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Fig. 13. Axell, Le Petit Espace Vert, 1970, enamel on Plexiglass, synthetic fur. Patrick Derom
Gallery, Brussels. © The Estate of Axell.
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Fig. 14. Michael Ward, Pauline Boty,
bromide print, 29 October 1963. © Michael
Ward/National Portrait Gallery, London.

75. The photo of her biting the necklace, as in
her lost painting of Marilyn that is featured
behind her, is by John Aston.

76. ‘To play with the mimesis is thus, for a
woman, to try to recover the place of her
exploitation by discourse, without allowing
herself to be simply reduced to it’, Luce
Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One (Cornell
University Press: Ithaca, NY, 1985), p. 76.

77. Amelia Jones, ‘The Rhetoric of the Pose:
Hanna Wilke and the Radical Narcissism of
Feminist Body Art’, in Body Art: Performing the
Subject (The University of Minnesota Press:
London, 1998), pp. 151-97. My reliance on
Jones’ theorisation of feminist narcissism is
rather strategic due to her role in bridging
intergenerational feminist conflicts in regard to
the representation of the sexual body in the
1990s (see Buszek, Pin-Up Grrrls, pp. 357-60).
By expressing what Buszek calls a ‘third wave’
feminist perspective (despite Jones’ continuous
renaming of her own), it evokes the historic and
discursive necessity for contemporary
feminism(s) to embrace (both past and future)
positive representations of the female body,
sexuality and pleasure. The conflicted (although
historically specific and necessitated) attitudes
of feminism on the issue of the sexual body and
pleasure can only be schematically categorised
along intergenerational, geo-cultural, or
theoretical lines (as through the dichotomy
between essentialist or deconstructionist
feminist approaches), since feminist discourse
has been always pluralist (compare for instance
Kathy Myers, ‘Towards a Feminist Erotica’,
Camera Work, no. 24, 1982, pp.14-6 and 19 with
Griselda Pollock, ‘“What’s wrong with Images of
Women?’, Screen Education, no. 24, Autumn

1977, pp. 25-33). Sce also Buszek, Pin-Up

Pop’s Ladies and Bad Girls

She also dares to print as a cover to one of her exhibition publications a
bare-breasted picture of herself in front of one of her painted nudes.

If the insinuation of the artist’s own, both intellectual and embodied,
subjectivity in the hedonist surfaces of her self-portraying Pop nudes is
latent in the case of Axell, it is explicitly acted out by Boty, who poses in
front of her work mimicking the poses of her depicted models, from
Marilyn biting her necklace suggestively in one of two lost paintings of
Marilyn to the girl undressing herself in Tom’s Dream in a photograph taken
by Michael Ward (Fig. 14).7> As such, not only does she laugh as loud as
she can before the prescribed gender roles for women in both art and
popular culture (as in Luce Irigaray’s theory of mimicry), but she points to
her work as its artist/producer at the same time that she adopts the role of
the model.”®

In light of Amelia Jones’s theorisation of feminist posing and narcissism,
which informs my analysis of Boty’s and Axell’s bad girl performativity, the
‘disinterestedness’ of the critic is also exposed by such strategic posing.77 It
is thus interesting to reconsider Axell’s narcissistic masquerades together
with the limited number of men featured in her work — who often happen
to be critics. For her show Pierre et les Opalines, 1969, Axell painted a
magnificent series of portraits/pin-ups of women — most of them
distinguished by nationality (La Persane, La Polonaise, La Tcheque [Fig. 15],
etc.). In most of these paintings/reliefs, it is Axell who, in her usual
manner, is not only the artist but also the model (as in Parisienne [Fig. 16],
where she is disguised as a Parisian girl with a blond wig), conducting a
quintessential masquerade of femininity by means of ultra-feminine poses
that allude to calendar pin-ups. This is a masquerade that not only debunks
the naturalness of femininity but parodies men’s magazines’ orientalising
stereotypes. Moreover, Axell’s gallery of exotic beauties is offered as a Pop
harem to her friend Restany, whose portrait is juxtaposed with theirs.
Featuring him with his fingers accentuated, Axell captures her friend’s
identity as critic. Despite their friendship, Axell’s exhibition attains the
importance of a proto-feminist environment that parodically exposes the
not-disinterested eye (and phallic fingers) of the eponymous critic by means
of a woman artist’s play with the rhetoric of the feminine pose.

Like Axell, Boty was also concerned with exposing not only the maleness
of the gaze in pop/Pop’s fantasies of women, but of art history itself. In her
It’s a Man’s World I of 1965—6 (Fig. 17), Boty’s quintessential feminist Pop
painting, a men’s-only wall of calendar and Playboy nudes is inserted between
a high art landscape and a life-class model, who is sexed and therefore
headless. The latter is Boty’s own Origins of the World, a frustrated
verification of both high and low visual culture as a stage for male fantasies
that objectify the body of woman, mutating it either by idealising it or by
mutilating it for safe male voyeurism.

Although we might simply attribute the analogies between them to the
larger context of the 1960s sexual revolution, the confluence of Axell’s
and Boty’s ‘bad’ attitudes, manifested alternately by their empowering
employment of the pin-up iconography or its performative enactment, may
not be purely incidental. After all, Axell, who painted her own multiple
Pop versions of the Origins of the World, often with the pubic hair
represented by colourful fake furs, might have actually been responding
to Boty’s feminist manifesto It’s a Man’s World II (although dated
1965/6 it was on Boty’s easel when Axell’s husband filmed her
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Fig. 15. Axell, La Tchéche, 1969, enamel on Plexiglass on aluminium, 67 x 35.5cm. Private
Collection. © The Estate of Axell.

in 1964-).78 And if the brushes that she held in her self-portraits look terribly
phallic, or her statement that she painted like men ‘ejaculate’ sounds
self-masculinising, the frequently ecstatic poses of her nude body verify
her painterly endeavour in Pop as a narcissistic intervention into the men’s
world in which she tried to make a place for both women’s art and desire,
as well as women’s spectatorship of both.

Conversely, Drexler never really painted the nude, although she has been
the inspiration for her husband’s (painter Sherman Drexler) numerous
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Grrrls, for a thorough review of feminism’s
attitudes on this contested issue, even though
she does not cover all recent feminist
perspectives on corporea] subjectivity. Ina
sense, Axell’s and Boty’s neglected celebration
of female sexuality and pleasure is here offered
as a reminder of feminism’s own selective
memory in light of its discursive formation and
as a rediscovery enabled by sociohistorical
circumstances in light of recent (and in hope of
future guiltless and more inassimilable by

patriarchy) explorations of female pleasures.

78. If not a different painting, the painting that
appears in Antoine’s Dieu-t-il Pop? (with the
central nude not yet truncated) must be an
carlier stage of It’s a Man’s World II.
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79. ‘By changing my hair and wearing heavy
make up [ assumed a certain attitude . .. I chose
the name by flipping through the phone book. I
had seen Hollywood B-movies about Mexican
Beauties, they were always the hot item ... Yes,
I was a good [wrestler] ... I was able to do the
tricks . . . I never thought it was funny or good —
wrestling is a pornographic exhibition for men’.
Rosalyn Drexler, Interview by Andrian Dannatt,
The Art Newspaper, 2000. In most of our
conversations, as well as in a taped interview at
the Billy Kluver Archives, Drexler discusses
female wrestling as both phony and
pornographic. Throughout the seventies she also
castigated pornography in movies, art and books

as a New York Times™ critic.

Pop’s Ladies and Bad Girls

Fig. 16. Axell, La Parisienne, 1969, enamel on Plexiglass on aluminium, 101.5 x 67 cm.
Plasticarium, Brussels. © The Estate of Axell.

hauntingly naked apparitions. Largely unaware of the work of Axell and Boty,
however, in 1964 she also turned to the pin-up. She transformed an
appropriated pin-up — a kinky Playboy-like cut-out — into a stand-in for
herself/the woman Pop artist, by simply claiming it as a self-portrait,
albeit in quotation marks (Fig. 18). Although Drexler has denounced the
feminist meaning of her involvement with wrestling, she has commented
on the pornographic position of women in popular culture (in movies and
wrestling) as objects/images while also explored and exploded it by means of
her impersonation of the lady ‘wrestler’ Rosa Carlo, The Mexican Spitﬁre.79
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Fig. 17. Pauline Boty, It's a Man’s World [l, 1965-6, oil on canvas, 125 x 125cm. Private
Collection. © The Estate of Pauline Boty. Reproduced courtesy of the Women’s Art Library/Make.

Turned parodically upside down, in a pose of soft porn gymnastics (with her
head on the floor, seen through the abstract formation of her fallen pink
skirt, and her legs up, showing off her suspenders and black stockings), the
girl in  “Self-Portrait” assists Drexler in conducting an inverse or faux
masquerade, a postscript to her own masquerade as a sexy Mexican wrestler
in the 1950s. Striking a feminine pose as pop and as bad as those of Axell
and Boty, Drexler joins Pop’s bad girls in their performative Pop endeavours.

In ‘Pop Body’, an exhibition curated by Catherine Liu for the Sally
Hawkins Gallery in 1992, Liu highlighted ‘pathological narcissism’ as
another dimension of the much worshiped Warholian persona in a way that
helps us understand further the Pop performativity of the artists discussed
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80. Catherine Liu, ‘Diary of the Pop Body:
Dandy Darlings and New Pop Strategies’, Flash
Art, October 1992, pp. 769, 142-3.

81.

‘Diary of Pop Body’, p. 76.

Pop’s Ladies and Bad Girls

Please note that this image could not be
reproduced due to restrictions from
the rights holder

Fig. 18. Rosalyn Drexler, Self-Portrait, 1964, acrylic and paper collage on canvas,
101.3 x 75.9 cm. © 2007 Rosalyn Drexler/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. Photo by Ellen
Labenksi. Courtesy Pace Wildenstein, New York.

here while it also complements Foster’s understanding of the Warholian mass
subject as the ‘subject in shock’ 5o According to Liu (in light of Slavoj Zizek’s
writings), in dealing with the dilemma of the subject under late capitalism,
Warhol played ‘the role which was about role playing itself’, that of the
‘pathological narcissist’. Playing roles and changing masks are concepts
usually associated with femininity and homosexuality, Liu reminds us.
With role-playing and the body as its arena, Pop’s legacy for Liu thus
encompasses strategies that were relevant to feminist strategies of 1990s
art, even though she acknowledges that Pop and feminism had
contradictory agendas in terms of the notion of the subject. Using as a
metaphor the attempted murder of Warhol by Valerie Solanas, who, by
inflicting a nearly lethal wound infused the fear of death to the mechanical
body of Warhol, Liu pointed to the body as the site where ‘Pop which
represented radical aesthetics [could] meet with radical feminism”.®" It is,
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however, well before this violent moment that the intersection of (proto/
pre-) feminism and Pop took place in both the performing and the
depicted bodies of Axell, Boty and even Drexler. Their narcissism might
differ in principle from the Warholian ‘pathological narcissism’, but their
personae are equally performative as Warhol’s, while also being both Pop
and proto-feminist.

This essay was originally written infa]l 2004 as a response to a special issue of

Artforum on ‘Pop After Pop’ and to the retrospectives of Rosalyn Drexler in
Philadelphia and of Axell in Belgium. An abbreviated version was presented at the
Sixteenth Annual Art History Conference of Northwestern University in April 2005,
in a panel presided over by Thomas Crow. I am grateful to my advisors, Linda
Noch]injbr her support qf my research and her comments on this article, as well as
to Robert Storr for introducing me to the work of Axell. Many thanks to Sid Sachs
for our ongoing dialogue on the work of women Pop artists as well as his editorial
insight on this article. The preparation of the manuscript would not have been
possible without the editorial assistance of Eduardo Cadava and Allison Unruh, as
well as the generosity of]ean and Philippe Antoine, Mali Antoine-Funakoshi,
Rosalyn Drexler, the staff of the Whitford Fine Art, London and Pace Wildenstein,
New York.
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