
4

In his journal entry from April 15, 1853, French Romantic painter Eugène 
Delacroix detailed his vexed reaction to Gustave Courbet’s painting The Bath-
ers (1853), which had just made its controversial debut at the French Salon.1 He 
writes: 

What a subject to choose! What are the two figures supposed to mean? 
A fat woman, back view, and completely naked except for a carelessly 
placed rag over the lower part of the buttocks, is stepping out of a little 
puddle scarcely deep enough for a footbath. She is making some mean-
ingless gesture, and another woman, presumably her maid is sitting on 
the ground taking off her shoes and stockings. There seems to be some 
exchange of thought between the two figures but it is quite unintelligible.2 

It is unsurprising that a man whose best-known work personifies Liberty as a 
topless woman climbing the corpses of fallen soldiers while brandishing the flag 
of the French Revolution would reject “meaningless gesture” and “unintelligible 
exchange.” In his insistence on the importance of allegorical meaning, Delac-
roix’s reaction epitomizes the doctrine that the female nude should be a clearly 
defined, neat, and stable container for the female body. 

One could surmise that Delacroix’s reaction might be much the same if he 
were to encounter Becky Kolsrud’s 2017 exhibition Allegorical Nudes. In this 
group of new works, Kolsrud plays with multiple iterations and poses of the nude, 
drawing inspiration from sources art historical and contemporaneous. Though 
she has termed them allegorical, her nudes don’t match up with archetypal 
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expectations in much the same way that Courbet’s bathers proved confusing to 
Delacroix. 

While this is Kolsrud’s first extended meditation on the nude, she has almost 
exclusively devoted her practice to anomalous and unresolved paintings of wom-
en. Throughout her work, female figures have interrogated the infinite and mul-
tifarious ways in which “woman” functions as sign, symbol, and allegory. Past 
series of seamstresses and women behind gates have pulled from the archetypal 
decals found in the windows of tailor shops as well as nail and hair salons. Other 
series draw on catalogues and mall portrait photography to frame the signifiers 
of femininity as repeating characters. This new body of work is dedicated to the 
outmoded and retrograde theme of female Bathers. 

left to right:  

Gustave Courbet, The 
Bathers, 1853. Oil 
on canvas, 76 x 89.4 
inches.

Eugène Delacroix, 
Liberty Leading the 
People, 1830. Oil on 
canvas, 102.4 x 128 
inches.

Becky Kolsrud, Blue 
Eye/Red Eye, 2016. Oil 
and pastel on canvas, 
24 x 20 inches.
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Delacroix’s perplexed reaction to Courbet’s painting illustrates the intricate 
and fragile infrastructure that props up the convention of the acceptable nude 
and the ways in which the meanings of such conventions change over time. This 
essay will use Kolsrud’s paintings to tease out many of the complex and contra-
dictory ways the nude has served as an allegorical container from Rembrandt to 
the present. While contemporary painting may no longer be bound by the con-
ventions of the 19th century academic nude, our larger media culture has made 
ready use of its signifying conventions. 

Kolsrud pushes against the nude’s traditional boundaries by configuring her 
women as not-quite-archetypes. In her reformulation of the Bathers convention, 
she plays with the signs of the outdated genre of the allegorical nude at the same 
time that she examines the ways in which contemporary images of ideal women 
continue to function allegorically.

not-Quite-ArChetypes

In her 1992 book The Female Nude, Lynda Nead theorizes the ways in which the 
female nude constrains and controls the female body. “The formless matter of the 
female body,” she writes, “has to be contained within boundaries, conventions 
and poses.”3 The frame around the nude is policed because “anything that resists 
classification or refuses to belong to one category or another emanates danger.”4 
Nead argues that unsettling the container and defying classification allows pa-
triarchal values to be uncovered and interrogated: “If you know the terms of the 
debate then they can be played with, disrupted and this opens up the possibility 
for challenging and progressive representations of the female body.”5

 Kolsrud’s women undoubtedly refuse to belong to one category or another. 
Though she has designated them as Bathers, Jungfrauen, Three Graces, Ladies 
of the Lake, and Nudes in Landscape, none of them quite adhere to the formal 
standards of these conventional types. The figures gesture to subjects and poses 
appropriate to the nude, but make them confused, elusive, and strange. Because 
of this category resistance, I have termed her figures not-quite-archetypes. In 
other words, Kolsrud’s nudes seem like symbolic images but we don’t quite know 
what they are signifying. 

In her not-quite-archetypes, Kolsrud teases out how symbols of ideal fe-
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male beauty become legible, how that legibility is altered by formal decisions, 
and how they are altered over time. She gestures toward symbolic dyads, such 
as woman/nature, but doesn’t allow them to resolve into traditional allegorical 
meanings. Here, the signs become unstable and, as Nead would put it, “the val-
ues themselves are exposed and questioned.”6 Kolsrud’s invocation of the Three 
Graces is one such example.

The archetype of the Three Graces dates to Ancient Greece where they deco-
rated the entrance to the Acropolis, amongst other sacred sites.7 As cohorts of Ve-
nus, they represented beauty, love, and pleasure.8 Peter Paul Rubens’s The Three 

left to right: 

Becky Kolsrud, 
Three Women, 
2017. Oil on 
canvas, 76 x 90 
inches. 

Pablo Picasso, 
Les Demoiselles 
d’Avignon, 1907. 
Oil on canvas, 96 x 
92 inches. 

Peter Paul Rubens, 
The Three Graces, 
(1630 - 35). Oil on 
oak panel, 86.8 x  
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Graces (1630 - 35), as a typical example of the genre, is based on an Ancient 
Roman sculpture housed in the Piccolomini Library in Siena.9 Rubens’s Graces 
stand arm in arm in a ring that serves as a convenient mechanism for showing 
all three sides of the nude at once. This in-the-round view allows the viewer to 
visually access all sides of the body in a single image. Moreover, the flowering 
plants around the women’s feet and the garland slung overhead symbolically link 
woman, nature, and fecundity. 

In Kolsrud’s painting Three Women, the trio of figures look out at the viewer 
with placid, Rubensesque smiles. While the woman on the far right rests her 
hand on the middle figure’s shoulder in a gesture that recalls the ring of the 
Three Graces, Kolsrud’s figures are definitively not in the round. Instead, they 
occupy a single plane, immersed in a broad blue lake backed by an Alpine 
mountainscape. The lake not only completely obscures their bodies, but creates 
a strange perspectival shift. There is a spatial disjunction in which the women 
seem to be verticalized horizontals, in the spirit of Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoi-
selles d’Avignon (1907). Are they lying down, standing up, or both at once? With 
only heads, necks, and arms exposed, the women’s bodies are almost entirely 
inaccessible, disallowing the viewer’s sight and comprehension. While Rubens 
highlights bodies that are inviting and soft in an idyllic setting, the aloof flatness 
of Kolsrud’s figures, both in affect and perspective, rebuffs the viewer. Here, the 
relationship of woman and nature is troubled via the act of invoking a genre but 
leaving its typical traits unfulfilled. 

BAthers

While Kolsrud invokes several conventions of the nude in this body of work, she 
has specifically conceptualized many of them as Bathers. While the Three Grac-
es tend to inhabit the same rotary pose, Bathers can take many guises — from 
large parties in the retinue of goddess Diana to single figures in the manner of 
Ingres to small groupings in pastoral scenes. Because of this, the Bathers genre 
has remained limber in its ability to accommodate many allegorical meanings for 
the female form. I will touch on some such meanings in historical and contempo-
rary Bather scenes in conversation with Kolsrud’s work.
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Nude and Landscape

Ovid’s tale of the naked and bathing goddess Diana interrupted and surprised by 
Actaeon and his hunting party10 has provided fodder for many Bather paintings 
including Rembrandt’s Diana Bathing with her Nymphs with Actaeon and Cal-
listo (1634). In the foreground, Diana and almost two dozen nymphs bathe and 
recline in various states of undress. They are tucked into a black-green forest, 
fashioning a symbolic association of woman and nature. The landscape recedes 
at the left, spotlighting Actaeon’s entrance to the private glen. The painting nar-
rativizes and eroticizes the disruption of women’s private bathing time, putting 
the viewer in the position of Actaeon who has come upon the soft, nude, and ex-
posed female bodies with his pack of hunting dogs. Ovid’s story prescribes that 
Diana, goddess of the hunt and nature, will soon turn Actaeon into a deer to be 
hunted and killed by his own dogs, but her moment of surprise and vulnerability 
is the visual convention.

In contrast to Rembrandt’s natural and vulnerable women, Kolsrud, in Clear 
Boot Diptych, as well as the previously mentioned Three Women, positions her 
figures as giants dwarfing the landscapes they inhabit. In the former, a woman 
fills an entire lake, wearing its opaque water as a garment. Occupying the entire 

Rembrandt, 
Diana Bathing 
with her Nymphs 
with Actaeon and 
Callisto, 1634. Oil 
on canvas, 66 x 
36.8 inches. 



10

picture plane, Kolsrud’s figure outsizes the mountains behind her. She looks 
directly into our eyes, refusing to perform surprise, coyness, or vulnerability. 

Kolsrud’s woman is an unorthodox Bather but she also belongs to another 
iconographic tradition: the reclining nude in a landscape. In this vein, Clear Boot 
Diptych recalls Camille Corot’s bacchante paintings from the 1860s, which also 
feature larger-than-life female figures whose contours take on the qualities of 
mountains. The nude in Bacchante in a Landscape (1865-70) reclines across the 
entire foreground while a trio of small, hazily rendered figures, barely differenti-
ated from their surroundings, stand on a hill behind. While such a composition 

Camille Corot, 
Bacchante in a 
Landscape 1865-
70. Oil on canvas, 
21 x 24 inches. 

Becky Kolsrud, 
Clear Boot 
Diptych, 2017. Oil 
on canvas, 56 x 88 
inches. 

Opposite: Stills 
from Bound 2, 
2013. 
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would ordinarily convey a sense of depth and receding space, here the field is 
flattened and compressed. The hills behind press up against the back side of the 
figure, making her knee appear as tall as the bluff behind her. Her other-worldli-
ness is further emphasized by the incongruous leopard fur throw separating her 
body from the green pasture. The painting is a fantasy landscape that illustrates 
how a foregrounded, colossal body confers an otherworldly and mythic beauty 
ideal. 

Kolsrud’s Clear Boot Diptych links tropes evident in Corot to present-day 
reclining nudes. Kim Kardashian’s appearance in Kanye West’s 2013 music 
video for Bound 2 serves as a contemporary example of framing the nude against 
a monumental natural landscape in order to communicate an allegory of ideal 
beauty. The four-minute video follows West riding a motorcycle through sublime 
Americana landscapes while straddled by a topless, bouncing Kardashian. (It is 
worth noting that the video was met with a litany of satirical parodies in much 
the same way that the debut of new nudes at the Salon would stir up caricature 
and controversy in the 19th century press.) Our first glimpse of Kardashian 
is about a minute in, when we get a view of her silhouetted body— topless in 
stiletto boots—reclining along the length of a motorcycle backed by a hazy field 
of snowcapped mountains not unlike Kolsrud’s Alps. Subsequently, the video 
cuts several times to Kardashian’s windswept face or reclined torso set against a 
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Rocky Mountains valley or Southwestern red rock formations. Her body looms 
larger than the landscapes she occupies, including one shot in particular where 
her bare breasts eclipse the mesas behind. The framing of Kardashian’s form 
utilizes colossal size to infer sublime beauty. The monumentality of her body 
as shown in Bound 2 reifies the position Kardashian has claimed as the living 
embodiment of ideal femininity. 

Clear Boot Diptych pulls equally from Kardashian, Corot, and Rembrandt. 
Like Rembrandt, Kolsrud’s figure occupies a bathing scene in a resplendent 
setting, but she is a not-quite-archetype because her body is not vulnerable and 
small but bigger than the landscape it occupies. This giantess shares a kinship 
with Corot’s painting and Kardashian’s appearance, in which women’s bodies are 
immense and monumental. All three figures are pictured reclining with the same 
bent knee and Kardashian looks into the camera in the same manner that Kol-
srud’s nude looks out at the viewer. Kolsrud’s invocation of these references is a 
means of holding them up for examination. She handpicks elements and symbols 
from all of the above, piecing them together with her own formal innovations. 

Unlike the examples above, the body of Kolsrud’s figure is completely hid-
den. We know she is nude, but we cannot see her body. Because the painting is a 
diptych, both her body and the lake are literally bisected. The manner in which 
her figure is cropped by the water in the illusory space of the painting is doubled 
in her literal severing between two canvases. The viewer’s ability to see the body 
as a complete object, as a whole, is fundamentally disrupted. In unsettling the 
boundaries of her form, meaning is modified. In The Female Nude, Nead quotes 
Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger: “All margins are dangerous. If they are 
pulled this way or that the shape of fundamental experience is altered.”11 The 
representational logic is further disrupted by the fact that Kolsrud has painted the 
lake different tones of blue on either canvas as well as allowed drips of water-
colored paint to fleck the bottom register of grass. The painting’s hodge-podged 
formal elements take on the property of a disjunctive collage that denies organic 
wholeness or stable meaning. Kolsrud doesn’t fulfill our expectation of the way 
landscape and ideal beauty should inform one another. In her conceptualiza-
tion of the figure-as-Bather, the bathing moment is about woman overwhelming 
nature rather than nature enfolding woman.
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Venus and Veneer

With the arrival of Impressionism, the Bather theme would expand to accom-
modate contemporary scenes of bourgeois leisure with characters drawn from 
everyday life rather than mythology. In her essay on Pierre-Auguste Renoir’s The 
Large Bathers (1884-87), Linda Nochlin writes that the bather, once a “perennial 
favorite in the Salons of the nineteenth century,” became “increasingly secular-
ized and generalized as the century progressed and as earlier classical or biblical 
pretexts — Dianas, Susannahs, or the even more up-to-date orientalist Sarahs 
— vanished, giving way to the newer bather subject of preference: the ‘bather’ 
tout court.”12 The Large Bathers comes at the end of the Impressionist move-
ment when the conservative Renoir sought to restore a certain timelessness to 
the contingent and phenomenal art of Impressionism.13 In this moment, Nochlin 
writes, “The nude, specifically the bather, inscribed in the order of the ‘natural,’ 
stands for the return of value in art itself.” Renoir’s painting captures a casual 
and spontaneous moment shared between three women on a sunny, grassy river-
bank. One nude woman stands in the water and playfully threatens to splash the 
other two figures who twist away at the water’s edge. Their bodies are supple and 
limber, arranged to offer the viewer three different views in the same manner as 
Rubens’s Three Graces. In much the same way as Rembrandt’s Bathers, we are 
given a window onto a private moment. The playfulness of the scene makes their 
monumentally nude bodies seem casual and everyday, lending a “naturalness” to 

Pierre-Auguste 
Renior, The Large 
Bathers, 1884-87. 
Oil on canvas, 46.4 
x 67.25 inches. 
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the beauty ideal Renoir has adapted from Rubens. 
In Kolsrud’s Lady Underwater, on the other hand, the nude figure stands 

stiffly in a field of blue which is only indicated to be a seascape by the cresting 
wave that breaks around her neck and shoulders. In much the same way that the 
figure in Clear Boot Diptych occupies an entire lake, she seems to have gargan-
tuan proportions, standing taller than the wave that breaks around her. Rather 
than an idyllic setting, the water here functions as a blank photo studio backdrop 
with no detail to indicate time or place. The stiff and posed nude body of Kol-
srud’s figure draws from a Modernist interpretation of Bathers as seen in Paul 
Cézanne’s The Large Bathers (1906), Ernst Ludwig Kirchner’s Bathers at Moritz-
burg (1909-26), and Giorgio de Chirico’s Bathers on the Beach (1934). The posed 
body, blank backdrop, direct gaze out to the viewer, and the whitewater foaming 
around the figure’s neck as a kind of accessory all point to the mannered artifici-
ality of the photo studio. The whitewater also severs her head from her body. A 
related Kolsrud painting, Underwater Boot, enacts this truncation even more dra-
matically with waves crashing around the bodies of two women and completely 
obscuring them save for a foot wearing a strange clear boot.

Kolsrud’s woman is an unorthodox Bather but she is also a Venus rising from 
the sea. Lady Underwater and Underwater Boot share a formal resonance with 
Courbet’s The Woman in the Waves (1868), which also features a posing woman 

Becky Kolsrud, Lady 
Underwater, 2017. 
Oil on canvas, 38 x 30 
inches. 

Gustave Courbet, The 
Woman In the Waves, 
1868. Oil on canvas, 
25.75 x 21.25 inches.

Opposite: Becky 
Kolsrud, Underwater 
Boot, 2017. Oil on can-
vas, 64 x 53.5 inches.

Junghoon Son 
(@vandythepink), 
Instagram post from 
July 2017.
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bisected by the sea and is intentionally cited by Kolsrud. In his 1974 book The 
Power of the Center, Rudolf Arnheim explains, “the composition is based on the 
counterpoint between the outgoing breasts and the arms confining the head. This 
antithesis of expansion and contraction, of exposure and withholding, character-
izes the image of woman as temptress in the arts of antiquity and of the Renais-
sance.”14 Her dramatic pose is doubled in the moodiness of the seascape: a black 
cliff rises to her back, while a darkening sky fades into a choppy sea.  The fig-
ure’s huge size in the foreground and operatic posturing makes the backdrop feel 
like a stage set. Courbet’s scene invokes the trope of the Venus Anadyomene,15 or 
Venus being born from the sea, imbuing the nude figure with Venus’s allegorical 
attributes of love, beauty, and desire. The seafoam truncates Courbet’s woman at 
the torso, emphasizing her breasts as objects of seduction in her role as the Venus 
Anadyomene. The painting is a stagy seascape in which a posed body in water 
becomes an allegorical evocation of woman as beauty and desire.

Kolsrud’s Lady Underwater and Underwater Boot connect symbols existent 
in Courbet to present-day Venuses. An image created by Instagram-famous shoe 
designer Junghoon Son, known as Vandy the Pink, provides a contemporary 
example of using water and artifice to symbolize woman as a desirous Venus. In 
an Instagram post from July 2017 — which directly inspired the shoes worn by 
the figures in both Underwater Boot and Clear Boot Diptych — a pair of legs 
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cropped at mid-calf walk along the edge of a cerulean pool in clear stiletto boots 
decorated with the Louis Vuitton monogram. Son’s Instagram post invokes the 
symbologies of the Venus Anadyomene, but this is not a nude “inscribed in the 
order of the ‘natural,’” as Nochlin would put it, but one that utilizes heightened 
drama and posing to communicate and produce desire. 
 Lady Underwater and Underwater Boot sample formal elements from the In-
stagram post as well as the Courbet and Renoir paintings in order to probe what 
a woman in water can signify. Like Renior, Kolsrud depicts nudes immersed in 
water, but they are not-quite-archetypes because their bodies and the settings 
they occupy feel artificial rather than natural. Kolsrud’s models also share a 
semblance with Courbet’s Woman and the Instagram post, in which women are 
truncated, posing Venuses. Yet, Kolsrud utilizes this artificiality and posing to 
her own ends. Lady Underwater stiffly holds her hand against her thigh and pulls 
her elbows into her sides. The big black eyes and red lips of her cartoonish face 
further push the image into affectation. We can’t locate a definitive setting or 
narrative in either of Kolsrud’s paintings. She doesn’t fulfill our expectation of 
the Bather or our expectation of a seductive beauty ideal. Rather, she exposes the 
formal operations by which images of women come to take on meaning and she 
draws attention to the way these symbologies work. Kolsrud’s Bather troubles the 
nude’s relationship to desire.

150 years after Delacroix’s journal entry, meaningless gesture and unintelli-
gible exchange are still powerful tools in the service of disrupting the boundaries 
around the nude and embracing the threat of in-between-ness. Kolsrud’s not-
quite-Bathers challenge their genre while simultaneously shining a light on the 
construction of contemporaneous allegorical women. In considering the current 
popularity of the female nude as a subject among women painters, I’ve some-
times wondered why so many women work within a genre so beleaguered by 
its history. Kolsrud’s paintings, however, illustrate that the strict confinement of 
the acceptable nude’s boundaries, past and present, sets it up as an ideal genre to 
work both within and against and to further explore how the female body func-
tions as a symbolic container. 

Although goddesses and allegorical figures may seem like relics of an extinct 
media culture, allegory remains embedded in the way we view and catalog im-
ages of women. Playing with the convention of the nude becomes a way to under-



17

1. Pam Meecham and Julie Sheldon, “The Nude in Modernity and Postmodernity,” in Modern 
Art: A Critical Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2005), 117.
2. Eugène Delacroix, The Journal of Eugène Delacroix, ed. Hubert Wellington (London: Phaidon, 
1951), 171-172.
3. Lynda Nead, The Female Nude (London: Routledge, 1995), 11.
4. Ibid, 6.
5. Ibid, 11.
6. Ibid.
7. Pausanias, Pausanias’s Description of Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
268.
8. Lisa Rosenthal, Gender, Politics, and Allegory in the Art of Rubens (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 91.
9. “The Three Graces,” Musée du Louvre, accessed September 1, 2017, http://www.louvre.fr/en/
oeuvre-notices/three-graces.
10. Ovid, Metamorphoses (Cambridge: Hackett, 2010), 69-72.
11. Nead, 33.
12. Linda Nochlin, Bathers, Bodies, Beauty (Harvard University Press, 2006), 16.
13. Ibid, 37.
14. Rudolf Arnheim, The Power of the Center: A Study of Composition in the Visual Arts 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 160.
15. Linda Nochlin, Courbet (London: Thames & Hudson, 2007), 204.

stand the form as it travels across music videos, Instagram, and a host of other 
media. In this body of work, Kolsrud isn’t simply illuminating present-day al-
legories, she is inventing her own. Her allegories, however, don’t invoke timeless 
truths or patriarchal paradigms. Instead, she has created allegorical figures with 
obscured and deeply personal meanings. By testing if allegory still functions 
even when it is not attached to widely accepted cultural ideals, Kolsrud disrupts 
its supposed ontology. In her not-quite-archetypes, she takes a building block of 
Western visual culture and uses it for her own hidden purposes.


