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Artist Elise Ansel Rewrites the
Stories Behind Original Paintings
Maine-based artist Elise Ansel finds alternate meaning and joy in the Old
Masters.
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“I was a bookish kid who often went to the Frick,” says Elise Ansel. Later, as a Brown
University student caught up in the whirl of radical, liberal thinking, her devotion to the Old

Masters was rekindled. “I realized that these exquisite paintings were presented from the male
point of view—as if that was the only one that mattered,” Ansel says. Those paintings became
her points of departure.
Ansel chooses a masterpiece she feels drawn to aesthetically, then unpacks it. “I’m not hunting
for issues; I’m just looking at work that appeals to me visually,” she clarifies. In her Maine
studio, she sketches a piece multiple times with abandon, then reimagines it on canvas, using the
original’s color and composition as a guide. Her bold, gestural strokes occlude the pictorial
content, interrupting (even subverting) the narrative. This allows a new, more inclusive meaning
to emerge.
The artist’s Fire Fangled Feathers II springs from Titian’s Christ and the Adulteress, a 1511
painting that illustrates the story of Christ being asked to condemn an adulterous woman to
death. “The painting eroticizes violence against women; I’m rewriting the story,” Ansel explains.
“What if it’s not a sin for this woman to have erotic pleasure? What might life have been like for
her?” Ansel’s contemporary interpretation is a joyous celebration of the female perspective.
“I don’t want to cancel the originals. I want to honor everything I love about them while pointing
out that there are other points of view,” the artist says. “It relates to the agency to rewrite your
own script. We have greater power than we think.”

