
looking at Weston’s Torso of Neil (1925), for example,
writes critic Janet Malcolm, “one feels something of
the emotions one feels in looking at a Greek statue.”
This interest in “perfect” form, whether in humans or
vegetables, no longer seems relevant. Instead, photog-
raphers are searching for variety in form and an ex-
pression of the uniqueness of each individual or thing.

Malcolm has also described Weston’s female nudes
as “strikingly sexless and impersonal . . . [and] evoc-
ative of death and sleep rather than of lovemaking.”
What contemporary photographers seek, rather, is di-
rect contact with both the personality and sexuality
of the model, Arno Minkkinen’s (American, b, 1945)
For Sandy, kultaseni,* for example, is a tender nude
portrait of the artist hugg‘mg his wife, both his arms
encased in the satin panties she is wearing. Robert
Mapplethorpe’s (American, b. 1947) nude portrait of
singer Patti Smith (1976) reveals neither breasts nor
pubic area. Instead, the emphasis is on her shoulders
and the ribs of her back. What is transmitted is a
tender, tired, vulnerable, sexual, though not defense-
less, woman. Mapplethorpe, however, is more famous
for his poriraits of black males with huge, erect pe-
nises. The men are classically and formally posed;
only the subject matter is shocking. But by distancing
himself and the viewer from the subject, Mapplethorpe
has been able to show this work in “high art” settings.

Fig. 6. Joe Gantz, Women Influencing Behavior (1984), color
photograph, 11" x 14"
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Peter Hujar's (American, b. 1934) work is more per-
sonal than that of Mapplethorpe. A half-nude portrait
of Laurent Di Lorenzo (1980) shows the subject lying
dreamily on a bed holding a daintily-decorated fan.
The contrast between Di Lorenzo’s hirsute, muscular
body and the traditional feminine accessory is poi-
gnant and suggests his vulnerability.

Duane Michaels (American, b. 1932) has dealt sen-
sitively with sexual topics for the past two decades.
His The Fallen Angel (1968), for example, depicts a
rape through which a bewinged being loses his im-
mortality and becomes an ordinary man. A recent pair
of photographs, Violent Men and Violent Women
(1983), depicts attacks by nude women and men on
their same sex, as if Michaels were trying to decode
contemporary behavior. This decoding effort has also
been taken up by the young American artist, Joe
Gantz (b. 1954), who transfers highly theatrical sce-
narios into large-format color prints. With titles such
as Women Influencing Behavior (1984; Fig. 6) and
Women as Men collected in his book, Inching Towards
a Leap of Faith (1984)," Gantz questions both male
and female responses to culturally sanctioned patterns
of behavior. The artist himself appears in some of his
prints. In Women Influencing Behavior he is being
hounded by a group of nude harpies as he is forced
to choose among them. In the foreground are three
more women: one is dressed as a cheerleader, one as
a bride, and one lies nude with legs agape.

All the works discussed here have been “affected by
female reassessments.””” Although the female nude
still dominates the genre, she is no longer portrayed
only as a passive receptacle for man’s desire.
Photographs being created today reveal a wide spec-
trum of possibilities for the nude, a greater tolerance
of corporeal imperfection, and less adherence to a strict
canon of sexual behavior. All of these innovations are
welcome challenges to a genre previously dominated
by the cinematographic and pornographic indus-
tries. ®
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Cecilia and Maria Sobrino:
Spain’s Golden-Age Painter-Nuns

MINDY N. TAGGARD

During the Middle Ages Europe’s convents func-
tioned as centers of learning, and for educated women
they often provided an environment more stimulating
than that available on the outside. Within the cloister,
for example, talented females could receive training
n art, which, in the secular world, along with the
materials and support necessary to production, usually
was available only to wives or daughters of male art-
ists. Numerous richly illuminated manuscripts by me-
dieval painternuns, including the 12th-century
Augustini Sermones (Grand Ducal Library, Wolfen-
bttel) by the Saxon Ermengarde and the 13th-century
Codex Gisele (Cathedral Library, Osnabruck) by the
Westphalian Gisele von Kerssenbroek, document the
artistic activity of these cloisters. Indeed, the Spanish
woman artist Ende, credited with the illustrations for
the 10th-century Gerona Beatus Apocalypse, consid-
ered “of a quality unsurpassed by any other in that
century,” must also have been trained in such a
center.

With the rise in the 13th century of professional
secular scriptoria, the convent began to relinquish its
bookmaking functions. And when in the mid-15th cen-
tury the printing press was introduced, bookmaking
was revolutionized, with both manuscript production
and the illuminator becoming almost obsolete.

Despite these developments, however, within those
cloisters that weathered the Reformation, artistic ac-
tivity did not cease. Instead, one kind of painting sim-
ply gave way to another: organized and often anon-
ymous manuscript illumination was superseded by
larger-scale painting by individual members, For ex-
ample, one early 16th-century Dominican nun, Plau-
tilla Nelli, daughter of the Italian painter Luca Nelli,
frescoed a Last Supper at Santa Maria Novella, Flor-
ence, after a design by the Florentine artist Bronzino,
while other Italian nuns working in the same century,
including the Alberti sisters, Clara and Elisabetta, and
the Ferraran Ippolita Tassoni, completed devotional
panel paintings.

In Catholic Spain, where convents multiplied in
number during the Counter-Reformation, one might
expect to see a similar pattern develop—from work-
shop illuminator to larger-scale painter. Indeed, biog-
rapher José Parada y Santin catalogued several
Golden-Age painter-nuns, including Ana de la Madre
de Dios, a discalced Carmelite from Zaragoza (d. 1638)

a_nd Maria de San Ignacio (d. 1660), a Recollet Augus-
tinian and mystic author said to have signed her com-
positions in blood.*

Parada y Santin’s entries, however, appear to be no
more than convent myth—to date no works by these
or any other of the Spanish painter-nuns he discussed
have surfaced. Of exceptional historical value, there-
fore, are the five paintings attributed by convent tra-
dition to the discalced Carmelite Cecilia Sobrino (1570~
1646)," who at age 19, along with her sister Maria,
professed in Valladolid’s La Concepcién (located in
Cel.ltl't')l Spain). The group includes three half-length
paintings of Ecce Homo (Figs. 1-3), one Salvator
Mundi (Fig. 4), and a Christ as the Man of Sorrows
surrounded by seven roundels of the Circumcision and
Passion (Fig. 5).

_Because none of the five has ever left La Concep-
cién—the order still maintains the original building
occupied by the founder in 1569—and because Sobrino
is documented by her contemporary Sister Petronila
de San Joseph as having painted within that house,*
the attribution seems secure. In composition and
theme, moreover, the works agree with a later 16th-
or early 17th-century date. The Christ as the Man of
Sorrows (Fig. 5), for example, is apparently based on
a mid-16th-century single-leaf woodcut by the Nether-
landish artist Nicklas Stoer,” while one Ecce Homo
(Fig. 3)—one of Golden-Age Spain’s most popular pic-
torial and sculptural themes—appears to have been
modeled after an early 16th-century painting by An-
tonio Vazquez, of Valladolid, now in that city’s Ca-
thedral Museum.

A stylistic analysis, however, unquestionably shows
that one artist alone could not have produced all five
images. While the central Christ figures in four of the
compositions (Figs. 1, 3, 4, and 5) are conceived vol-
umetrically by a painter who understood chiaroscuro
and the fundamentals of the human figure, that of
one Ecce Homo (Fig. 2), a canvas calligraphically dec-
orated with scriptural quotations (John 1:29 and
Isaiah 53:7), is not. In fact, though the head of this
Saviour and his soulful expression are sensitively ren-
dered, from the neck down the figure is summarily
treated, the torso progressively flattening, the folds in
the cloak which drapes it expressed as no more than
decorative wedges of black paint.

To solve this dilemma a reasonable solution can be



