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Josephine Tota (1910 –1996) was a seamstress and 
amateur artist who lived a conventional life among the 
Italian immigrant community in Rochester, New York. 
In her seventies, she spent countless hours painting 
in the privacy of her home, where she imbued over 
ninety small jewel-like paintings with the richness of 
her strange imagination. Tota captured and condensed 
anxieties accumulated over a lifetime. Her formidable 
paintings reference myriad art-historical and popular 
culture sources — medieval illuminated manuscripts, early 
Renaissance panel paintings, the work of Surrealist icons 
Frida Kahlo and Salvador Dalí, fairy tales, and children’s 
book illustrations — into private images of startling 
immediacy and timelessness. Tota’s work cannot be 
defined as entirely mainstream, self-taught, visionary, 
or surreal. In this powerful body of work — dozens of 
untamed paintings in egg tempera and gilding on 
board, completed at the end of her life — that The Surreal 
Visions of Josephine Tota explores and advocates for 
inclusion into the canon of self-taught, visionary art.
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The Memorial Art Gallery forges new territory in the introduction 
and exploration of an unconventional artist with the exhibition 

and catalog The Surreal Visions of Josephine Tota. MAG’s effort 
reflects a growing appreciation among scholars, museums, gal-
leries, and collectors for artists who do not fit neatly into generally 
received art world categories . We are proud to offer this scholarly 
examination in recognition of the quality of Tota’s work and the 
importance of her story . Through her single-minded pursuit of her 
artistic vision, Tota is an example of the power of underappreciated 
or marginalized figures to disrupt established perceptions of artistic 
value and enliven conversations and debates about the limits of our 
art-historical knowledge . 

I would like to recognize the efforts of museum staff whose 
dedication has made this project possible . The talented and intelli-
gent Jessica Marten—MAG’s Curator in Charge/Curator of American 
Art, and the curator of this project—thanks the individuals who have 
contributed to its success in the acknowledgments of this beautiful 
volume . Jess has worked for many years to bring Tota’s art and a 
deeply considered assessment of it to the public . I congratulate her 
for this hard-won and outstanding achievement . I would also like 
to thank contributing author Janet Catherine Berlo, Professor of Art 
History/Visual and Cultural Studies at the University of Rochester . 
Berlo’s excellent essay examines Tota alongside her peers within the 
history of visionary women artists of the twentieth century .

On behalf of MAG’s Board of Managers and staff, I express 
our sincere gratitude to the artist’s daughter, Rosamond Tota, and 
great-niece, Lisa Rosica . Without their support, counsel, and trust, this 

foreword

Jonathan P. Binstock
Mary W. and Donald R. Clark 
Director, Memorial Art Gallery 
of the University of Rochester

Untitled, undated, 1980s (detail of cat . 12)
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
6 1⁄8 × 6 1⁄8 in .
Collection of Rosamond Tota, daughter
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exhibition and catalog would not have been possible . We are thankful 
also to the exhibition’s lenders for sharing their personal treasures . 
Many of them are family and friends of the artist, and deeply passion-
ate about Tota’s work and legacy . 

The exhibition, catalog, and programming are possible thanks 
to the generous support of Pamela Miller Ness and Paul Marc Ness, 
Rosamond Tota, the Gallery Council of the Memorial Art Gallery, and 
the Robert L . and Mary L . Sproull Fund . Additional support is provided 
by the James and Jacqueline Adams Fund, the June Alexander 
Memorial Fund, the Nancy E . Hyman Charitable Fund, and Marguerite 
and James Quinn, Jane Labrum, Lisa Rosica, and The Century Club of 
Rochester .

I extend my gratitude to all members of our Board of Managers 
for their support and confidence. It is because of the active engage-
ment and commitment of our board that MAG is able to realize the 
important scholarship, exhibitions, and programming demonstrated 
by The Surreal Visions of Josephine Tota.

During a routine inventory of art storage in 2010, I first encoun-
tered two Josephine Tota paintings in the permanent collection 

of the Memorial Art Gallery (MAG) . The intense psychic energy in 
her personal, meticulously rendered images had a powerful effect 
upon me . I reached out to the keepers of Tota’s legacy—her daughter, 
Rosamond Tota, and great-niece, Lisa Rosica—and over the course of 
many conversations in person and via email, they provided me with a 
great deal of insight into the artist . 

Tota’s story is rich, complex, and all too common: an artist outlier 
disenfranchised, excluded from and nearly lost to history . Rosamond 
soon expressed her interest in donating more of her mother’s work to 
the museum . Unusual paintings like these—near death-defying expres-
sions of a little-known artist’s interior world, with incisive inquiries 
into womanhood, age, and power—rarely find their way inside an art 
museum’s walls . Because of Tota’s singular and powerful vision, her 
historic connection to the institution, and her unique perspective 
on the immigrant experience, twelve paintings were presented and 
accepted in 2011, for a new total of fourteen in the museum’s perma-
nent collection . 

The museum’s investment in Tota’s art has been cited as an 
example of the way regional museums can make curatorial decisions 
that act as “an important corrective to exclusionary studies of canon-
ical artists .”1 Scholarship on unconventional artists, bolstered by the 
advances of the feminist art and art history movements of the 1970s 
and 1980s, has reached a new pinnacle in the first two decades of the 
twenty-first century. Major American museums have invested in self-
taught art by acquiring collections, exhibiting it alongside mainstream 

introduction

Jessica Marten
Curator in Charge/Curator  
of American Art, 
Memorial Art Gallery of the 
University of Rochester



x xi

art, organizing exhibitions, and publishing scholarly catalogs .2 The 
value of inviting to the conversation artists who willfully pursue their 
vision outside of traditional parameters is to highlight the unsatisfac-
tory limitations of these categories .

The Memorial Art Gallery’s contribution, The Surreal Visions of 
Josephine Tota, introduces and explores this Italian American immi-
grant’s unusual creative life . With the power of her paintings, their 
rich connection with her personal narrative, and her magical trans-
formation of centuries of art-historical sources into her idiosyncratic 
style, Tota deserves careful review . In a broader sense, the exhibition 
and catalog explore currents within the American experience primed 
for deeper art-historical inquiry, such as the structural failure of the 
insider/outsider duality, the far-reaching legacy of Surrealism, the 
marginalization of female visionary artists, and the relationship 
between age and creative agency . 

notes

Untitled, completed May 26, 1983
(detail of cat . 38)
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
6 ½ x 6 15/16 in .
Collection of Rosamond Tota, daughter

1  Cynthia Fowler, ed . Locating American Art: Finding Art’s Meaning in Museums, Colonial 
Period to the Present (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2016), 5-6. The first scholarly publication on 
Tota was my essay in Locating American Art, 73–86 . The second was a paper presented at 
the 2016 College Art Association conference and published in Panorama: Journal of the 
Association of Historians of American Art 2, no . 2 (Fall 2016) .

2  Pertinent examples include acquisitions and exhibitions by American museums of James 
Castle, Bill Traylor, Judith Scott, and Ronald Lockett; collections given by Jill and Sheldon 
Bonovitz to the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Souls Grown Deep Foundation to the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art; critical attention for Massimiliano Gioni’s Encyclopedic Palace 
at the 2013 Venice Biennale; and the introduction of self-taught artists like that in the Finding 
Vivian Maier documentary (2013) and The Electric Pencil: Drawings from Inside State Hospital 
No. 3 (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2016) . Market forces show a similar focus with 
Andrew Edlin’s 2012 purchase and rejuvenation of the Outsider Art Fair, and the 2016 auc-
tion record set for a self-taught artist (William Edmonson) . 
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Josephine Tota (1910–1996) was a seamstress and amateur artist 
who lived a conventional life among the Italian immigrant com-

munity in Rochester, New York . Her awakening to intensely personal 
subject matter and her discovery of the medium of egg tempera in 
her early seventies allowed Tota to tap into the stream of her extraor-
dinary creative energy . Her enigmatic paintings show a consistent 
preference for small-scale, encoded domestic dramas . There are 
moments of one woman’s agony, despair, and quiet alienation, but 
also of transcendence and hope .

In the 1980s, Tota spent countless hours painting in the privacy 
of her home, where she imbued over ninety small jewel-like paintings 
with the richness of her strange imagination .1 The images sprang 
from a deep well of memories and dreams, and she reflected upon 
her life in the only way she could: in paint and pictures . Themes of 
metamorphosis, family bonds, physical pain, human frailty, the natural 
world, loss, and tragedy dominate her obsessive and otherworldly 
depictions . It is this powerful body of work—dozens of untamed 
paintings in egg tempera and gilding on board, completed at the end 
of her life—that The Surreal Visions of Josephine Tota explores and 
advocates for inclusion into the canon of self-taught art . 

In her small yet formidable paintings, Tota condensed myriad 
art-historical sources into private images of startling immediacy and 
timelessness . The formal concerns of her work are unique to her .  
She was a lively and deliberate colorist, her compositions are dense 
yet balanced, and her use of line, shape, and narrative serves to 
attract and repel the viewer . The compact size of her paintings 
encourages intimate viewing: the smallest painting is about 5 by  

the surreal visions 
of josephine tota

Jessica Marten
Curator in Charge/Curator  
of American Art, 
Memorial Art Gallery of the 
University of Rochester

Untitled, completed June 1, 1990
(detail of cat . 76)
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
8 3⁄4 x 7 3⁄4 in .
Collection of Rosamond Tota, daughter
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1½ inches; the largest is 10 by 32 inches . 
In a 1982 painting (cat . 30), not much larger than an 

8½-by-11-inch piece of paper, figures and organic forms 
fill the space to overflowing. Trees and vines bracket and 
infiltrate the scene: the petite tree on the right sprouts an 
oversized yellow blossom and small breast-like growths 
on its trunk . Human and plant hybrids take a variety 
of forms, with everything in a state of germination . A 
remote and queenly mother figure has bright green 
leaves growing from the back of her neck . A vine that 
emerges from the back of her head grows down into the 
head of the throne-woman upon whom she sits .

This scene takes place in a setting reminiscent of 
an early Renaissance landscape: lush green grass, small 
decorative trees, gilded hills, and a night sky the color of 
the deepest lapis . The stylized depiction of the natural 
world is pierced on the left by a vertical interior space 
that has its floor inscribed with the receding lines of one-
point perspective . Tota was familiar with the artists who 
developed these ideas during the late medieval and early 
Renaissance period, such as Masaccio and Piero della 
Francesca . Her inclusion of perspective lines—represent-
ing a rational articulation of the knowable world—within 
her surreal, alternate reality illustrates Tota’s intrepid and 
intellectually playful approach to image making .

From this interior space, a woman walks toward the 
foreground; her body, that of a curvaceous dressmaker’s 
dummy, echoes the hourglass lines of the tall vine to 

the left . She rests her hand in a comforting gesture upon the young 
woman who sits in a near-fetal position on the ground . The girl’s left 
hand holds a handkerchief to wipe away her tears of blood; her right 
hand grasps both the queen/mother’s dress and a vine that termi-
nates in a clock on one end and a triangular face on the other . A small, 
potbellied man enters from the right . His misshapen body is adorned 
with a black cape . The direction of the path upon which he walks 
makes clear he will likely walk right past the inscrutable scene . Like us, 
he is a voyeur or visitor, not an integral player within the central drama . 

Viewers of Tota’s paintings are strangers within a strange land . 
We are interlopers upon her most interior explorations, an unex-
pected audience . Attempts at single-narrative interpretations will 
be thwarted: in Tota’s Wonderland, much like Alice’s, nothing is as it 

seems . Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that everything is 
also something else, as Tota’s visual language is rooted in hybridiza-
tion, appropriation, and multiplicity . Earlier in the twentieth century, 
the Surrealists used similar techniques in their exploration of the 
human psyche and of realms beyond the visible world . Since then, 
the permissive spirit of the surrealist idiom has proven mutable and 
well suited to the expressive needs of unconventional, visionary artists 
within America’s vast and diverse population . Both visionary and 
surrealist impulses are evident in Tota’s work .

Her most common motifs include anxious women, human/plant 
hybrids, the third eye, masks, tears of blood, clothing, and needles 
and threads . Images like these, not words, were the language in 
which Josephine Tota communicated . In life, she was a woman of very 
few words, both spoken and written . No papers or letters exist, and 
our knowledge of her life comes primarily from the personal accounts 
of family members .2 She never wrote an artist’s statement, and all that 
remains of her artistic intentions are these words captured in 1990, 

“When I am painting, I find peace. . . . My paintings are my inner soul.”3 
By all accounts, when the artist did discuss her work, it was 

always with a multiplicity of interpretations and associations, some-
times contradictory, within a single image . Her family members have 
inherited this trait . When asked if a small joyful girl in roller skates was 
meant to represent her as a child, daughter Rosamond said, “maybe, 
yes—I did roller skate—but it could also be my mother painting the 
kind of girl she wished she was .”4

Our inability to know Tota’s interior life or artistic intentions does 
not diminish our experience of the formal or psychic potency of her 
work . Time expands and contracts: we see images and symbols of 
her and her loved ones at different moments throughout their lives . 
Despite the appeal of her bright, prismatic palette, unsettling narra-
tives hopscotch around shifting spaces . With the power to penetrate 
time and space, Tota’s visions capture and condense anxieties accu-
mulated over a lifetime .

age and nonconformity
For unconventional artists intent upon pursuing their private visions, 
marginalization within an art-historical framework is all too common . 
Early twentieth-century modernist Florine Stettheimer (1871–1944), 
like Tota, made her best paintings late in life and then almost dis-
appeared from the historical record . Despite notable differences in 
Stettheimer’s and Tota’s personal circumstances, both artists’ dense 

Josephine Tota in her living room, 
surrounded by her ceramics, paintings, 
and needlepoint, ca . 1980s
Photo courtesy of Lisa Rosica
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compositions, multiple and female-led narratives, and bright, confec-
tionary colors put them at odds with what has been perceived as the 
more masculine modernist styles of their times . In the 1990s, art histo-
rian Barbara J . Bloemink successfully set out to excavate Stettheimer 
from the dominant historical record . Like her predecessor, Tota’s path 
to obscurity has been hastened by what Bloemink described as our 
culture’s trouble with “reconciling older women and innovation .”5

In recent profiles of two canonical male artists of the twentieth 
century, Chuck Close and Bruce Nauman, the work made in their 
seventies was described using words like audacity, ferocity, and 
blaring color .6 To position an artist in his seventies using this kind of 
language works against expectations . To do so for a self-taught artist 
in her seventies—to see in her work both innovation and audacity—is a 
shot across the bow . After a life of impotence within dominant power 
structures, Josephine Tota did find her audacious and radical voice. 
In blaring, carefully calibrated tapestries of color, line, and form, Tota 
painted the wild, fantastical world within her head . There is fear and 
anxiety in her paintings, but there is also rage and daring .

Tota holds the threat of a subversive female power because her 
fixed and unabashed self-reflection thwarts the male gaze. Her near 
complete focus upon what feminist art historian Mary Garrard called 

“alternative values of female kinship networks” is evident throughout 
her oeuvre . Tota’s relationships with her family, her mother, and in 
particular her bond with her three sisters, were as complicated as they 
were formative . In her painted universe, the relationships between 
women hold the greatest potential for fulfillment and pain; men make 
only rare appearances in supporting roles . 

A horizontal untitled painting from 1983 shows a group of five 
gray-haired women in long black dresses with small white crosses on 
their upper sleeves (cat . 39) . They exist, forgotten, in a liminal space 
outside three doors from which brightly dressed women with blond, 
red, and brown hair peek out . Three phones are mounted to the walls 
beside each door . Their receivers hang dejectedly; no communication 
is possible . Tota was a sensitive soul whose creativity gave her great 
joy, but she often had feelings of depression and social alienation . 
Cast out and isolated, the artist paints elderly women as modern-day 
saints, martyrs, mourners, and beggars in a domestic no-man’s-land . 

Tota’s unsettling female-led narratives nearly always take place 
at the sites of women’s bodies: bound, asleep, prostrate, weeping, 
burned at the stake, and in pain . Her audacious images are rife with 
women subjugated by the circumstances of life or empowered 
with mystical and unknowable forces . Her ferocious depictions of 
danger and disfigurement are what we might expect from medieval 
martyrdoms or present-day horror films, not an amateur painter in 
her seventies . As Michel Thévoz observed of so-called outsider artists 
frequently hitting their stride in retirement age, sometimes “it takes 
seven decades to turn into an anarchist .”7

biography and inspiration
Josephine Tota’s life, dreams, and memories were primary sources 
for her art . Tota’s relationships within her communities—her family, 
Rochester’s Italian American immigrant population, the garment 
industry, and the mentors and peers from her amateur art classes—are 
all manifest in her densely imaged, allegorical paintings . The reward 
for the persistent and curious viewer of Tota’s paintings is an engage-
ment with work that unfolds over time in labyrinthian tangles of both 
art-historical and personal references . Her story is important to us 
because it was important to her .8

Born in Corato, Italy, in 1910, Josephine Tota retained positive 
memories from her childhood in Italy . She spent long hours absorbed 
by her imagination in communion with the natural world on her 
family’s farm . As a young girl, she had an active fantasy life in which her 
imagination was her safe place, and her friends were the fairies who 
lived under a rock near her family’s home . Tota felt a deep and abiding 
connection with the spirituality and mystery of the natural world . In her 
seventies, this sensibility found expression in her art, with references to 
underground realms and human/plant hybrid beings that occupy both 
the visible realm of the surface and the mysterious world of nature 

Josephine Tota (far right) with sisters 
Rose, Nancy, and Louise, ca . 1960s
Photo courtesy of Lisa Rosica
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In Josephine Tota’s enigmatic paintings, women weep tears of blood . 
They are flattened behind locked doors or boxed in by claustropho-

bic spaces . They peer through partly opened doors as if afraid of what 
awaits on the other side. They are tortured by flames, beset by nee-
dles and tacks, or hobbled by chains . Threaded needles encircle Tota’s 
women or float menacingly in the background. Rarely does Tota paint 
a scene that connotes unalloyed pleasure; trouble always besets her 
female protagonists . Does the woman eyeing two ladders overhead 
plot her escape, or do the eyes in the sky crying bloody tears signal 
a warning? Is the girl-child opening successive doors on her way to 
freedom, or will unknown menaces beset her? Does the woman in 
the feathered hat find joy in the fabric she cuts into paper dolls, or do 
the vexing circumstances in her surroundings militate against this? In 
rare acts of grace, an angel bestows flowery visions upon a sleeping 
woman, and embroidered hankies lift a woman into the sky . 

Josephine Tota’s artistic vision is a singular one, but she is part 
of an artistic sorority that transgresses categories of age, class, race, 
nationality, education, and intention . Her work resists being pinned 
down by customary art-historical classifications. Neither outsider artist 
nor academic painter, she falls between the categories established by 
the traditional art history canon . As Jessica Marten has observed, 

While her singular style and personal iconography developed 
mainly in the quiet isolation of her home, it grew out of decades 
of consuming and creating art within an art world infrastructure, 
however peripheral she may have been . These inspired, vivid 
depictions of her interior life were made possible because of 

tears of blood
visionary women at the margins  
of twentieth-century art

Janet Catherine Berlo
Professor of Art History and 
Visual and Cultural Studies, 
University of Rochester

Untitled, undated, 1980s (detail of cat . 16)
Egg tempera and silver leaf on panel
10 9⁄16 x 7 9⁄16 in .
Private collection
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her artistic training and awareness of art historical precedents, 
not in spite of them.1

In this essay, I seek to illuminate Tota’s work by comparing both 
her art and her life with that of other singular women of the twentieth 
century who participated in the art world to a greater or lesser extent. 
Some were afforded a measure of success or limited recognition 
during their lifetimes, while others labored unknown. The Mexican 
painter Frida Kahlo is the best known, not only to us today but also 
in Tota’s lifetime. Her personal iconography of pain influenced Tota’s 
work, as Jessica Marten points out in her essay. In two southern 
visionary painters, Minnie Evans and Theora Hamblett (one African 
American and one white), deep Christian faith is combined with 
intensely personal revelations set down in paint; it is unlikely that 
Tota would have come across their work. The German artist Charlotte 
Salomon, working in the early 1940s, was only slightly known before 
the 1990s, but her hundreds of intensely personal and autobiographi-
cal paintings now stand as a rich revelation of the inner life of a young 
woman artist under conditions of great social and personal upheaval. 
I will discuss the correspondences among these images, as well as 
the varying reception of each artist’s work. 

As Marten notes, male artists in their seventies are often 
described using terms that stress their undiminished potency and the 
boldness of their vision. With few exceptions, the art world is seldom 
as kind to the older female artist.2 If she is self-taught or works in the 
hinterlands, the twentieth-century press routinely feel the need to 
bring up America’s most famous “old-lady painter,” Grandma Moses. 
Anna Mary Robertson Moses (1860–1961) was arguably both the 
most reproduced and best-known artist of the twentieth century. She 
achieved fame only in the last two decades of her life.3 With her folksy 
Grandma Moses moniker (almost invariably used instead of her given 
name), her nostalgic primitivist imagery, and her homespun pro-
nouncements about art and life, Moses became an easy stereotype. 

But paternalistic and reductive rhetoric about a woman making 
art in her old age affords little insight into the singular lives and works 
of some of the artists under discussion here. As I shall discuss, Tota, 
Hamblett, and Evans all offer powerful examples of artists achieving 
a complex style and personal iconography later in life. Each deserves 
to be assessed on her own terms. Because all of the women I discuss 
were outside the mainstream in diverse ways, and each had an artistic 
practice that rendered her unusual in her time and place, I suggest a 
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Undated paintings are reproduced first, dated paintings follow in chronological order.
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27 . Untitled, 1982
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
7 1⁄16 x 5 5⁄8 in .
Private collection

28 . Untitled, completed April 3, 1982
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
8 1⁄16 x 6 ½ in .
Collection of Judith G . Levy

29 . Untitled, completed March 20, 1982 
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
8 7⁄16 x 10 in .
Memorial Art Gallery of the University 
of Rochester, Gift of Rosamond Tota, 
2011 .61



70 71

3130

30 . Untitled, completed May 16, 1982
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
9 9⁄16 x 11 3⁄16 in .
Memorial Art Gallery of the University 
of Rochester, Gift of Rosamond Tota, 
2011 .59

31 . Untitled, completed July 20, 1982
Egg tempera on panel
8 ½ x 10 ½ in .
Collection of Rosamond Tota, daughter
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66 . Untitled, completed January 23, 
1987
Egg tempera on panel
14 1⁄16 x 16 1⁄8 in .
Memorial Art Gallery of the University 
of Rochester, Gift of Rosamond Tota, 
2011 .56

67 . Untitled, completed March 1987
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
16 1⁄8 x 9 ¾ in .
Memorial Art Gallery of the University of 
Rochester, Deaccession fund, 97 .2
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68 . Untitled, completed January 9, 1988
Egg tempera and silver leaf on panel
8 7⁄8 x 9 in .
Collection of Rosamond Tota, daughter

69 . Untitled, completed January 26, 1988
Egg tempera on panel
7 7⁄8 x 8 1⁄16 in .
Private collection

70 . Untitled, completed February 12, 1988
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
12 x 11 7⁄8 in .
Memorial Art Gallery of the University of 
Rochester, Gift of Rosamond Tota, 2011 .64

71 . Untitled, completed June 18, 1988
Egg tempera and gold leaf on panel
10 1⁄2 x 13 3⁄4 in .
Collection of Rosamond Tota, daughter




