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Finding the Universal in the
Personal.
Cindy Workman’s Les Demoiselles
By Diana Schmertz

With an invitation to look closer,
Cindy Workman’s digital collages
draw the viewer in with “pretty”
colors and images of “innocent”
young girls. Upon closer inspection,
brought on by a double take reaction,
the viewer starts to register soft porn
images interweaved within the girls’
bodies. The longer one gazes at this
embroidery of “femininity” one tries
to make sense of the contradictory
imagery that seems so utterly
unnatural, while at the same time,
disturbingly beautiful. Questions start
to emerge touching on issues of
beauty and a reality that asks women
to assimilate opposing stereotypes
into one complete being.

  

 

Workman, a woman with “no political agenda”, has found the secret to conveying universal
struggles about identity and sexuality without making overly aggressive statements or becoming
part of an “ism.” She does this by getting personal. “Art is more effective when you do it for
yourself.” (Interview with Cindy Workman, January 2007) “We all think we are unique, ‘a duck
out of water’, but we all feel it.” (Workman, 2007) Making art for herself, Workman draws no
conclusions for the viewer. Instead, the work acknowledges the extreme opposition in the
stereotypical roles presented, and the effect(s) this might have on a person if she tried to fulfill
these multiple roles. There is not a whisper of Workman telling you how you should think, what
roles we should accept or which of these roles are right or wrong. It is this non-judgmental quality
that makes her work so accessible to the public, and, effectively creates a more profound impact on
the viewer.

As social beings it is impossible to construct a self-image without referencing society’s
recommendation for what we should be. Workman’s images are “derived from magazines and how
they speak to people, demonstrating the shell of how people are viewed.” (Workman, 2007) The
computer is the perfect medium for Workman’s expression because she is reacting to a mass-
produced public. Each woman she creates is unique. For her, they give options of who to be. A
very empathetic woman by nature, Workman works with her gut reaction tempered by what she
knows. Constantly collecting images acquired from sewing catalogs, porn magazines, carnival
playbills, children’s drawings, media images, and other similar materials, her references range over
approximately the past 90 years. Comic book art is also incorporated because they often give an
extreme view of the values and expected roles in a society. By using images that span over time, a
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feeling of timelessness is created and the process of the development of identity is conveyed. The
use of transparency and opacity in the work also helps express timelessness, multiple messages,
developmental phases, the multifaceted layers of identity, and our need to integrate all these
elements into one complete individual. Her technique is seamless in its beauty, giving one hope of
wholeness. Yet, each whole, while complete in and of itself, always appears fragmented.
Communicating the ageless nature of a person’s being, questions are posed about innocence and
when one should develop. What effect does the time at which stereotypes seep in to ones’
consciousness have on whether that stereotype is integrated into one’s belief system or rejected?

By far, the most powerful aspect of Workman’s images is her ability to demonstrate a true reality
with concrete evidence. By layering images of innocence with the taboo, she creates a physical
embodiment of the mixed messages society relays to the public. She is not making these messages
up, or giving you her interpretation of what she believes is being told. She takes the literal visual
message itself and reconstructs women out of the women presented in the media. The physical
presentation of the imagery of these diverse roles we are asked, in some respects, told to assimilate
takes away any abstract notion or question about the living contradiction of a repressed and
simultaneously overly sexualized culture. The imagery clearly demonstrates the many levels of an
individuals’ identity while tapping into a confusion that is shared universally.

To Contact Cindy Workman 
Or see more of her work, please visit:
www.concreteblonde.com
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