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Abstract   

 
Throughout history, and in myriad ways in our present world, the humanity of marginalized 

people is routinely erased in acts ranging from subtle to emphatic to fatal. The result of this 

aggression is felt in the body and the spirit. Strategies for surviving and thriving are critical. The 

project of my thesis, this paper and a series of paintings, The New Brag, represents a radical 

optimism in the face of this reality. I bear witness to the deep core of self-recognition that I find 

in the selfies created by my subjects which inspired this series of paintings. Through a spiral of 

seeing and being seen, we co-constitute one another. And in stepping into painting as a new 

medium, I acknowledge the erasure and exclusion of women that is an essential aspect of the 

history of painting. I thank Sharon Olds for her poem, The Language of the Brag, which 

provoked me to reclaim the definition of brag as being “full of oneself” as a positive and 

necessary stance for marginalized people in a deeply misogynist, racist, homophobic, 

xenophobic, and patriarchal world. 
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Puddles of poured paint, a physical drawing line that swings with the weight of its lead 

core, my quiet presence in front of Joan Mitchell’s City Landscape, the map of the floor of the 

gallery carried out into the world, the drawings starting whole then broken and repaired and 

broken and repaired, the people living with the drawings in their kitchens and studios, and all of 

us gathered at the ocean, moving in unison with the water and feeling it in our bodies. These 

are some of the things I’ve made for you, World.1 I was trying to talk to you. I was trying to say “I 

love you” in so many different languages. These things were my intermediaries—these objects, 

these engagements.  

  Now, in this very noisy city, things have gone quiet. I stopped making all of those things. 

I started again to see what a new path would be. First, I found my way back to myself. Living 

apart from my beloved lifelong partner for the first time in 30 years, I was startled to find myself 

alone in a delicious solitude. I noticed my body more. I started drawing my body and, in so 

doing, became more visible to myself. This drawing was a meditative activity and what 

appeared on the paper was less important than the sense of presence and act of seeing that 

occurred as I earnestly tried to understand this body that I have inhabited for over sixty years.  

Seeing myself more keenly made it easier for me to see others. And, in particular, these 

dear humans that I am painting. Rather than talking, I chose to listen...visually. Tell me your 

story. What happened just then? You needed to pee and that’s when the majestic moment 

																																																								
1		For images of the works mentioned, go to: www.murphyspicer.com/nms-archive 

There is also a 100-page artists book, What Was Found: The Archive Project, Works and Practice of 

Nancy Murphy Spicer, 1957–ongoing. A physical copy of the hand-bound book can be found in the 

Nancy Murphy Spicer Artist’s File in the Joan Flasch Artists’ Book Collection at the School of the Art 

Institute of Chicago and a digital version can be viewed on line at: www.murphyspicer.com/archive-

project  

	



	

 2	

occurred? You love to use a selfie stick because it gives you more control to show yourself. The 

kids were never that quiet, ever. They just climbed up on you and that sudden, rare stillness felt 

remarkable. With your arms full of humans, you reached and took the photo. You finished 

making the complicated weaving and then posted the photo online and said straight up: “I did it 

and I’m feeling proud.”  

 
You have shown yourself.  
 
I see you. 

 I reflect you back. 

You see yourself anew. 

Others see you, too. 

I see myself.  

Spirals of seeing. 

Co-constitution.  

*    *    * 

In this thesis, I’ll look at a new definition of brag, inspired by the Sharon Olds’ 

poem, The Language of the Brag, and present The New Brag as a different lens. This 

comes in response to the current cultural context and the related landscape of erasure 

and affective response. Next, I’ll present a couple examples of art historical works, 

contemporary and modern, that exemplify The New Brag while acknowledging the 

history of erasure and exclusion of women from the field of painting. In viewing the body 

of paintings created in tandem with this written thesis, we’ll look at the power of seeing 

and being seen, mutual witnessing and co-constituting self. And, finally, I’ll talk about 

the process of making the paintings and ideas around paintings as part of a network.  
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Here is the poem that inspired this project and the paintings.  

 
The Language of the Brag by Sharon Olds 

I have wanted excellence in the knife-throw, 

I have wanted to use my exceptionally strong and accurate arms 

and my straight posture and quick electric muscles 

to achieve something at the center of a crowd, 

the blade piercing the bark deep, 

the haft slowly and heavily vibrating like the cock. 

I have wanted some epic use for my excellent body, 

some heroism, some American achievement 

beyond the ordinary for my extraordinary self, 

magnetic and tensile, I have stood by the sandlot 

and watched the boys play. 

I have wanted courage, I have thought about fire 

and the crossing of waterfalls, I have dragged around 

my belly big with cowardice and safety, 

my stool black with iron pills, 

my huge breasts oozing mucus, 

my legs swelling, my hands swelling, 

my face swelling and darkening, my hair 

falling out, my inner sex 

stabbed again and again with terrible pain like a knife. 

I have lain down. 

I have lain down and sweated and shaken 

and passed blood and feces and water and 

slowly alone in the center of a circle I have 

passed the new person out 

and they have lifted the new person free of the act 

and wiped the new person free of that 
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language of blood like praise all over the body. 

I have done what you wanted to do, Walt Whitman, 

Allen Ginsberg, I have done this thing, 

I and the other women this exceptional 

act with the exceptional heroic body, 

this giving birth, this glistening verb, 

and I am putting my proud American boast 

right here with the others.2 

 
Sharon Olds3 resurrects the act of giving birth from the everyday to the epic and lays it 

next to the achievements claimed by her male poet colleagues. In doing so, she is stepping up 

and claiming space for the experience of women and I would say, by extension, all of those 

whose experiences and powerful acts have been marginalized. Poem-worthy, painting-worthy, 

just plain worthy. While Olds’ brag emanates from the heroic act of giving birth, I extend the 

brag to include so many moments of self-possession, quiet to emphatic, that I call The New 

Brag—moments of magnificent visibility, a sense of being “full of oneself” in the best possible 

way.4  

																																																								
2		Olds, Sharon. “The Language of the Brag,” Satan Says, University of Pittsburgh Press, 1980.  
 
3		Sharon Olds is an esteemed contemporary American poet known for writing deeply personal and 

graphic poems about her life as a woman, mother, and wife. She is the winner of the 2013 Pulitzer 

Prize for Poetry and the National Critics Award among others and has published numerous volumes of 

poetry. She currently teaches in the graduate writing program at New York University. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/sharon-olds 

4		Another Sharon Olds poem that intimately relates to this definition of The New Brag is Self-Portrait, 

Rear View, in which she revels in her new awareness of her sagging middle-aged rear end: “Once I see 
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The word brag likely calls to mind negative connotations. No one likes someone who 

brags. And yet, men have been acculturated to brag as a way of navigating the world and 

gaining power–our current president being a most gross example. Conversely, girls and women 

are explicitly acculturated to avoid bragging, to be modest. Although a quick internet search on 

bragging reveals the confusing messages from society with a surprising plethora of recent 

articles and studies all concerned with the problem of women’s inability or unwillingness to 

brag.5 There is even a book (written by a man) entitled Brag! Women! Brag! In the business 

context, it’s considered an essential way to succeed. This is the not the brag I am interested in 

discussing.  

The New Brag is an instance of self-acknowledgement which can kick off a spiral of 

seeing—seeing oneself, documenting that seeing and sharing it on social media, being seen 

and acknowledged by others (mutual witnessing). It arrives in the body as a felt experience 

(affect) rather than an idea, and when The New Brag is noticed across a range of individuals it 

can create a visual hum (collective affect) that amplifies each one that is part of the whole. In 

this thesis, I will discuss all of these aspects of The New Brag. It can manifest in the tilt of the 

head, the arch of the back, a reflective moment of self-regard. The range of emotions is broad–

pride, quiet reflection, exuberance, thoughtfulness, astonishment—but what is common to all is 

the seeing of the self and sharing an image of that self with the public. My role as the artist has 

																																																								
what I can do with this, I do it /High-stepping to make the rapids of my bottom/ rush and ripple like a 

world wonder...” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pekWTjYSHWM  

5	Kaufman, Lisbeth, “The Case for Bragging,” Elle website, February 7, 2018. 

https://www.elle.com/culture/a16729675/women-bragging-me-too/   and  

Smith, Jessi L. and Meghan Huntoon, Women’s Bragging Rights: Overcoming Modesty Norms to 

Facilitate Women’s Self-Promotion, Montana State University, December 2014. 

https://scholarworks.montana.edu/xmlui/handle/1/9028 
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been to notice these instances of The New Brag in the digital realm and translate them into 

paintings on canvas to amplify the brag in each one and to create opportunities for more 

prolonged consideration than online images usually afford. 

With The New Brag, I seek to counteract erasure. It is a way of being seen, not as a bid 

for competition, but for connection. The New Brag highlights visibility, a subject experiencing a 

fullness of oneself, and a witness, firstly the self in the selfie image captured, then the others 

who find the image online and see the paintings, and a space between which is the space of 

seeing and being seen.  

The individuals who initially inspired this series of paintings embody the spirit of Olds’ 

brag in ways varied beyond the literal giving birth which Olds describes. With each of these 

paintings I made reflecting their images from their selfies, there was a moment when it came 

into fruition that I filled with tears. Real tears for a real person there on the canvas. I don’t want 

to say all those corny things like “strong” and “determined.” So I’ll just say real and present and 

so deeply convincing. Or as my painting mentor said “These are people I want to know.”  

 
Cultural Context  
 

Now I will describe the space in which The New Brag paintings series is coming to life. If 

you’re reading this in the future, let me try to conjure up the energy to recount just a brief and 

partial overview of the wreckage in our current political landscape. We have a completely 

amoral, predator president who feels the freedom of his privilege to voice the vilest and most 

hateful insults to just about everyone, disregarding their humanity.6 There are daily public 

																																																								
6		Cohen, Clare. “Donald Trump Sexism Tracker: Every Offensive Comment in One Place,” The 

Telegraph website, July 14, 2017.	https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/politics/donald-trump-sexism-

tracker-every-offensive-comment-in-one-place/ 
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exposures of harassment and violence towards marginalized people in every professional field 

and on the street and in the local Starbucks.7 Violence against black women by police rarely 

makes the headlines.8 Our government is working avidly to remove rights to healthcare for 

women.9 Our justice system has little will or ability to convict rapists.10 The first woman who won 

the popular vote for President of the United States has been attacked and vilified in pronounced 

ways due to her gender.11 Three competent and creative women museum directors have been 

																																																								
7	Almukhtar, Sarah, Michael Gold and Larry Buchanan, “After Weinstein: 71 Men Accused of Sexual 

Misconduct and Their Fall from Power,” The New York Times website, February 8, 2018. 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/10/us/men-accused-sexual-misconduct-weinstein.html 

8	Capehart, Jonathan. “Police Violence Affects Women of Color Just As Much As Men. Why Don’t We 

Hear About It?” The Washington Post online, March 27, 2018.  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-partisan/wp/2018/03/27/police-violence-affects-women-of-

color-just-as-much-as-men-why-dont-we-hear-about-it/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.981f4c9e6668 

9 Cauterucci, Christina, “The GOP’s Latest Obamacare Repeal Proposal Finds New Ways To Be 

Disastrous for Women’s Health,” Slate.com, September 20, 2017.  

http://www.slate.com/blogs/xx_factor/2017/09/20/the_gop_s_latest_obamacare_repeal_proposal_finds

_new_ways_to_be_disastrous.html 

10 Bhattacharya, Stuti, “12 Famous Men Accused of Sexual Assault Who Got Away With It Without Social 

Backlash,” Vagabomb.com, December 6, 2016.  https://www.vagabomb.com/Famous-Men-Accused-

Of-Sexual-Assault-Who-Got-Away/ 

 
11	Bordo, Susan. “The Destruction of Hillary Clinton: Sexism, Sanders and the Millennial Feminists,” The 

Guardian website, April 2, 2017. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/commentisfree/2017/apr/03/the-

destruction-of-hillary-clinton-sexism-sanders-and-the-millennial-feminists 
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fired in the first three months of this year.12 And the silencing (a kind of erasure) of women of 

color throughout history continues today with Congresswoman Maxine Waters famously 

needing to reject the silencing by her GOP colleagues with her invocation (turned meme) “I am 

reclaiming my time.”13 As a woman and the mother of two young women who are just launching 

their lives, I feel the rage rise in me as I am daily confronted with these realities. I could write the 

entire thesis on the complexities of our current cultural context alone but I want to get to 

redemption.  

 
Erasure 

 The above context gives some sense of why I embarked on this project but let me be 

more specific. This is where I talk about erasure. Sometimes outrageous, sometimes subtle, but 

always felt and often misunderstood.  

Erasure and silencing of women, for example, has been a part of history since recorded 

time. In her book Women and Power: A Manifesto, Mary Beard links the silencing of Penelope 

by her son Telemachus in The Odyssey to the silencing of Elizabeth Warren as she attempted 

to read the full transcript of a letter by Coretta Scott King. Adding insult to injury, while Warren 

was silenced, subsequent male congressmen were allowed to finish reading the letter.14  

																																																								
12 Wilson, Michael. “It’s 2018. Why Can’t Museums Let Female Curators Do Their Jobs?” Vice website, 

March 15, 2018. https://garage.vice.com/en_us/article/xw5eb3/female-museum-curators-fired-

molesworth	

13	Maxine Waters Reclaiming My Time video, August 1, 2017. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0EvuBakBj3I 

	
14	Beard, Mary. Women & Power: A Manifesto, Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2017. 
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In the world of art, there are prominent examples of erasure in the works of the architect 

and designer Eileen Gray and the artist and writer Adrian Piper. 

 

 
 
E-1027, 1926-29, by Irish architect and designer, Eileen Gray 

Eileen Gray was a gifted Modernist designer and architect, creating furniture and textile 

designs before also contributing to the history of architecture. E-102715 is one of the few Gray 

architectural designs that came to fruition. Inspired by the Bauhaus, it sits high on a hilltop over 

the Cote D'Azur coast in France and was radical for its time in its simplicity and sensitivity to 

site, light, and organic living space.  Enraged that a woman would dare to make a building 

relative to his own designs, the architect Le Corbusier vented his feelings on the building itself, 

famously defacing it with erotic murals which he painted naked without Gray’s permission. Now 

in telling you this story I am replicating the injury which Gray’s legacy has suffered for many 

years. That is, this colorful account overruns the story of her significant work. Erasure. It is only 

																																																								
15	Moore, Rowan, “Eileen Gray’s E.1027: A Lost Legend of 20th-Century Architecture is Resurrected,” The 

Guardian, May 2, 2015. https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/may/02/eileen-gray-e1027-

villa-cote-dazur-reopens-lost-legend-le-corbusier 
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recently that the French government has purchased E-1027 and is in the process of restoration. 

It would be sweet justice if the restoration involved the erasure of the murals so the public could 

see the clean, simple, beautiful design that Gray intended but, unfortunately, the murals are now 

deemed to have art historical significance so they will remain.  

 

 

My Calling Card, 1986, offset lithograph, 2” x 3.5”, Adrian Piper 

Adrian Piper describes herself as a first-generation Conceptual artist and an analytic 

philosopher16 whose work spans 1969 to the present.17 My Calling Card is one of her 

performance works inspired by a recurrent, personally offensive experience that showed up 

repeatedly in her public life. As a mixed race woman, she was often misidentified as white and 

would then find herself in the company of white people making racist remarks. In response to 

these experiences, Piper designed an elegant, pointed performance work which involved 

handing the offending person a business card simply alerting them to the offense they had just 

																																																								
16	Adrian Piper found her Wikipedia site to be inaccurate so she reconstructed it on her own website with 

full and accurate information about her life and work: http://www.adrianpiper.com/removed-and-

reconstructed-en.wikipedia-biography.shtml	

17	Adrian Piper’s work is the subject of a retrospective exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, Spring, 

2018. https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/3924 
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committed. With this deceptively simple work, Piper takes the initiative to repair the erasure 

committed against her and effectively re-constitute herself in this action. 

This erasure of women manifests in insidious and emphatic ways and, in 2018, the 

misogyny it represents is more overt than ever, despite more than a century of feminism.18 

 

Affect Theory and The New Brag 
 

I noticed I just took a deep breath after writing about all of this...that’s the effect of affect. 

The way that stuff out there gets into my body and makes my chest fall, my eyes tear up. The 

feeling that a one-ton weight is sitting on my shoulders and I am profoundly alone and this stuff 

will just go on forever. This is real. In such a toxic environment, we need to find ways to survive 

with our humanity intact. Critical theorist Lauren Berlant points us to the next instinct in this 

situation:  “You have to figure out your position of entry or address to what is happening now. 

There is a tension between what we’ve inherited and what we want the future to be.”19 My 

method is to turn to poetry, writing, painting, and performance as alternatives to complete 

numbness. The feelings must be felt, addressed, and transformed in an alchemy of art and 

engagement.  

Affect theory looks at how the world comes at us and the ways in which our bodies 

respond. You could say Hillary Clinton ran her 2016 presidential campaign on ideas whereas 

Donald Trump ran his on affect. People who gathered around him were emboldened by the 

energy of his rhetoric and his rallies. In The Affect Theory Reader, authors Melissa Gregg and 

																																																								
18	Or as Lauren Berlant put it: “We had 4 seconds of feminism and 25 years of backlash.”  

Berlant, Lauren. Public Feelings Salon, Barnard Center for Women, 2012. 

http://bcrw.barnard.edu/videos/public-feelings-salon-with-lauren-berlant/ 

19	Berlant, Lauren. Public Feelings Salon, Barnard Center for Women, 2012.  
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Gregory Seigworth describe affect as “the name we give to those forces–visceral forces 

beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces insisting beyond 

emotion.”20 There’s a reason affect is hard to describe! It’s tangible but also elusive. And more 

than one writer refers to affect as a sensibility that has an impact on adjacent bodies. “With 

affect, a body is as much outside itself as in itself–webbed in its relations–until ultimately such 

firm distinctions cease to matter.”21  In her essay “Writing Shame,” Elspeth Probyn describes the 

contagiousness of affect: “Affect leads to us to question commonsense notions of privacy or 

‘integrity’ of bodies through exposing the breaches in the borders between self and other 

evidenced by the contagiousness of ‘collective’ affects.”22 

																																																								
20	Gregg, Melissa, and Gregory J. Seigworth, Editors. The Affect Reader, Duke University Press, 2010. 

p.1. 

21	Gregg, p. 3. 

22	Gregg, p. 76. 
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Anastatia’s Trousers, 2018, oil on canvas, 90” x 54”, by Nancy Murphy Spicer 

As I come to understand affect as a bodily sensation as well as the charged particles 

between beings or perhaps better described as connecting beings, I realize that what I am trying 

to paint is, actually, affect—an affect I see embodied in these bodies. They are all different 

individuals but the spirit of the affect is shared. This fullness, quiet or exuberant. The wholeness 

of self, spilling over. In Anastatia’s Trousers, the focus of the painting is the trousers as they 
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display the attitude of the subject, hip sways out, chest up, arms behind the back. The trousers 

are painted in a structural, solid almost architectural manner conveying strength and durability. 

The choice of the selfie camera shot from below creates a sense of power and monumentality. 

We see just half of the subject’s face faintly painted but the stance of the body and the 

positioning of the camera for the selfie convey a powerful confidence. The presence of the 

sewing machine, fabrics, mirror, and thread shelf indicate that Anastatia has tailored the 

garment herself and is standing in her achievement. In Pamela’s Poetry Gown, the poet Pamela 

Sneed, stands erect, her head thrown back, her mouth open in laughter. There is a sense of 

joyful abandon as the blue poetry gown drapes and flutters around her. The paint handling 

loosely highlights the carefree strength she embodies in the moment. 

 

Pamela’s Poetry Gown, 2018, oil on canvas, 16.5” x 13.5”, by Nancy Murphy Spicer 
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In these two examples, the subjects are in very different situations but in both I see the 

affect I call The New Brag, a strong, natural confidence coming from their core, that arrives as 

affect felt in the body more so than idea in the mind. The New Brag becomes more than 

personal embodiment with the sharing of the image and the witness of others, the evidence 

being the “likes” and comments on social media. As I gather these paintings together, spread 

out in the studio (and later in the exhibition), there is an added amplification which I experience 

as the collective affect.  

While training to be a professional life coach, a practice devoted to helping people 

identify their most resonant aspirations, we called the experience of affect, the Level 3. Level 1 

is the term used for the self-conscious inner voice. When your attention is on Level 2, it is over 

there with the client, the person you are coaching. Finally, we spoke about Level 3 and that was 

the space between, “the ineffable but ubiquitous.”23 Palpable in its presence but invisible. 

Someone coming into the room may not see it but could possibly feel it and not know how to 

name it.  

In The New Brag paintings, I’m sensing the affect experienced by the person in each 

selfie and conveying it through figurative portraits. Historically, my work has drawn on the affect 

of particular spaces—social and architectural—using objects, color, and line to intervene and 

shift the beholder’s sense of the overall space. With these paintings, I’m attempting to draw the 

beholder into the space of the painting while also assembling the paintings into an affective 

community to create a reverberating sense of The New Brag.  

As I developed this series of paintings, I was initially planning to focus on women and 

quickly ran into the limitations of that nomenclature. Although I am personally acutely aware of 

																																																								
23	Berlant, Lauren. Public Feelings Salon, Barnard Center for Women, 2012. 

http://bcrw.barnard.edu/videos/public-feelings-salon-with-lauren-berlant/ 
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the denigration of my gender through a lifetime of #METOO24 experiences, I began to long for a 

more intersectional25 inclusiveness in this project. The ways in which a capitalist, patriarchal26 

society demeans and erases women is interwoven with the experience of LGBTIQ people, so-

called minorities, immigrants, Native peoples, and the list goes on. So The New Brag, while 

initially inspired by my experiences as a woman, seeks to include all of those oppressed and 

erased. #METOO, #BLACKLIVESMATTER, and other hashtag movements are about seeing 

the trauma others have experienced. The New Brag is about witnessing the empowered self as 

a way to counteract erasure and assert one’s humanity in spite of the cultural circumstances.  

																																																								
24	#METOO is a movement founded by Tarana Burke, originally to support women of color who  

have experienced sexual violence. In October 2017, the hashtag was taken on by a broad range of 

individuals worldwide who posted online to register their experiences of sexual harassment and assault. 

The movement has enabled an international conversation about violence against marginalized people. 

https://metoomvmt.org/ 

25	The term ‘intersectional’ refers to the overlaps of race, gender, sexuality and class and was coined in 

1989 by Kimberle Crenshaw, legal scholar of critical race theory, in her essay entitled “Demarginalizing 

the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist 

Theory and Antiracist Politics,” published in The University of Chicago Legal Forum in 1989. Crenshaw 

presents a primer on intersectionality in this Ted talk: 

https://www.ted.com/talks/kimberle_crenshaw_the_urgency_of_intersectionality 

26	Or some might say ‘kyriarchal’ using the term coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza in her 1992 

book, But She Said: Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation, which, like the term ‘intersectional,’ is 

meant to highlight the broader range of power structures beyond just patriarchy which prioritizes the 

differential in gender relationships. Kyriarchy includes homophobia, racism, colonialism, classism, 

speciesism, among other isms.	
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The New Brag in Paintings - New and Old 
 
Now I will discuss some paintings that I see as related to the spirit of the The New Brag.  
 

    
Nude Holding Her Breast, 1925, oil on canvas, 93 cm x 73 cm, by Émilie Charmy	
 

Émilie Charmy was a painter based in Paris from 1902 till her death in 1974. Her work, 

ranging from landscape27 to still life to figurative including self-portraiture, was shown in the 

major salons of the day alongside work by Henri Matisse, Pablo Picasso, Amedeo Modigliani, 

Susan Valadon and Marie Laurencin. One critic described her as a “strange and powerful painter 

																																																								
27	The single Émilie Charmy painting in the Art Institute of Chicago collection is a landscape painting 

entitled L’Estaque, 1910 and, as of Spring 2018, was on view in Gallery 391 A in the Modern Wing.  

http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/artwork/9010?search_no=1&index=0 
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who holds our attention."28 While Charmy’s work was critically acclaimed at the time, after World War 

II, she was not included in the art history canon and only recently has attention to her work been 

revived.29  

 Charmy was part of a new sense of agency amongst artists at the start of the twentieth 

century that signaled “the shift from images that are designed to please, breaking no 

taboos...and ones that desire to tell the truth.”30 Between 1905-1925, Charmy’s self-portraits 

depicted stages of disrobing until she was finally nude. Once in the realm of nude self-portraits, 

Charmy then painted herself in ecstatic, erotic states. At times, those works were titled as self-

portraits but as they became more explicit Charmy switched to titling works as Nudes. Art 

historians surmise that the woman depicted was Charmy herself.31 It is believed these paintings 

were made for herself or a limited private audience and were never shown in public.32 “While the 

more public, marketable nudes are often depicted in stylized and erotic poses, others from the 

																																																								
28	Perry, Gill. Women Artists and the Parisian Avant-Garde. Manchester University Press, 1995, p. 100. 
	
29	Curator Matthew Affron created an exceptional exhibition of Émilie Charmy’s work with an 

accompanying catalog at The Fralin Museum, University of Virginia, which is how I discovered her 

work. None of the SAIC faculty to whom I showed the catalog have heard of her work. Another woman 

erased from art history and, now, thankfully revived.  

Catalog: Affron, Matthew, with contributions by Sarah Betzer and Rita Felski, Émilie Charmy, Penn 

State University Press for The Fralin Museum of Art, University of Virginia, 2013. 

30	Borzello, Frances. Seeing Ourselves: Women’s Self-Portraits, Thames & Hudson, 1998 and 2016,  
p. 229. 

	
31	Perry, Gill. p. 30. “The hairstyle and facial features of Nude Holding her Breast indicate that this work 

may have been a self-portrait, and the defiant pose and heavy body suggest that this is a 

representation of a woman’s body as seen by herself.” 

32	Perry, p. 129. 
	



	

 19	

same period are depicted in unselfconscious and less passive poses.”33 This work is a beautiful 

example of a woman clearly experiencing a sense of being “full of herself” and finding deep 

pleasure therein. Co-constitution with a trusted other. One who is not going to objectify you but 

appreciate what you yourself find most deeply satisfying. 

Charmy’s work adds to my understanding of The New Brag in its boldness, tenderness and 

candor. She is not performing for the viewer but rather fully present to herself and allowing us to see that 

moment.  

 

 

Self-Portrait in Striped Trousers, 2016, oil on canvas, 84” x 60”, by Chantal Joffe 

In the work of British painter Chantal Joffe, I see a different kind of brag. After launching 

her painting career drawing inspiration from London high fashion models and pornographic 

																																																								
33	Perry, p. 130. 
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scenes, Joffe settled down to more domestic subject matter often painting self-portraits or 

portraits of herself with her child or a friend. In The Night Self-Portraits34 series, we often see 

Joffe naked or semi-naked in quirky, matter-of-fact and not traditionally flattering poses, 

exposing her middle-aged female body. In Self-Portrait in Striped Trousers, Joffe depicts herself 

hand on one hip, awkward but resolute, gazing at the beholder fiercely out of the side of her 

eyes. Again in this work, we see the naturalness with which this woman shows us her body so 

wildly out of sync with society’s norms of beauty and there is a sense of her comfort level and 

her power. Her brag.  

My eye was drawn to both of these paintings that exemplify something that I didn’t have 

a name for yet at the time. In both cases, the artist is depicting herself with an authenticity that 

seems to come from a strong sense of self-possession. It is conveyed in the posture of their 

bodies and their choices around gaze: Charmy seemingly unaware of the viewer and Joffe 

staring harshly out of the corner of her eyes. Both exemplify The New Brag.  

 
Hacking Painting 

I kept asking, Why must feminist art practice perform “otherness”  

in an “other” medium? Why not in painting?35  

Jutta Koether 

So I made some paintings. I have been waiting for twenty years to do this. I have made 

drawings and performances and installations, many installations, and videos and artists books. 

																																																								
34	For a pdf of the catalog of The Night Self-Portraits: 

http://issuu.com/cheimread/docs/chantal_joffe_night_self-portraits?mode=window&pageNumber=1 

	
35	Buchloh, Benjamin. “A Conversation with Jutta Koether,” October, Issue 157, Summer 2016, p.15-33. 



	

 21	

But I had not made paintings...until now. As I approached painting, I began to get more curious 

about my long-standing resistance. That’s when I began hearing the voices of other women.  

To hack is to break in, destroy with a level of force. Hacking painting. That’s what I hear 

from other women when they talk about painting: 

Molly Zuckerman-Hartung: “I felt locked out of painting–I had to break in.”36 

Amy Sillman writing about Ulrike Mueller: “She took an ax to the door of painting.”37 

Dona Nelson: Her first self-portrait was a large scale painting of herself as a man. She felt that 

was the only way she could feel like she belonged in painting.38 

Jutta Koether: She hedged her bets, designing an expansive practice that included 

performance, music and writing as well in case the painting thing was just too tough to break 

into.39 

																																																								
36	From a studio visit conversation with Molly Zuckerman-Hartung, 2017. 

37	Richards, Judith Olch. Inside the Studio: Two Decades of Talks with Artists in New York. New York, 

NY: IC, 2004. Print. from chapter entitled “The Place Which is Not One” by Amy Sillman. An extension 

of this quote from Sillman’s writing: “Painting is often a stopping point for people because it seems to 

mark off an annex of suspiciously too-fancy, too-aesthetic, or too-commodified stuff. But Ulrike...arrived 

at painting’s door equipped with curiosity and the activist’s feeling that she should not be prohibited 

from any territory she wants to enter.” 

38	From a Visiting Artist lecture by Dona Nelson at Virginia Commonwealth University, March 2016. 

39	Buchloch, Benjamin. “A Conversation with Jutta Koether.” October, Issue 147, Summer 2016. “...I had 

a position that was not solely rooted in art but that was rooted in my activity at Spex, which made it 

more difficult for me to enter the art world, but on the other hand I was not being judged, being pushed 

around, in any way. I could always return to that other place and say “fuck you” to those in the art 

scene.” 
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I stumbled across all of these references over the past four years during my research 

into other topics. But what I found in these stories was myself. I share the feelings of these 

powerful painters who are women. Painting was just too full of men. I had already tried to break 

into the boys’ club of construction as a young woman and found it full of misogyny. I wasn’t up 

for another round. But that’s another story...So my brag in this story about The New Brag is 

simply that I have found the courage to take pigment mixed with oil and place it on canvas in 

arrangements of color to communicate my passion around amplifying the presence of these 

individuals and marking their visibility in the world and in the field of painting.  

 
Seeing as Transformation 

Seeing alters the thing that is seen and transforms the seer.  

Seeing is metamorphosis, not mechanism.40 

James Elkins 

Art historian and theorist James Elkins speaks eloquently about the empowering act of 

seeing, imbuing it with a kind of alchemical power “that has the potential to tunnel into me, to 

melt part of what I am and re-form it in another shape.”41 Elkins goes further to animate the 

object itself as engaged in this exchange proposing that the object is also changed. I 

experienced this firsthand in my process of working with my subjects. In one instance, I made a 

painting from a selfie I found online of two people who are acquaintances of mine. When the 

painting was almost complete, I shared it with the two subjects and we are now engaged in a 

complex conversation about their personhood and my depiction of them. The painting object 

was one thing when I sent them an image of it; it is now something quite different after learning 

																																																								
40	Elkins, James. The Object Stares Back: On the Nature of Seeing, Simon & Schuster, New York, 1996, 

p. 12. 

41	Elkins, p. 42. 
	



	

 23	

about their experience of seeing it. This exchange precipitated a physical alteration of the 

painting and a further conversation. The subjects had a strong and determined desire to have 

the fullness of that moment depicted in a way that felt resonant to them.  

Critic and theorist Jan Verwoert speaks to this exchange between the object and the one 

seeing by describing it as “mutual witnessing,”42 proposing that the power of this act is actually 

to make each other in an ongoing continuous project. “The making of reality begins with the 

question ‘How was your day?’ The gratuitous offer to witness and thereby co-create the reality 

of the other contained in this question is one of the most radical cultural articulations we 

know.”43 The constitution of the self happens in the “co-”—the space between.  

The New Brag paintings may seem to constitute a new reality but these works are 

actually simply revealing what is already present, part of the real that may have been 

overlooked. These moments are not the ones typically honored by our culture. Once I began 

noticing them, I felt compelled to try to translate them to painting in an effort to extend and 

amplify their impact.  

 
  

																																																								
42	Verwoert, Jan and Vanessa Ohlraun, Editor. Tell Me What You Want, What You Really, Really Want. 

Piet Zwart Institute and Sternberg Press, 2010. p. 261. 

43	Verwoert, p. 261. 
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The Process of Arriving at the Work 

 

 
Untitled (Wall of Women), 2017, acrylic on unstretched canvas, approx. 13’ x 20’ x 5’,  

by Nancy Murphy Spicer 

 
In the summer of 2017, I started making daily figure drawings using the most available 

body—my own. Those drawings multiplied and were enlarged in paint on unstretched canvas, 

which I gave the working title of the Wall of Women. Some feedback was “That’s bold!” And I 

thought “It just feels natural to me.” I like the combination of bold and natural. We don’t always 

think of women as being naturally bold. And it certainly relates to The New Brag. I enjoyed 

having that reflected back to me.  

This next step in the work came from a conversation with my mentor, Susanne 

Doremus. I looked at an Émilie Charmy self-portrait and asked jokingly, “Can you teach me how 
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to do that?” She said very matter-of-factly “Yes, I can.” She’s been painting for fifty years and 

teaching for many years as well, so I believed her.  

There I was with my hand resting on my head doing a physical therapy exercise. So I 

decided to paint that depiction of my current condition. After doing a number of self-portraits, I 

thought I’d like to paint my daughters. I had this photo that was from my daughter Anastatia’s 

Instagram feed that shows her standing with a weaving she just finished and exclaiming “I made 

it and I’m proud!” That was the start of the brag idea. Upon reflection, I realized this new kind of 

brag had more to do with inner strength and satisfaction, fulfillment rather than being better than 

someone else.  

 
Nora Antisana, 2018, oil on canvas, 28” x 33”, by Nancy Murphy Spicer 

 
I then looked for an image of my older daughter that embodied this kind of spirit. I found 

one which she also had posted online. It was a selfie taken after hiking four days leading a 

group of teens in Ecuador and finally reaching view of the Antisana Glacier they were about to 

attempt to ascend. I wanted to show the focus and rawness in her face clearly exposed to the 



	

 26	

elements, the abstract quality of the swoop of the hat and the vague impression of the 

landscape blown out in the photo. While we have some of that information, we’re mostly 

focused on her face and the determination in her eyes, framed by the hat. In this portrait, I see 

the qualities of The New Brag manifest in a woman who is self-contained, fierce, and quietly 

confident.  

 It’s not the easiest thing for me to talk about the individual paintings. When I was asked 

in a studio visit last summer about how a mark got in a painting, I responded by saying “How 

should I know? I wasn’t there!” This references John Cage’s words about how it’s ideal if you 

leave everyone out of the studio, including yourself.44 I set the stage for the painting event and 

try to time the sessions for when I have the energy for the duration of whatever needs to 

happen. I even think about it in relation to my schedule over the coming week or two. How can I 

stay focused and keep a rhythm going? There’s a loose drawing that happens, an 

underpainting. Anastatia Double Weave began with a green underpainting to start with 

something other than white. There was a lot of attention to her face as her expression is the 

place where the brag is most evident. The rest of the painting is painted more schematically with 

the shapes of her apron and the weaving in the background becoming more abstract.  

I thought this painting would take many more moves than it did. But then I felt the 

painting “kicked me out.” It sounds like I don’t have agency but my sense of working with these 

objects is that the painting is my match rather than me having power over it. It’s a dance! I 

																																																								
44	Guston, Phillip and Clark Coolidge and Dore Ashton. Philip Guston: Collected Writings, Lectures, and 

Conversations, University of California Press, 2010, p. 4. Original Quote: “When you start working, 

everybody is in your studio—the past, your friends, enemies, the art world and, above all, your own 

ideas—all are there. But as you continue painting, they start leaving, one by one, and you are left 

completely alone. Then, if you’re lucky, even you leave.” 
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dance tango and painting is very much a tango model of making. It’s a relationship. In painting 

as in tango, there’s a wide range of vocabulary of shapes and moves and neither one of us 

completely knows where it’s going. We are literally using a range of signals...body weight, 

pressure on the hand, speed, spirit of the body—somber to effervescent—to create this shared 

bodily experience. So that’s what painting is like for me. I make a move and then the painting 

makes a move back. It’s a back and forth like that. I know this isn’t a new idea. But it’s a new 

sensation for me with painting.  

I realized I didn’t want to make paintings of my family exclusively, even though I love 

them. I was struck by this photo I saw of my artist friend Sam online. I really admire their work: 

performance, music and writing. Here I saw a different side of Sam and I was very moved by it. I 

asked them if it would be okay to paint their image. With their painting, I was using some new 

medium that allowed the paint to glide and have less control. I painted wet into wet and the 

whole thing happened very quickly in one evening. After sending the image of the completed 

paintings to Sam, a conversation ensued and some of Sam’s words from that exchange became 

part of the title of the painting. They expressed that they found the experience very moving and 

affirming.  
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Sam (“The body isn't ever 'one' body, is loads of bodies, some present and some hidden and 

some yet to come."), 2018, oil on canvas, 33” x 28”, by Nancy Murphy Spicer 

With this painting, things shifted and I found myself looking at images and saying “That 

would be fun to paint!” which means I’d like to solve how to paint that image. This was new for 

me rather than all the fretting about painting in general. The Sam painting might be the first one 

where I felt I wasn’t looking over my shoulder expecting someone to help me figure out how to 

paint it.  

I became curious about whether or not I could see The New Brag in people I don’t know 

quite so well or in strangers. Then came the Amiee and Heath painting. I saw the selfie on 

Instagram and wrote to ask permission and both wrote back heartily in the affirmative. When the 

painting was well toward completion, I sent both of the subjects an image to ask for their 
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thoughts. In particular, I was concerned about the way I had rendered the tattoos on Amiee’s 

arm. She is a well-known tattoo artist and I wanted to see if she felt alright about the loose way 

in which I had rendered them. What came back was a more complex response than I was 

expecting. Both of them wrote very thoughtful, articulate emails outlining their concerns with the 

painting. This was a new experience for me. After initially feeling ashamed and confused and 

setting the painting aside, I returned to it and went back into it addressing some of their 

concerns. At the time of this writing, we are still in conversation about this painting.  

In the process of asking permission and then presenting the paintings to the subjects, 

I’ve been privileged to enter into some very special conversations about selfhood which further 

articulate the project of co-constituting the self.45 How do I see the subject and how do they see 

themselves anew in the painting? It’s a weighty responsibility as a painter and one that is 

replicated in life every day in the many ways we collaborate with others in the project of co-

creating the self. This takes the form of listening, reflecting back what was heard, telling truths, 

or helping someone move as an affirmation of their new life ahead. The paintings are a 

metaphor for what we do for each other in relationship. We see and reflect back what we see. 

Co-constitution. 

 
Painting in a Network 

This brings up the question: What constitutes the work? This has been an ongoing 

question in my practice. Is the work the material presence in the space i.e. the object, 

performance, drawing, or painting? The process engaged in to create the objects? The network 

																																																								
45	Excerpts from these exchanges can be found in an artists book related to this thesis, The New Brag 

Paintings. A physical copy of the hand-bound book can be found in Nancy Murphy Spicer Artist’s File in 

The Joan Flasch Artists’ Book Collection at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and a digital 

version can be viewed online at: http://www.murphyspicer.com/the-new-brag-paintings-artists-book	
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of relationships formed in the making of the object(s)? The record of the process involving all 

parties engaged? All of the above? In this project, there is the painting object and a series of 

actions: initial performance of The New Brag by the subject, the subject’s recording of it and 

posting it on social media, the artist retrieving the image, the communication around permission 

to use the image, the making of the painting, the exchange with the subject about the 

transformation from selfie to painting, sharing the work-in-progress or the finished painting, the 

ensuing conversation about the results, the subject, at times, re-posting the image online, public 

response, and further exchange. This project is essentially a long series of exchanges with the 

painting as a significant object within that activity. Often, the subject experiences their brag 

amplified by the translation to painting. This is an example of co-constitution. My witness in 

making the painting is a way of reflecting back to the subject what I see in them.  

In his essay, Painting Beside Itself,46 David Joselit discusses painter Martin 

Kippenberger’s question: How does painting belong to a network? claiming that individual 

paintings should “explicitly visualize such networks.” And, as this happens, he notes that what 

can result is “practices in which painting sutures a virtual world of images onto an actual 

network composed of human actors, allowing neither aspect to eclipse the other.”  

This proposal puts the vaunted47 medium of painting in a humbler position and places it 

on balance with the significance of the network, which is conceptual even if actual. This is 

poignant as it seems for many of us the worlds we live in are often more virtual than “real.” 

																																																								
46	Joselit, David. “Painting Beside Itself,” Painting Beyond Itself: The Medium in Post-Medium 

Condition, ed. Melissa Graw and Ewa Lajer-Burcharth, Sternberg Press, 2016.  

47	Curiously, the origin of vaunt is related to brag. It comes from the same root as ‘vain’ or 

‘empty.’ 
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Joselit uses the term “transitive” to describe the movement of painting objects within networks 

as they circulate and find themselves in new contexts.  

The object made of wood, canvas and paint sitting discreetly on a wall no longer 

comprises the whole of the work. Many artists make the network explicit as in the works of Jutta 

Koether48 and Dona Nelson.49 Both artists literally give some of their paintings “legs” so they can 

stand up and inhabit three-dimensional space. Koether also stages performances and readings 

in relation to her paintings and, at times, presents them using theatrical lighting and 

performative signifiers like mirror, shelf, and placing her body in relation to the work — next to, 

under and around.  

In The New Brag works, I came to realize that the way the paintings moved through the 

network of subjects became an important part of the work overall. The paintings become the 

objects around which conversations occur which influence all three actors: the subject, the 

painting and the artist. The paintings are artifacts in the field of these exchanges. This is not to 

say they illustrate those exchanges but rather that they hold the residue of what has occurred in 

the network. In reading Joselit describe Koether’s position of seeing painting function as the 

nodal point of performance, installation, and a figurative style of gestural reenactment on 

canvas,50 I am coming to realize that The New Brag paintings are the nodal point for my 

relationships with these subjects and the activator of conversations around people who 

experience marginalization, erasure, co-constitution of self, and the significance of standing in 

one’s power within a network of relationships. Once assembled in the studio or gallery space, 

the collection of paintings further visualizes a network, creating a collective affect of The New 

																																																								
48	“Jutta Koether at Reena Spaulings,” Contemporary Art Daily website, May 1, 2009.	

http://www.contemporaryartdaily.com/2009/05/jutta-koether-at-reena-spaulings/ 

49	Nelson, Dona. Artist’s website. http://www.donanelson.com/paintings01.html 

50Joselit, p. 128.	
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Brag, at once bringing attention to each singular individual and also creating an amplified sense 

of the brag.  

 
Going Forward 
 

I can now see that my work over the past twenty years–whether drawings, installations, 

performances, and now paintings—all have a central theme...a bid for connection. I used to talk 

about “the body” but now I mean exactly you. Not simply your body engaged but the wholeness 

of you engaged with the wholeness of the work and the conversation and writing around the 

work.  

Going forward, whether making paintings or other kinds of objects, installations, or 

performances, I have broken into the painting space on my own terms and now I have a sense 

of how to get in when I need to. The painting space I am creating is relational. It’s still about 

space, the space between you and you and you and me. It’s about the space of the history of 

painting. With this work, I realize that, while I have expanded into this new medium, the work 

continues to be about making objects which allow for dynamic interaction and connection—work 

that is co-created.  

 
Work has to be utopian. That’s a requirement for me.  

What I get to do as an artist is start creating the world I want to live in.51 

Eileen Myles 

 
The world of The New Brag paintings is a stance I want to bring to the world. This work 

seeks to open up a space of seeing and being seen as our fullest selves—for the subjects in the 

paintings, for you, the beholders, and for me, the artist. A space where, in spite of insistent 

denigration of our humanity, we find, with each other and within ourselves, a power that is 

																																																								
51	Myles, Eileen. Eileen Myles Interview: A Poem Says ‘I Want’. Louisiana Channel, November 16, 2017. 



	

 33	

singular and reliable. Co-constituting each other and moving into a space of flourishing is critical 

for us to survive and thrive, both emotionally and physically. It starts with simply seeing 

ourselves and seeing others and the fullness of self that is possible in that essential exchange.  
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