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The New Brag Paintings

In her poem The Language of the Brag, Sharon Olds lays down her brag of her fullest 
self “pushing the new person out.” One person making another. That’s what we do, 
pregnant or not. Olds claims her brag for this heroic, but mostly invisible, act that 
women perform. I began looking for other brag moments that may be overlooked 
and I found them in the digital self-portraits (“selfies”) of the people who inspired 
The New Brag series of paintings. As with Olds, I am reclaiming the word “brag” and 
its definition of being “full of oneself ” as a positive and necessary stance for myself 
and all marginalized people living in a deeply misogynist, racist, homophobic, xeno-
phobic, and patriarchal world.

Painting myself and the other subjects in The New Brag series is a way of being with 
each one of us for that time as a particular kind of witness. There is touch involved. 
It’s wet. I stay for hours. And when I’m done, each one is here with me and with each 
other. Gathered. All looking directly. Seeing me, seeing each other. A community of 
witnesses. As I constitute these beings in paintings on canvas, I am constituted as a 
painter.

In this collection of paintings, I am exploring visibility and co-constitution as  
redemptive, political acts.

Nancy Murphy Spicer 
Low-Residency MFA Program Thesis Exhibition
School of the Art Institute of Chicago
June 2018 
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When I choose an online profile picture, in general,   

it is because I want people to see me in a certain way,  

and it’s a sort of offering in which there is then a period of time waiting for response.  

Do people see me in this way that I want to be seen?  

Maybe that will be validated through comments or other responses,  

more significant to me as a teenager than now.  

But in posting this painting, it was the first profile picture I’ve posted  

where I already knew that I had been seen in a way I wanted to be seen.  

So posting the picture felt like more of a statement than a question.  

‘Look, this is how I have been seen.’ Rather than, ‘Look, do you see?’  

I also felt that it was a demonstration of a length of time.  

Rather than posting a selfie which was taken instantaneously,  

it showed that someone—you—had taken time with that image, which gave it a different 

quality from an image dug up from a server which had been produced instantly.  

Honora Spicer

 
Nora Antisana, 2018, oil on canvas, 28” x 33”
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yup yup selfie indeed! 

then one can totally decide if they like the image or not being taken, it’s very empowering  

in ability to control how one sees themselves esp when you are not considered  

the normative and acceptable standard of “beauty.”

Amiee Ross

Thank you so much for your consideration for the ethical in artistic representation.  

It is much appreciated in a world that doesn’t tend to do that very often. 

Heath Ray Hayden

Amiee and Heath, 2018, oil on canvas, 45” x 45”
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It’s funny to see yourself from the outside. 

It’s flattering

I thought I would look more tired.

Something about seeing myself as an adult woman...as a...as a... 

I don’t mean I look old. 

‘Oh, that woman looks like an adult!’

I guess it’s looking like...kind of like somebody who knows what they’re doing.  

(Laughs)

I love that Blubby is being memorialized in fine art.

When I think back on that moment... 

rare for both of them to be so still with me and so I took the picture. 

‘Wow, my kids are being so still and with me.’ Very subtle. 

I wouldn’t have thought about it as a proud moment  

but when you put it in that context it makes sense. 

Morgen Gallo

Morgen, Rowan and Josephine, 2018, oil on canvas, 33” x 28”
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I posted this photo to Instagram upon the completion of an intricate weaving project.  

I thought carefully about the text which accompanied the photo  

as well as my body’s position in relation to the work.  

The caption stated that I was feeling proud  

and wished all those who were reading the post love.  

Despite my ambivalent relationship with Instagram, it is undeniably  

a gathering point for many weavers and crafts people I know and love. 

My choice to state that I was proud  

was in the spirit of naming and celebrating my feeling in a very public space  

where it would be witnessed and archived.  

I chose to wish those reading the post well as a nod to comradeship  

and continued connection…a desire to bring others into the picture with me.  

Those who have taught me, witnessed me, old friends.

Anastatia Spicer 

Anastatia Double Weave, 2018, oil on canvas, 33” x 28”
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- yellow!

- I’m smaller than my work

- I’m non-descript, a silhouette, a shape

- work/floor line at a slight angle, I am perpendicular to the bottom and top edges and paral-

lel with the side edges (and the peony!) 

- I am standing in front of the piece and yet I seem to recede and the peony advances

- the floor, the peony and the paper surface that it sits on is rendered  

in much more detail than the figure

- uncanny how much this looks like the actual peony piece!

- can we be sure about the figure’s relationship to the work  

(the artist? a viewer?...is this clear?...does it matter?) 

- interesting that the photographer pushed it to yellow. Yellow is such a powerful statement.  

It screams. Makes it very clear that the subject here is the work, not the artist (figure) who,  

I think you sense, wishes to remain secondary to the work

- interesting how the peony piece bleeds off two edges... 

makes it appear even larger than it already is

- I love the palette of this painting. 

- the floor is amazing

- I love how the figure is a black hole, which, if you went through it you could reach the peo-

ny piece on the other side--or maybe even go through to a different dimension!

- by making the figure a black silhouette, and so dense, you’ve balanced weight of the figure  

and the white peony. Very nice.

- yin/yang?

- in this painting, the figure without the peony wouldn’t be very interesting,  

and the peony without the figure wouldn’t be enough. They need each other. 

- the work is bragging, the figure is ‘attending’ ; ) 

Meg Alexander

Meg with her work ‘Marden Peony, After Rain’, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 92” x 70”
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Oh Nancy!

That is beautiful!  

I am honored by your portrait and the generosity of your gift! 

Pamela Sneed

Pamela in her Poetry Gown, 2018, oil on canvas, 16.5” x 13.5”
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It’s beautiful. I feel so honoured!!!  

It’s very strange to see myself filtered through your gorgeous painting,  

but is ultimately quite moving really.  

To be seen is basically one of my deepest desires at present,  

and I absolutely feel that when I see this piece. It isn’t entirely pleasurable,  

I sort of feel like a snake, looking back at its skin;  

it brings up both pride and melancholy in equal measure,  

but most experiences that produce that kind of ambivalence  

are ultimately incredibly valuable. Thank you, Nancy.

 

Sam Playford-Greenwell

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”
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These were the first pair of trousers I successfully tailored to fit my body.  

The act of tailoring is intimate, feeling for space between flesh and cloth,  

pinning, occasionally pricking oneself with a pin.  

The way the garment was originally constructed must be thought about carefully  

to work out how to subvert it,  

to convince the cloth to become something else.

This image was a homage to this intimate process with myself  

as well as the skills passed down to me to allow me to know how to do this,  

having learned to sew from my mother and grandmother.  

I positioned my body very intentionally in the frame.  

I did not want my face to be the focal point  

but I also did not want my body to be deheaded or passive. 

What surrounded me was the state of my studio at the time.  

Shrines, projects, notes...the everyday. 

Anastatia Spicer

Anastatia’s Trousers, 2018, oil on canvas, 90” x 54”
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Love this piece— 

especially the contrast between the black blacks  

and that bright orange near the eyes and edging the neck— 

I really love how there is such a sharp line where the black stops.

Yes this is a selfie,  

taken in the midst of  installing work in my studio,  

testing out new phrases etc.  

Marika Whitaker

Marika’s Thread, 2018, oil on canvas, 33” x 28”



23



24

An image posted online inspired this painting of C. 

They are standing in a hallway which takes on the look of a stage

due to the dramatic lighting. 

C faces us with a direct gaze, looking ready for a night out 

with their bedazzled jacket and rich red lipstick. 

Nancy Murphy Spicer

C, 2018, oil on canvas, 16.5” x 13.5”
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As I painted the other subjects of The New Brag,  

I thought a lot about how vulnerable and powerful each one of them felt to me.  

I had just been studying an Alice Neel painting on view at the Art Institute of Chicago.  

  Then I recalled Neel’s nude self-portrait in the blue striped chair.  

Something about the light in the studio,  

this chair that was the only object in the room when I arrived,  

the privacy of the space.  

I thought, I want to paint myself in a similar pose... 

myself as a painter, nude.  

Painting is such an intimate, frontal relationship.  

This portrait describes it well, I think. 

Nancy Murphy Spicer

Self-Portrait as Painter (after Alice Neel), 2018, oil on canvas, 48” x 48”
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I love how this sister selfie painting set in Nancy’s studio

captures the complexity of our energy—

intertwined, joyful, mischievously conspiratorial, grateful.

 We live far apart from each other,

and so we’re always conscious of how rare

it is to be together in the same space.

Here, in this creative space where Nancy makes her art,

we’ve woven our bodies

into one living sculpture, inseparable.

So much shared history

—painful, sorrowful, hilarious, exhilarating—

has brought us to this hard-won moment

where we are so gloriously full of our sister-selves.

Marianne Murphy Zarzana

Sisters in the Studio, 2018, oil on canvas, 45” x 39”
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My thanks to all of The New Brag subjects  
who so generously gave me their permission to work with their images 
in translating them into paintings and for their thoughtful reflections,  

many of which are included in this book. 

Also my warmest thanks to Susanne Doremus, my painting mentor,  
who engaged with me in a thoughtful, year-long conversation  

in my studio as these paintings came to life.

Nancy Murphy Spicer 
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