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Each year New Times celebrates the 
rebirth of spring and a corresponding 
blossoming of local creativity. But 

this year, we elected to focus our Spring Arts 
issue in a new direction, not exploring art 
itself, but what compels and inspires artists, 
what drives them to a pursuit that often 
comes at the expense of their fi nancial—and 
sometimes social—wellbeing.
 For this, we turn to the Muses, nine 
divine sisters who, for centuries, have 
been linked to artistic inspiration. Homer 
invoked them in Book 1 of the Odyssey. In 
Dante’s second canto of Inferno, he calls 
out: “O Muses, O high genius, aid me 
now.” Virgil, Milton, Shakespeare, and 
Chaucer have all beseeched the golden 
nine, willingly falling upon bended knee 
in return for the goddesses’ favor.
 It’s certainly tempting to question the 
implications of a world in which women 
inspire and men create, particularly so 
given that there are any number of happy, 
successful women creating and exhibiting 

Sing,Omuse
Spring has sprung, and New Times set out to explore the source of artistic inspiration
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Join Us For Easter Brunch
Sunday, March 23rd 2008 • 7:30am - 2pm

Special a la carte Easter Brunch Menu - Sample Items Below
FRENCH TOAST - $9

Mixed Berries & Mascarpone
BANANA SOUR CREAM HOT CAKES -$8

with Pecan Honey Butter & Bananas
EASTER OMELET - $10

Mushrooms & Goat Cheese
VEGETARIAN TACOS - $10

Corn Tortillas, Scrambled Eggs, Pico De Gallo, Roasted Garlic Salsa, Fresh Fruit
CLASSIC EGGS BENEDICT - $13

Th ick cut Canadian Bacon, Hollandaise, English Muffi  n
PAN SEARED SALMON - $15

Spicy Orange Chili Sauce Basmati Rice, Baby Watercress, Citrus Segments
COBB SALAD - $12

Mixed Greens, Avocado, Tomato, Bacon, Ham, Chicken, 
Hard Boiled Egg, Bleu Cheese, Creamy Onion Dressing

VIETNAMESE GRILLED CHICKEN SANDWICH - $9
Julienne Carrots, Daikon Radish, Cilantro, Jalapeno, Pate, French Baguette

GARDENS OF AVILA SIGNATURE BURGER - $10
Lettuce, Onion, Tomato, House-made Th ousand Island 

& Cheddar Cheese
Menu Items & Prices

Subject To Change

RESERVATIONS: 595-7365
sycamoresprings.com • 1215 Avila Beach Drive • “On the Road to Avila Beach”
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5115 Buena Vista Dr. 

Paso Robles 227-4000

www.sylvesterwinery.com

info@sylvesterwinery.com
Saturday, April 19th
Sunday, April 20th
Enjoy our Delicious wines

paired with some of the most 

chocolates in the world.

Join Us 
for

The Cuesta Jazz Ensembles
Friday, April 4, 2008*

Cuesta College Chamber Music 
Concert
  Friday, April 18, 2008, Bldg 

7100, Rm. 7160, SLO Campus

Cuesta Choirs Concert
Friday, May 2, 2008*

Voce and the Evening Jazz 
Ensemble 

Monday, May 12, 2008*

The Wind Ensemble in Concert
  Wednesday, May 14, 2008 

Grace Church, 
San Luis Obispo

The Cuesta Jazz Ensembles
Friday, May 16, 2008*

Cuesta Master Chorale 
“Spring Concert” 

Saturday, May 17, 2008 
Thomas Davies, Conductor. Franz 
Joseph Haydn: “Teresian Mass”; 
Michael Haydn: “Requiem.” Cal Poly 
Performing Arts Center, 
8:00 pm. Call 756-2787 for ticket 
information

A Concert Dedicated to Children
  Sunday, May 18, 2008, 6 pm, 

Art Auction, Paso Robles
Inn Ballroom

* Student Conference Center, 
Bldg 5400, SLO Campus
Call 546-3195 for more 

information on performances

Student Directed Showcase: 
“Murder’s in the Heir”

Four performances: Thurs. May 1st, 
Fri. May 2nd, Sat. May 3rd at 8 pm 
and Sun. May 4 at 6pm. 
Interact Theater, Cuesta College 
San Luis Obispo campus.

Call 546-3195
for more information

Thirteen: Photographers From 
Southern California

March 14th-April 5th, 2008
  Cuesta College Art Gallery, San Luis 

Obispo Campus

Arts and Entertainment at

MUSIC

DRAMA

ARTS

in San Luis Obispo County. But what 
about all the beautiful women who find 
themselves immortalized in paint or a 
photograph? At what point does an image 
cross that indiscernible boundary into 
objectification? After all, Shakespeare 
penned numerous sonnets for a woman, 
but now, and for the rest of history, she 
will only ever be Shakespeare’s Dark 
Lady. And Sir Philip Sidney let all the 
world know—in nauseating detail—how 
beautiful and virtuous was his Stella.

To explore these issues, we invited an 
artist who has achieved local fame for 
his innovative photographs of models, a 
portrait artist who thrives on commissions 
and painting marathons, and a Cal Poly 
professor who teaches a class titled “Women 
as Subject and Object in Art” to discuss the 
appeal and challenges of capturing live 
subjects in art [32]. Also, local artists discuss 
their own individual Muse throughout 
our calendar listings, which cover every 
imaginable art happening between now and 
the end of September [36].

And for anyone wondering where the 
nine muses on our Spring Arts Annual cover 
descended from, the answer, of course, is 
Mount Olympus—though it wouldn’t be 
untrue to state that they sprang, gracefully, 
from several local dance companies. They 
are (front) Bianca Mettler of American 
Dance of SLO and Ballet Theatre of SLO 
as Clio (muse of history), (second row, left 
to right) Diandra Bachelor of American 
Dance of SLO and Ballet Theatre of SLO 
as Calliope (chief of the muses and muse 
of epic poetry), Kelsey Tallon of Orchesis 
and Variable Velocity as Euterpe (muse 
of music and lyric poetry), Sarah Worrell 

of Civic Ballet as Melpomene (muse of 
tragedy), (third row, left to right) Brittany 
Merrill as Terpsichore (muse of choral song 
and dance), Chloe Rucker of Civic Ballet 
as Thalia (muse of comedy and pastoral 
poetry), (back row, left to right) Michelle 
McLaughlin of American Dance of SLO 
and Ballet Theatre of SLO as Polyhymnia 
(muse of sacred song and rhetoric), Noelle 
Brown of Civic Ballet as Urania (muse 
of astronomy), and Savannah Merrill of 
American Dance of SLO and Ballet Theatre 
of SLO as Erato (muse of love).

Special thanks to Salon Lux—hairstylists 
Kristina Kolkowski and Anita Bohannon 
and make-up artists Jordan Burt and Maggie 
Manley in particular—for transforming our 
modern dancers into Grecian goddesses, 
at 6 a.m. on a Sunday, no less. To Theresa 
Slobodnik, Diana Stanton, and Cathie 
Brown for rounding up our beautiful muses. 
To choreographer Lisa Deyo who placed 
her vast and delightful costume room 
at our disposal. To New Times Calendar 
Editor Christy Heron and Photographer 
Steve E. Miller for stepping far outside 
the boundaries of their “normal” work 
activities to bring these images to fruition. 
And to Civic Ballet Artistic Director Drew 
Silvaggio for lending his personality and 
dance expertise and lugging equipment 
around Poly Canyon. Whatever creative 
inspiration our muses engender is due, in 
part, to the talent and generosity of spirit of 
these 11 individuals, the behind-the-scenes 
muses. 

Arts Editor Ashley Schwellenbach is the 
muse of kicking ass and taking names. Send 
comments or ideas to aschwellenbach@
newtimesslo.com.
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1405 Garden Street
San Luis Obispo
805-548-0987

Email your question through
www.longevityhealthcare.com

Peter J. Muran, MD

HEALTHCARE CENTER
for NEW MEDICINE

L O N G E V I T Y

Board Certified in Holistic Medicine

With all of the 
diet programs out 
there, how can I 
choose a program 
that will result in 
lifetime weight 
management?

In the last column, we identied the 
rst issue in selecting a good weight 
management program: Does it involve 
eating real food?  Successful weight 
management revolves around sound 
nutrition and a way of eating that you 
can sustain after you have reached your 
ideal weight.

The second question to ask: Is it a one 
size ts all, or does it tailor a program 
that ts you? Successful weight 
management addresses the individual 
barriers to sustaining a healthy weight. 

Exercise is a given. Activity increases 
the efciency of all body systems. 

Digestive insufciencies must be 
evaluated to assure that you are breaking 
down your food properly and obtaining 
the nutrition from your wise choices. 
You should not experience constipation, 
diarrhea, heart burn or acid reux. All 
the plumbing should be operating.

Does the program assess if you have 
allergies or sensitivities to foods?  
These may not be noticeable when 
you are restricting your food selection, 
but once you expand your choices you 
will rebound with weight gain from 
inammation (uid weight)  if you have 
sensitivities. Once identied, does the 
program assist you in managing these 
sensitivities?

Fat cells are a great safe storage 
site.  Does the program evaluate your 
potential for toxicities and include a safe 
manner of detoxication?

Thyroid function determines metabolism. 
Does the program address thorough 
evaluation of your thyroid function? 
This evaluation should include not only 
TSH (thyroid stimulating hormone) but 
an in depth thyroid evaluation including 
T-3 (total) and reverse T3.

Lastly, does it involve weekly coaching
to support you with all of the intangible 
issues related to weight?

Use these questions to measure any 
weight management program you are 
considering, to get the life-long results 
you desire. For more information listen 
to the guests on Quantum Health this 
month (KVEC, 920am, Sat at 1:00) or 
listen anytime from our website, www.lo
ngeivtyhealthcare.com.

WHAT’S UP DOC PETE?

Peter J. Muran, MD
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The Photographer
	 Mark Velasquez has been called a
pornographer. He’s also been called lucky.
For the last three years or so, the Santa Maria
photographer, who works in a restaurant
owned by his family, has dedicated his
spare time and resources to photographing
women. Some of his models are dancers at
Allan Hancock College. He finds them at the
restaurant where he works and on MySpace.
And recently, in increasing numbers, they’ve
been finding him.
	 Hismodels appear fullydressedor scantily clad
or sometimes naked. But his work always features
some kind of twist. A pregnant, bikini-clad Eve
clings to a street sign; a half-dozen mostly-nude
women have passed out with Santa after what
looks like a mighty jolly party. But the point,
Velasquez said, is not to ogle naked women.
	 “Whenever I’ve been called a pornographer—
and this has happened many times—I always say

that porn is made to get you sexually aroused and
that’s all,” he said. “That’s the only job. My work
is meant to make you interested and then hit you
over the head with the smart stuff. Hopefully.”
	 Velasquez’s desire to produce thought-provoking
art traces back to his education at an art college
in Seattle. In his first few years as a student, he
bounced between drawing, painting, and etching,
always looking for an artistic outlet that could
be punctuated with a question mark. What he
eventually discovered, both through performance
art and his current photography projects, was
that the desired question mark came in the form
of human collaboration, be it with an audience
or model. One of his earlier performance pieces
entailed dressing as Jesus and hauling a 12-foot
cross through downtown Seattle while his friend,
dressed as an Easter bunny, pelted him with eggs.
Thatsamequirkyhumorandundercurrentofsocial
commentary appears in many of his photographs.

	 	 	 The camera entered the
equation when Velasquez
decided that he needed a
method of documenting
his performance art, and
this utilitarian equipment
expanded into an everyday
tool. Even after returning
to Santa Maria, the intrepid
creator found himself always

with a camera at his side. While at a strip joint
in Lompoc—attending a friend’s bachelor
party—oneof theentertainers soughtVelasquez

out from the corner of the room where he had
secluded himself. She wanted to know why he
was in the corner, instead of appreciating the
entertainment. As the two began talking, she
expressed interest in hiring Velasquez to shoot
her portfolio. Before he knew it, he was driving
to Ventura to visit her and her husband.
	 “We just kind of hit it off, and two weeks later
she was in a kiddy pool full of bubbles, [wearing]
red leather knee-high boots, naked, and I was
taking her picture. And that led to more of the
same,” Velasquez said. “It was very odd.”
	 From those initial, almost accidental photos,
which were posted on a modeling website,
Velasquez became a sought-after photographer.
Models and escorts in Los Angeles would hire
him to create their portfolios.
	 “These women are basically women of ill-
repute, and here I am in L.A., and they’re in
these really nice apartments paying me money
to take photos of them in various stages of dress
and undress, and all I’m asking them is ‘Do you

have any brothers and sisters?’ ‘Do you have
kids?’ ‘Tell me your life story,’ because that’s
how I am,” Velasquez said.
	 After a while, Velasquez began branching
into his own creative projects, a decision that
forced him to seek out models in his everyday
life. He created a MySpace account, approached
women at the restaurant where he worked, and
became friends with college dancers. Now,
with more than three years’ experience and
a cadre of trusting models willing to do just
about anything to fulfill his vision, it’s easy for
him to find new muses.
	 Still, it took him years to get to that point.
Using his MySpace account, he found a girl
named Kari, a dancer. After several weeks of
e-mailing back and forth, he convinced her
to participate in a handful of photo shoots.
Before he knew it, she had enlisted her fellow
Hancock College dancers to pose as well. Then,
Velasquez began meeting friends of the dancers.
In this manner, over the course of several years,
he built enough contacts to support his ever-
growing portfolio.
	 While working with his (almost always)
female models, Velasquez insists that he’s
respectful, treating them much the way he
would a younger sister. His attitude engenders
the necessary trust for them to climb into a
mud pit, naked, in front of his lens.
	 And it’s not uncommon for men familiar with

&

DISBARRED Mark 
Velasquez’s Censored 
Project, depicting 100 
naked women, pro-
tests the concept that 
the female body is 
obscene or vulgar.

T & A continued page 33

T A Three art professionals 
discuss creative inspiration 

and the female form

(Tits and Art)

PHOTO BY MARK VELASQUEZ

785 Marsh 
St. · SLO
545-7667

Rock this way
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Be a real 

Guitar Hero
Guitar lessons for all ages

3220 Broad St. SLO . 10am-7pm . 541-6188

Velasquez’s work to enviously question how he 
convinces his subjects to take off their clothes. 
But approaching the work from a purely erotic 
perspective is an oversimplifi cation of his aim.
 “A lot of guys say, ‘How do you get these girls 
to take their clothes off?’ or whatever, and you 
have to realize that a lot of my models aren’t 
naked,” Velasquez explained. “People just 
think they’re naked women, but they’re really 
not. When they are, what I say is that the trick 
to not coming off as a pervert is to not be a 
pervert, and once you’re not a pervert, it’s really 
easy to not come off like that.”
 From there, the obvious question seems to 
be what the models get out of the experience. 
Velasquez doesn’t pay them. Often, they pay 
him. He has some answers to this question, but 
many of them aren’t as pretty as the women he 
photographs.
 “[It’s] insecurity or the desire for attention,” 
he said of some of the models he’s worked 
with. “I have met more screwed-up women 
since I’ve been a model photographer than any 
other time in my life—drug addiction, mental 
problems, physically hurting themselves.”
 Working with these women is less artistically 
satisfying, he said, because he fi nds himself 
thrust into the role of parent and therapist as 
opposed to simply photographer.
  But even though Velasquez has learned, 
again and again, that perfect cheekbones and 
a perfect body don’t equal a perfect life, he 
also works with models—many of whom he 
considers friends—who regard the work as a 
creative outlet. And whereas the 
women seeking validation can 
become props or tools to construct 
a beautiful image, Velasquez 
regards others of his subjects as 
collaborators. They can’t always be 
themselves in the photographs—
there’s almost always a character 
to play, tattoos to be digitally 
erased—but it’s generally a role that 
transcends physical appearance.
 One project, inspired by the fi lm
The Pillow Book, entailed expressing 
the emotional pain of a break-up by 
writing on women’s bodies. Two of 
Velasquez’s favorite models, Kari 
and Laura, went to Velasquez’s 
house for the shoot. Unfortunately, 
he had only a handful of quotes, 
statements like “I’m not here to 
save you” and “Leave me alone.” 
But his models were more than 
willing to help remedy that fact, 
offering suggestions that ranged 
from victimized to aggressive (“I’m 
going to eat you alive.”)
 For another project, Velasquez 
protested censorship with help 
from 100 women. When some of 
his photos were censored on the 
popular photo-sharing website 
Flickr—where he was displaying 
images of everything from his infant 
niece and grandmother to pin-ups—
he convinced one of his models to 
pose with cardboard cutout censor 
bars. He posted the photo on Flickr, 
initially as a joke, and received such 
a positive response that he decided to take his 
project to the next level. He posted a bulletin 
on his MySpace page announcing that he was 
looking for 100 naked women. Within fi ve 
months, he’d found them all.
 They came from Fresno, San Francisco, 
Los Angeles. They ranged in age from 18 to 
54. There were virgins and grandmothers, a 
23-year-old with cervical cancer, a teacher 
who was nine months pregnant. All of them 
allowed Velasquez to photograph them naked, 
in protest of the concept that the naked female 
form is somehow obscene and thus merits 
censorship.
 Generally, these oddball projects are simply 
for the enjoyment of those participating, but 
Velasquez sometimes later sells some of the 
photos. His Censorship Project was featured 
in Maariv, an Israeli newspaper, and La 

Repubblica, an Italian paper. He was recently in 
talks with Maxim about publishing some of his 
images. And a marketing company that gathers 
research about youth consumerism used one of 
Velasquez’s images on a pamphlet.
 Given that he seems to have found an 
equation that works, Velasquez doesn’t see 
himself changing very much about the way he 
works—or who he works with, for that matter.
 “I will probably always use the female 
form as a symbol of what I do. A lot of my 
work has to do with trying to make people 
think, and I specifi cally use women, for the 
most part, because the appeal of women is 
adaptable to everyone. That’s how I approach 
my work, and it’s always something very 
deep and meaningful for me because I need 
that personal interest,” he concluded. “That’s 
what stimulates me. Not ‘Ooh, she’s got nice 
boobies.’”

The portrait artist
 Portrait artist Saunders Shaw hasn’t 
necessarily invested the same amount of 
thought as Velasquez into what constitutes 

objectifi cation in art, but 
then, she doesn’t have to. 
Shaw has never been called 
a pornographer. Given that 
the majority of her subjects 

are depicted from the neck up, it’s unlikely that 
anyone would take issue with her paintings.
 Shaw is also a woman, and many artists 
accused of objectifying their subjects are men. 
She has been painting portraits since she was a 
child and, for her, each one is an opportunity to 
document her subjects’ personality.
  It’s diffi cult to offend when painting a bust, 
but even working with just a face, Shaw walks 
a fi ne line between pleasing her client and 
capturing precisely what she sees. Flattery isn’t 
always honest, but that’s where personality 
comes in handy. Shaw insists that every face 
has some interesting feature or quality. 
 “When I see a color in a face, I really like to 
bring out the working of the colors. And color, 

FACE ON CANVAS
This portrait was paint-
ed by Saunders Shaw 
during a 2006 portrait 
painting marathon.

T & A from page 32
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Ride-On Transportation, your 
designated door-to-door driver 

for all of your special events!

Sometimes you just want
to have fun & letting someone 

else do the driving can help.

• Weddings • Parties • Event Shuttles
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Anyone...
      Anytime!

541-TRIP

• impressive energy efficiency – equivalent to 450 miles per gallon

• zero-emissions are given off during operation

• over 400 Police departments use Segways

Today more and more people are using Segway’s for many 
of their short journeys that are typically made by car

Rentals • Sales • Tours • Special Events

640 Dolliver  •  Pismo Beach
www.segwaybythebay.com  •  773-1640 

Keep It Green
clean, green, eco-friendly machine
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I would say, is the thing that is my own artistic 
license,” she explained.

Where others see black or white, she finds 
olive, orange, ochre, and bright yellow. 

As she works to please her subjects, 
particularly during marathons, Shaw wields 
her paintbrush not just as a painter, but as a 
performer. And if her clients don’t like the 
performance, they don’t have to purchase 
the painting. This optional-purchase clause 
frees Shaw to paint what she sees without an 
established obligation to her clients. However, 
when she receives a commission, the client has 
to buy the result. The knowledge that a paying 
customer is going to prominently display the 
painting in his or her home allows for a greater 
degree of client input in the creative process. 

Due, in part, to this imperative to please, 
portrait painting can be a lesson in social 
expectations and stereotypes. While painting 
women, Shaw said, she’s pressed to dispense 
with lines and other indications of age, a 
compulsion that often isn’t there when she 
paints men. Portraits of children are expected 
to express innocence. She’s frequently asked to 
paint portraits of adolescent girls. 

“Capturing that quality where they’re on the 
cusp of womanhood is really crucial, to show 
that innocence is still there,” she said. “It’s a 
beautiful quality in a young woman.”

Strangely enough, Shaw has never been 
asked to paint a portrait of an adolescent male, 
a fact that could be chalked up to random 
chance. Or it could indicate that society just 
isn’t as obsessed with the male transition from 
childhood into adulthood. Shaw’s experiences 
have pointed to the unspoken fact that people 
expect particular demographics to be identified 
with corresponding qualities—like innocence 
and beauty—and, more importantly still, 
believe that these qualities should be discernible 
to the eye. 

When painting for herself, Shaw likes to 
turn her brush to the human body, and what 
emerges isn’t always chaste. One of her favorite 
painting expeditions was an Art Erotica event 
at Oakland’s Black Box Gallery.

“People were naked and they painted 
themselves in bright colors and people were 
dancing around, naked, painted,” Shaw said. 
“And then the guys from San Francisco came 
over and they painted their genitals and they 
were dancing around with boots on. I painted 
the movement because I love expressionism, so 
I did all these expressive portraits of these full 
figures dancing around.”

While several friends expressed disgust that 
Shaw would agree to participate in the event, 
she perceived the experience as a celebration 
of the body. For her, there could be nothing 
objectionable when the subjects were so 
joyous. But the fact that she doesn’t perceive 
these paintings as pornographic doesn’t mean 
that Shaw is blind to the potential sexual 
undertones of painting a subject.

Shaw points to the example of a friend and 
fellow artist, a painter who became obsessed 
with a woman, painting her form—with 
particular attention to the hips—again and 
again. To her way of thinking, every male artist 
is pursuing his own muse, and sometimes 
that pursuit becomes sexual. The reason Shaw 
doesn’t find this problematic is the fact that she 
believes that female and male artists are now 
on equal footing. 

“We now have a woman running for 
president. Things are changing a lot,” she said. 
“Now women also have their muses. We’re not 
hanging out in the garret waiting for the artist 
to get to us. When I have been in relationships, 
I have painted my boyfriends. I’ve painted 
them in many moods and in all different ways 
of being dressed and undressed. So there, I’ve 
had my muses.”

T & A continued page 35

T & A from page 33

The Sea Goddess
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Healing Jewelry
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see her at
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1908-2008 
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936 South Halcyon Rd. Halcyon
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The art professor
 Jean Wetzel, a professor in Cal Poly’s 
Art and Design Department, gestures 
to an image on her computer. A woman 
reclines on a settee, her gaze without 
any real direction or focus. It’s the type 
of painting you’ve seen a dozen times, 
even if you’re not an avid art collector, 
even if you’ve never been to a museum. 
For centuries, artists have been putting 
women on settees.
 Then, with the click of a mouse, the 
image changes. The shift is somehow 
both subtle and obvious. In the second 
painting, the woman is looking directly 
at the viewer. She’s not just a prop; she’s 
asserting her personhood.
 Wetzel teaches a class titled Women as 
Subject and Object in Art. The purpose of 
the course is to explore women’s historical 
roles in art, both as artists and the subjects 
of male artists’ work. Students are also 
introduced to female artists, particularly 
those who’ve traditionally been excluded 
from the canon.
 “To me, the whole objectifi cation thing 
has to do with women being seen as less 
complex, not having as many dimensions 
to them,” Wetzel explained. “And then, 
of course, when women are portrayed 
in art, they’re usually portrayed as one-
dimensional, objects of desire.”
 Film theorist Laura Mulvey stated that the 
act of looking is essentially an act of possession 
and not without a sexual undercurrent. That a 
painting or photograph can actually be possessed, 
purchased, further complicates this dynamic.
 But establishing that art can make problematic 
statements about gender and determining how 
and when it does are two different ballgames. 

Wetzel believes that most women instinctively 
identify images that objectify their sex as such, 
even if the women don’t necessarily understand 
why or how the image differs from other arts.
 Factors at play include the artist’s intentions, 
whether the subject is nude, and, if so, the context 
of the nudity. Then, the question can diverge 
into whether there’s something dehumanizing 
about the nudity or whether the viewer simply 
considers nudity itself objectionable. Wetzel 

points out that portraits are rarely problematic 
within our society because they don’t generally 
depict the body. But even a simple image of a 
face can dehumanize its subject.
 “For women, it’s like you know it when you 
see it,” Wetzel insisted. “The question for men 
to ask when they see a picture that might be 
problematic is ‘Would I object to seeing my 
wife, daughter, mother in this portrait?’ and, if 
so, it might be objectionable.”
 Perhaps the greatest indication that the 
female form is still complicated territory is the 
fact that contemporary female artists are still 
concerned with subverting objectifi cation. 
Photographer Cindy Sherman continuously 
revisits the topic of how women are portrayed 
in art and popular culture. She creates images 
in which she’s both the subject and object, 
but refuses to photograph herself nude in her 
conceptual self-portraits. Some artists simply 
replace the traditional female nude with a male 
fi gure in the same passive context, a decision 
that tends to disturb both male and female 
viewers, Wetzel said.
 She points to the work of an Italian 
Renaissance painter, Sofonisba Anguissola, 
who also subverted the standard male artist/
female subject relationship. In a painting titled
Bernardino Campi Painting Sofonisba Anguissola
she creates a layered image of her instructor 
painting her portrait. Of course, the reality is 
that she controls the image, determining how 
the male subject within it is portrayed. Like 
all women of her time, Anguissola was denied 
the opportunity to study anatomy, as it was 
considered inappropriate for a woman to study 
a nude fi gure.
 “Western art is based on the study of the 
fi gure,” Wetzel said, explaining the signifi cance 
behind this taboo. “The human fi gure is the 
vehicle of expression.”
 Without access to this vehicle, most female 
artists were automatically denied the right to 

be taken seriously as artists. The human body 
was literally a man’s domain and women had 
very little, if any, control over the way they 
were portrayed in art.
 Of course, there’s an implied power in 
having inspired an artist to create. The nine 
muses, after all, are revered goddesses, and 
any number of successful artists have courted 
their favor. But this role sometimes designates 
the muses as the pursued, the female object of 
male attention and—when inspiration doesn’t 
come quickly enough—frustration.
 While history can’t be altered, Wetzel believes 
that it’s important for young female artists to 
reclaim women’s place in art history. There will 
always be artists for whom the female fi gure 
is simply an object to be consumed, a one-
dimensional expression of sexuality. But this 
fact shouldn’t belie the sheer joy and beauty of 
expression, nor transform the female form into 
something shameful. It shouldn’t discourage 
female artists from stepping out from beyond 
the canvas or photograph to claim their own 
place in the contemporary art world.
 “The purpose for most feminists now is not 
to put men down, which is a nasty stereotype,” 
Wetzel concluded. “It’s really to make women 
aware of the possibilities that are there for 
them, and that there is a great tradition of 
women accomplishing great things.” 

Arts Editor Ashley Schwellenbach can be reached at 
aschwellenbach@newtimesslo.com.  

FORBIDDEN FRUIT FOR SALE A preg-
nant woman commissioned Velasquez to cre-
ate an unusual pregnancy photo.
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