Welcome to Beyond the Paint with Bernadine. A show that engages you with female artists through works that expose the astonishing beauty of women's inner lives. My hope is to introduce you to a part of the art world you may never have known. Together we will give these women makers and artists a voice and set them in their rightful place in the canon of art. 
If you enjoy this series, please take a moment to subscribe. Is there a woman artist you would like to see exposed on this podcast? If yes, I would love to hear from you. Email me at bernadine@beyondthepaint.net. Thank you!
Welcome to Episode 86: Elisa Valenti: Body Positive Self Portraits
Today's episode will include a short conversation with the contemporary figurative painter Elisa Valenti. But first a journey into her work, Return to Nature, a 30x 40 acrylic on canvas.
Against a backdrop of curvilinear plant forms, vividly colored in unmodulated blues, greens, purples; thick fleshy leaves juxtaposed to sinuous tender ones, is a standing female nude figure. She holds a vase with a blue flower motif slightly above her head, her  jet black hair cascades to one side down her shoulders its thick tendrils sweep against one of  her bare, ample breasts. Her body is pure curves and folds built up through varying flesh tones. Her facial features are non-descript; the indication of brow, eyes, nose and mouth are constructed but blurred. We do not know her true identity. She could be many women. As I continue to look within the canvas' light-filled atmosphere of sumptuous floral and plant-inspired forms, my gaze settles in the pool of her voluminous body. 
In the painting, Valenti takes color employing strong, expressive brushstrokes in the traditions of early Modernists like the Fauves. Fauve or Wild Beasts is a French term by which a group of early 20th century artists including Henri Matisse and Andre Derain rethought the picture's surface bringing  it to new heights of intensity and expressive power. Brushstrokes of pure pigment in a range of colors pulses from their paintings. In Matisse's portrait of his wife, The Woman With The Hat from 1905 he used thick swatches of color rather than the conventions of modeling or shading to create volume in his sitter posed in contemporary dress and large plumed hat. Green stripes are slashed down her nose and across her brow, the elegant column of her neck is a contrast of fiery orange and yellow. 
This art history reference of Matisse's  painting "The Dance" a composition of nude figures dancing in a circle, neither their facial expression or their gender is clearly defined, is embraced in Valenti's painting "Modern Dance." Five, large, Rubenesque nude women with long black hair,  depicted in Valenti's signature style also dance in a circle. In her own words, Valenti added a description of what each figure represents. I am going to read it for you.
"Rhythmic set of sequential steps. Life is like a dance in which we each move to our own song. Each of these figures represent a part of a dance.
One figure represents longing. On the ground, yearning from something more than this life can offer. Confidence, a firm belief one can rely on him or herself to get through.
Submission. Resigning oneself, letting go of control, letting things be and accepting that there are no promises-no guarantee of anything
Flight. the desire which readies one to resist, run away or break free from confinement
Discovery. Hidden and partially out of view; the process of finding, reinventing and unearthing, our true and unseen selves.
My ode to Matisse, from my eyes, in my words. The music goes on, with or without us. With our, we can leave a piece of ourselves, frozen in time long after our dance comes to an end."
The poetry of Valenti's words infuses a layer of vibrancy to the work, she explores through a harmonious palette of flesh tones and lines; the flat background of blue is void of objects, isolating the dancers, retaining our focus to be submerged completely in the free spirit of the women's movements
Abandoning traditional conventional modeling of the body, Valenti also evokes the cubist style in some of her staged paintings. She inserts into her expressive brushstrokes facets of geometric shapes, expanding her color palette from various flesh tones to include deep grays, steel blues and black. She references this early form of Cubism, or Primitivism in her painting, acrylic on canvas, Modern Demoiselles, her composition inspired by Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon.  Picasso's painting is a nearly 8 foot square canvas composed of five women from the red-light district of Barcelona, named in the title of the work. Picasso borrowed elements of non-Western art, such as African tribal art, including masks, to form his figures. The skin tones are uniform in their pinkish tones. The bodies are flattened into geometric planes, they appear like shards of glass, he emulates African art in two of the figures with their mask-like faces, the other three share Iberian sources in their flattened features and wide, almond -shaped eyes. There is a bowl of fruit, symbols of female sexuality, in the foreground in this unsettling painting.  Unlike the portrayals of female nudes in their passive, sexual availability  within the artistic traditions or canon of art, PIcasso's women are what one historian called, "a tidal wave of aggression" visually expressed through those sharp angular shapes.
Valenti renegotiates Picasso's treatment of the figures. Unmasked, all five women, similarly posed to the Picasso composition, are self-portraits, her facial expressions are a wide range of gazes. The sitting figure to the right of the canvas, my favorite of the figures, gazes directly at the viewer, her buttocks emphasized not in sharp angles, but round, apple like circles. Her figures exude confidence and strength.
One of the prevailing themes in Valenti's and the works we are looking and experiencing is body image and the ways it is visually expressed. I am going to steer you to another contemporary artist that immerses you in flesh with a different perspective of the body. It is with the contemporary, figural painter Jenny Saville.  I experienced one of her monumental work "Strategy (South Face/Front Face/North Face) at the Broad Museum in Los Angeles a couple of years ago. The triptych of a disproportioned, bulky female figure in bra and underwear, gazes down at the viewer from three views as indicated in the title. What you experience in Saville's unnamed portrait is the flesh; the expressive flesh of a heavy set woman-its dimpled folds, splotchy, capturing every vein through disharmonious layers of paint, there is a highly textured feeling in her work. The sitter's blank expression and  downward gaze, the sheer size of a body looming through an empty canvas, I found myself recoiling from her. Saville says, "I am fascinated by the stories that imprint themselves on the body, whether it is a fat, injured or scarred body, it has undergone a journey to get that way." 
Valenti's paintings of nude women are the antithesis of Saville's bodies. Her  "stories" exhume an aesthetic beauty,  buoyancy , compared to the unflattering, distorted bodies of Saville--yet both artists emphasize a fascination of flesh, of the body and how it moves. It is Valenti who carries to the surface of her bodies, aspects of her inner life and a narrative of a woman whose body size did not fit into contemporary beauty standards. Valenti says "I grew up in a time when eating in public was shameful, stomach rolls made you unworthy, and shopping for clothes was traumatic. I grew up before being plus size was normal My work reflects the images I wish I had seen, beautiful luscious women doing ordinary things, just like everybody else." What we can read in Valenti's paintings is centered around self-acceptance. You are beautiful no matter how you look. "You are good enough." The tag line "I am good enough" is where you click to enter her website. I can see myself in Valenti's women. Many women are drawn to Valenti's work, because they too see themselves in their nakedness. "Through these lines," Valenti says, I attempt to reshape our own perception of how we view ourselves." 
Part of my enthusiasm, as evident in my journey with you through this episode, are Valenti's nods to Art History. She encapsulates modernist innovations and styles but fearlessly renegotiates the depiction of the female figure by the iconic, male masters like Matisse and Picasso on the canvas. She fuses into her bodies so eloquently her contemporary perspective. So now, I invite you now to join me in a further reflection of body image and the visual expression in my conversation with Elisa Valenti.
Thank you Elisa Valenti and thank you my art friends for listening. You can see the works discussed on my website @beyondthepaint.net and on Instagram @beyondthepaintpodcast. Resources for this episode include the Elisa Valenti Studio, Saatchi Gallery, and Art Jumble magazine. They are listed in the podcast notes. Please visit and explore the evocative work of Elisa Valenti at elisavalentistudio.com. Thank you. 
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