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 In 1912, a ray of light dabbed the skin of a woman, skin that had been touched 
by many men during a day and every day. That light then passed through a camera 
lens and burned the sensitive silver on an 8x10 glass negative. 

 On January 1, 1898, Storyville, the only legal red-light district in America, was              On January 1, 1898, Storyville, the only legal red-light district in America, was             
established in New Orleans.  Over the course of the next two decades, at any given 
time, 2000 prostitutes ölled those 16 square blocks, plying their trade in opulent 
brothels, one room cribs, and darkened alleys. 

 Photographer Ernst J. Bellocq immortalized the prostitutes of Storyville in a  Photographer Ernst J. Bellocq immortalized the prostitutes of Storyville in a 
series of these glass plate negatives that, at one time, were all but forgotten. Once 
discovered, they passed through many hands before being acquired by                                 
photographer Lee Friedlander who recognized both their historical and artistic 
value. Because of him, several are now in the collection of the Museum of Modern 
Art. Bellocq’s photos are unlike any his contemporary photographers of erotic 
“French postcards.” Bellocq captured the humanity of these women, their                        
sensuality, not their sexuality.

 On a trip to New Orleans, I stepped into A Gallery for Fine Photography that                On a trip to New Orleans, I stepped into A Gallery for Fine Photography that               
carries several of Friedlander’s carefully reproduced prints and was, as most people 
are, immediately drawn into the gaze of these women. On my journey into the 
world of Bellocq, my friends and art collectors, Bert Greenwell and John Enochs,         
introduced me to his story and my dear friend and ölmmaker Anne Craig, shared 
with me her documentary, Storyville: The Naked Dance. I love historical                              
photographs and have painted a similar series, Esther’s Children, based on photos 
of early twentieth century Jews in Iran, my ancestors. 

 When the COVID-19 pandemic gripped New York City, I found myself                                  When the COVID-19 pandemic gripped New York City, I found myself                                 
surrounded at my home studio with huge empty canvases, my memories of New 
Orleans, and the haunting reøection of Bellocq’s muses. I found solace in the 
ghosts of these long dead women. I befriended them and their casual familiarity 
peering at me from the gold-toned printing paper. I hoped to re-envision their 
spirit, recognize their life’s limited choices, and imagine the stories behind each 
and every one of them. We do not know their names, but Bellocq captured their 
story in the physics of light and silver. His vision became my vision as I worked to 
recreate that ray of light using acrylic, oil, copper, and the soot of beeswax candle 
(lamp black oil). 
 
 These paintings represent my version of a love poem both to Bellocq and to each 
of the women whose life he touched and momentarily captured forever. 

A Preservation of Light
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A woman in kimono, 84x60 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Bellocq's Desk, 72x60 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Hidden , 72x60 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Don’t Look at Me!, 72x60 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020 
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Happy, 72x60 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Natural light is the best, 72x60 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Behind the Door!, 72x60 inch, Acrylic, oil and beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Ready for my portrait, 72x60 inch, Oil on canvas, 2020
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Roses, 72x48 inch, Copper leaf, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Blocked Door, 60x72 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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The Nude on a Balcony, 60x72 inch, Acrylic, oil, beeswax on canvas, 2020
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Pose on an Arm, 60x48 inch, Acrylic and oil  on canvas, 2022





32

Look at Me!, 84x60 inch, Oil on canvas, 2020
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M ore? 20x16 inch, oil on linen, 2019
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each 12x9 inch, Acrylic, oil, on linen, 2019
4 studies for "Natural light is the best"
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Some studies for”A woman in kimono” 

No:2
48x72 inch 
Copper leaf, 
oil on canvas 

No:1
40x66 inch 
Oil on linen 

No:3
30x40 inch
Acrylic, oil on linen



37

No:5
18x24 inch
Siverleaf, oil on linen 

No:4
36x24 inch
Acrylic, ironpowder, 
beeswax on canvas 

No:6
16x20 inch
Acrylic and oil on linen















A Room of Her Own, Storyville, New Orleans
                                                                            Nancy Nesvet 
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 Nancy Nesvet is an Artist, Curator, and Arts Writer. Most recently, Nancy curated a 
show at the La Biennale Arte 2022 in Venice, Italy and held an Artist and Writer                   
residency at ACI in Umbria, Italy. She has also curated and had her work featured in 
shows in Massachusetts, Maine, New York, Connecticut, Maryland, Washington, 
D.C. and Perugia, Italy. She has a BA in Art History, and an MFA in Studio Art from 
Maine College of Art and Design.
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2010 - Auto-portraits II, Silk road gallery ,Tehran, Iran
2010 - Untitled (painting), Art Center, Tehran, Iran
2010 - Untitled (painting), Neel Gallery, Tehran, Iran
2009 - 1001 Colours (painting), Canvas Gallery, New York, USA
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Professional Experience
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Musuem
Salsali Private Museum, Two Pieces from Esther's Children series, Dubai, UAESalsali Private Museum, Two Pieces from Esther's Children series, Dubai, UAE
DD Art & Cultural Center, Six pieces from The Inside Layers series, My Mona Lisa series, Es-
ther's Children series and Agitation of Pleasure series, Mazandaran, IRAN

Awards
2004 - Winner of Special Prize in Persian New Year Photography, Isfahan, Iran
2003 - Winner of Special Prize in Sketching, Hafezieh Competition, Shiraz, Iran

Auction
2017 - artnet, Advorcartsy gallery, Los Angeles, CA, USA
2014 - Third Tehran Auction, Parsian Azadi Hotel, Tehran, Iran
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Photo credit: Leslie-Claire Spillman
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