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OPINION

T
he assignment: create a 
self-portrait.

Art history is full of 
self-portraits. The great masters 
through the ages — Leonardo da 
Vinci, Raphael, Albrecht Durer, Jan 
Van Eyck, Vincent Van Gogh, Frida 
Kahlo — have imbued their depic-
tions of themselves with fl ourishes 
of their style and pieces of their 
souls, creating arresting images for 
the ages. Heck, pop culture is full 
of self-portraits, if one considers 
the endless streams of cellphone 
selfi es pouring down the feeds of 
Facebook and Instagram.

Hear the term self-portrait, 
though, and you likely think of a 
stately but staid painting mounted 
on a gallery wall, not necessarily 
something head-spinningly origi-
nal in its conception and composi-
tion None of the pieces on display 
in “We Are Art: The Roanoke 
Self-Portrait Project” conform to 
that stereotypical concept.

As Roanoke Arts and Culture 
Coordinator Doug Jackson ex-
plained, the prospectus for this 
exhibition asked the participating 
artists to create self-portraits that 
placed them within their commu-
nities, “refl ecting on their role in 
the community as an artist, what 
they care about in their commu-
nity, and how they want to make it 
a better place.”

Roanoke artist Ann Glover, 
creator of the popular and playful 
“Trojan Dog” sculpture that sits 
outside Roanoke Fire-EMS Station 
#7 on Memorial Avenue, contrib-
uted “Self-Portrait with Map,” 
that contains a map of the neigh-
borhood streets where she grew 
up and where she lives now, made 
from tin. Barbara Zubler’s “Cherry 
Blossom Time on the Roanoke 
Greenway” looks like a mosaic 
made from tiles, but in fact it’s a 
collage made with fabric. A recent 
transplant from Phoenix, Arizona, 
Zubler wanted the piece to convey 
both scenic beauty and the warm 
welcome that she’s found here.

Architectural engineer Gretchen 
Coleman contributes a genuine 
mosaic, “I Am, We Are Roanoke,” 
that includes renditions in tile 
of several familiar buildings and 
landmarks and molds the artist’s 
face into the contours of Mill 
Mountain, with the Roanoke Star 
serving as a tiara. “It is truly a gift 
to live here,” Coleman wrote.

Doorways to Roanoke arts 
The show begins with a sort of 

thesis statement. “Our lives pulse 
with creativity. Choruses sing. 
Students dance. Writers try their 
voice at open mic night,” the intro-
duction reads. “We create art. We 
explore art. WE are art.”

As an introduction to the Star 
City’s variegated art scene, the 
self-portrait project is compre-
hensive and entrancing.

Michele Neta Peppers’ on the 
nose “Bravo Jeff  Center!” depicts 
a Flamenco dancer whose elegant 
dress is made up of photographs 
of musicians and dance perfor-
mances. On the opposite wall, Ro-
anoke dancers Lisa Linger, founder 
and director of Mental Health in 

Motion, and Lynsey Wyatt, owner 
of Cirqulation Studio, provide 
photographic compositions.

Molly Kernan, another recent 
transplant who came to the Star 
City in 2019, places herself in 
the Science Museum of Western 
Virginia’s parakeet garden, the 
latest attraction in the space that 
was once a butterfl y garden. For 
her and her children, the parakeet 
garden “brought much needed joy 
after a tough few years.”

Moneta artist Victoria Van 
Tassel-McGrath painted herself 
aboard the “Winston Caboose” at 
the O. Winston Link Museum as a 
tribute to her family’s railroad in-
dustry history. Scanning a QR code 
will let you listen to the retired art 
teacher as she plays a blues har-
monica, “an instrument that has 
frequently been used to approxi-
mate the sounds of a train.”

The appearance of Roanoke 
landmarks within these portraits 
are especially creative.

In Whitney C. Brock’s delight-
fully droll “The T Room,” the artist 
seats herself front and center in 
the act of eating what looks to be a 
cheesy western at what could only 
be the counter of the Star City’s 
treasured Texas Tavern. There’s not 
a ketchup bottle anywhere in sight.

Other communities 

should try this 

One of the most striking pieces 
comes from Radford University 
graduate student Amanda Kelly, 
who created a miniature version of 
her own art studio, within which 
can be found even tinier minia-
tures of the Lancerlot ice rink, the 
Taubman Museum of Art and, 
again, the Roanoke Star.

The Gun Violence Prevention 
Commission’s artist-in-resi-
dence, Jane Gabrielle McCadden, 
familiar to longtime local music 
fans as a singer and guitar player 
for Appalachian folk rock band Ra-
dar Rose, portrays herself standing 
in Old Lick Cemetery — a Roanoke 
African-American burial ground 
that was mostly destroyed by ur-
ban renewal. She said she wants 
“Singing the Ancestors’ Songs” to 
inspire refl ection on how to heal 
the damage done by racist policies.

The show will stay on display 
until May 26, 2023, on the fourth 
fl oor of the Roanoke City Mu-
nicipal Building, in the corridor 
outside the Roanoke City Council 
chambers. The silver lining in 
placing the show in such a mun-
dane setting is that it will be free 
to see throughout its life span for 
anyone who cares to make the trek 
to city hall.

This sure seems like an idea with 
legs, an evergreen theme for other 
communities to run with.

It would be fascinating to see 
this concept repeated in other 
Southwest Virginia localities. 
What would artists in Botetourt 
County come up with, or Franklin 
County? What about Martins-
ville, Galax, Abingdon? Pulaski, 
Tazewell or Wise counties? The 
possibilities tantalize. We hope to 
someday see the results.

MICHEL BENTLEY

I
’ve never been a Republican 
but in many respects I have 
conservative values. For one, 

I am a church-going Christian. 
I’ve noticed, however, that the 
majority of Republicans who 
remain loyal followers of for-
mer President Trump seem to 
have lost a moral core grounded 
in conservative values. The 
January 6th hearings that I’ve 
watched certainly bears that 
out.

Not that I’m a fan of Presi-
dent Joe Biden, especially given 
his massive increase in military 
spending and neocon foreign 
policy, which is why I’m an in-
dependent.

These days I support indi-
vidual candidates who share 
my political values and will 
represent them in offi  ce, such 
as Roanoke’s Sam Rasoul, and 
Pennsylvania’s John Fetterman, 
although by living in Salem, I 
can’t vote for them.

Getting back to conservative 
values, however, I wish the GOP 
would rediscover its early con-
servation values. Conserving 
the good earth, its forests, soils, 
waterways and wetlands, were 
championed by Republicans the 
likes of Teddy Roosevelt, John 
Saylor, and of course, the great 
Giff ord Pinchot.

And don’t forget Richard 
Nixon, the greenest president 
we’ve had, who initiated many 
of the most important and 
enduring environmental pol-
icies by signing the National 
Environmental Policy Act, 
the Clean Air Act, the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act and 
the Endangered Species Act, 
what historian Kevin Starr 
referred to as “the Magna 
Carta of the environmental 
movement.” He also created 
the Environmental Protection 
Agency, the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administra-
tion, and the Legacy of Parks 
program, which gave over 
80,000 acres of government 
land to make 642 new parks.

But Nixon’s EPA was as-
saulted by Trump’s EPA ad-
ministrator, Andrew Wheeler, 
and has now been gutted by the 
radical Republican Supreme 
Court. But, nevertheless, once 
upon a time the Grand Old 
Party was green! It was Amer-
ica’s leading pro-conservation 
and pro-environment party. 
Throughout most of the 20th 
Century, it was common for 
Republican leaders to be real 
conservationists and real envi-
ronmentalists. There’s nothing 
more fundamentally conserva-
tive than conservation!

Now, in the 21st century, 
most of today’s Republican 
leaders have turned their back 

on their party’s environmental 
legacy. The GOP has strayed far 
from its conservation roots, and 
morphed into the party of fossil 
fuel extraction and consump-
tion and the party of polluters 
who foul our soils and waters, 
and shoot bear and wolf cubs in 
their dens. About half of Sen-
ate Republicans deny climate 
change because they oppose 
any popular solution to the 
problem.

And then there is our new 
governor. He has appointed 
Andrew Wheeler to head the 
“deregulation offi  ce” he created 
and Wheeler is gearing up to go 
after Virginia’s environmental 
regulations. He’s a guy who 
has focused his life’s work on 
letting extractive industries go 
hog wild.

And take my Salem repre-
sentative in Congress, who is 
now Ben Cline. Recently I was 
on a Zoom meeting with several 
other members of the Citizens 
Climate Lobby talking to his 
legislative aide, a relatively new 
hire. She didn’t know much 
about climate-related legisla-
tion and, sadly, from his record 
so far, Mr. Cline is no conserva-
tive of the kind I value. Quoting 
his April 21 ‘Newsletter,’ he 
says, “I am a supporter of an ‘all 
of the above’ energy strategy 
to meet the current global en-

ergy need. Wind, solar, nuclear, 
hydro, natural gas, renewable 
nanotechnologies, and fossil 
fuel usage should all be encour-
aged, and I am optimistic that 
consumers will have clean, safe, 
and reliable choices well into 
the future.” While I know now 
that Rep. Cline has acknowl-
edged the necessity of reducing 
our greenhouse gas emissions 
that accelerate climate change, 
he won’t propose, co-sponsor 
or vote for any legislation to ad-
dress the problem, such as the 
Energy Innovation and Carbon 
Dividend Act which, if enacted 
would both “fl atten the curve” 
of emissions and help people 
cope with infl ation.

As a person with real con-
servative values who wants to 
conserve a habitable planet, I’m 
fi nding that there are a lot of 
RINOS (Republicans in Name 
Only) out there who truly are 
not conservatives.

Bentley retired from teaching 
science and environmental 
education at several universities, 
including Virginia Tech. He directed 
the Science Institute for Teachers 
at Hollins University. In 2021, he 
received an award for outstanding 
science teaching and contributions 
to science education in Virginia by 
the Virginia Association of Science 
Teachers.
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A view of Amanda Kelly’s diorama “My Studio in Miniature,” part of the 
“We Are Art: The Roanoke Self-Portrait Project” exhibition on the fourth 
fl oor of the Roanoke Municipal Building.

ANGEL BOLIGAN, EL UNIVERSAL, MEXICO CITY, WWW.CAGLECARTOONS.COM 

Area artists’ 
self-portraits 
reflect us

Conservatives once 
championed conservation
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