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Using the art of portraiture as a tool of political empowerment, Apolonia
Sokol's figurative paintings introduce portraiture and autofiction into scenes
inspired by canonical works from art history and contemporary issues
around feminism and queer identity. Reflecting on gendered representation
throughout history and body politics, her paintings often depict her friends,
lovers and collaborators as icons of radical subjectivity, bound together
by alternative kinships, surrounding, protecting and elevating each other.
Sokol's paintings are characterized by her close relationships and intimacy
with the models she paints, at times also inviting painter friends to work
collaboratively.

Distinctive for their flat, painterly style and striking colors that the artist creates
herself using natural pigments, Sokol's paintings often present a 1:1 scale.
They position the subject’'s eyes in direct confrontation with the viewer's
gaze, evoking a repossession of their own identities and stories, conveying
simultaneously a sense of boundary and its transgression, of strength through
vulnerability. Positioned in open perspectives and unusually flat, often interior
spaces, the figures seem to respond to the space of the painting with their
extended, elongated and angled limbs.

Through her iconographic engagement with art historical canon and her
choice of subjects such as childbirth, abortion, public demonstrations, and
racialized and/or queer bodies, Sokol seeks to withness and affect the present
while revealing the blindspots of Western painting and troubling male-centric
histories of art and their omissions. Her painting “Le Printemps” (2020) for
example, stages a group of trans and non-binary women in response to
Boticelli's painting of the same title, operating an inversion of its iconography
to complexify questions around marriage, rape and pregnancy from a queer
perspective. In another example, “The Cure” (2023), which borrows the form
of an altarpiece, the artist depicts scenes from her studio centering on her
artistic collaborators as purveyors of care and the process of painting as
one of healing; while she references Villeneuve-les-Avignon's “Pieta” but
replaces the central figure with a self-portrait, activating the history of hysteria
in relation to the female body.

Apolonia Sokol (b. 1988, Paris) lives and works in Paris, France.

A French figurative painter of Danish and Polish descent, Sokol graduated
from the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Paris in 2015 and
moved first to New York where she worked in Dan Colen’s studio, then to
Los Angeles where she found a community of artists to exchange around
figurative painting.

Her inaugural institutional solo exhibition is held at Arken Museum in 2023,
preceded by “You Better Paint Me*” and ‘I Had Trouble Sleeping, But She
Said She Loved Me...” at THE PILL (Istanbul, 2022 & 2018); “Attic”, a duo
presentation with Walker Evans, Sebastien Ricou (Brussels, 2016) and
‘Process Is Desire’, whitcher projects (Los Angeles, 2016). Her work has
pbeen exhibited in several institutional group shows such as “‘lmmortelle”,
MO.CO Panacee (Montpellier, 2023); “Entre tes yeux et les images que jy
vois™ (A Sentimental Choice)’, Fondation Pernod Ricard (Paris, 2022),“’ami-e
modele” (Commissioned by Yvon Lambert Foundation), Viva Villa, MUCEM
(Marseille, 2022); “Women Painting Women”, Moderm Art Museum of Fort
Worth (Texas, 2022); “Women and Change”, ARKEN Museum for Modem
Art (Copenhagen, 2022); “She - Classicita”, Polana Institute (Warsaw, 2021);
“Conversation Piece | Part VIl Towards Narragonia”, Fondazione Memmo,
(Rome, 2021); “ECCQ” Villa Médicis (Rome, 2021); “Tainted Love II", (Villa
Arson, Nice, 2019) and “En Forme de Vertige”, Révélation Emerige Prize, Villa
Emerige (Paris, 2017).

In 2020, Apolonia Sokol was the laureate of the prestigious Academy of
France and became one of the residents of Villa Medici for 2020-2021. In
2023 the HBO produced documentary “Apolonia, Apolonia” directed by Léa
Glob which follows Sokol's life and career over a decade had a sweeping run
at film festivals across the globe, including Best Feature Length documentary
at IDFA, Best Documentary at Hong Kong International Film Festival and
Best Nordic Documentary at Goteborg Fim Festival among many others.
Sokol teaches at the Fine Arts Academy of Caen, Esam.



APOLONIA SOKOL
1988, Paris.
Lives and works in Paris
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2015  MFA Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Paris, FR

Solo Exhibitions

2026  Nobody's Mother, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR

2024 ISLAWIO, THE PILL, Paris, FR
The False Rose of Jericho, with Zahna Siham Benamor, Overgaden, Copenhagen,
DK

2023  Apolonia Sokol, ARKEN Museum of Contemporary Art, Copenhagen, DK

2022  You Better Faint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR
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E-EXHIBITIONS

2018  THE PILL Pop Up, Brussels, BE
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(Upcoming) Visages d'artistes, Petit Palais, Paris, FR

Feux de joie, Centre culturel Jean Cocteau, Les Lilas, FR

Copistes, Centre Pompidou, Metz, FR

The Art Colony in Hormbeek (Kunstnerkolonien i Hombeek) exhibition, The
Nivaagaard Collection, Niva, DK

Love is Louder, Bozar, Brussels, BE

Lentos Featured Artist Crossing Europe 2023: Valie Export, Lentos Kunstmuseum,
Linz, AU

Immortelle, cur. Anya Harrison, MO.CO Panacee, Montpellier, FR

L'ami-e modéle (Commission de la Fondation Yvon Lambert), Viva Villa, MUCEM,
Marseille, FR

Entre tes yeux et les images que |’y vois™ (A Sentimental Choice), Fondation Pernod
Ricard, Paris, FR

Women Painting Women, Modem Art Museum of Fort Worth, Texas, USA
Women and Change, ARKEN Museum for Modermn Art, Copenhagen, DK

AS IFIT COULDN'T, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR

She - Classicita, Polana Institute, Varsovie, PL

Conversation Piece | Part VIl Towards Narragonia, Fondazione Memmo, Rome, IT
ECCO, Villa Médicis, Rome, IT

2020

2019

2018

2017

2016

2015

Conversation Piece, Part VI, Towards Narragonia, Fondazione Memmo, Rome, T
Possessed, MO.CO, Montpellier, FR

Tainted Love I, cur. Yann Chevalier, Villa Arson, Nice, FR

Mais pas du tout, c'est platement figuratif ! Toi tu es spirituelle mon amour, cur.
Anael Pigeat & Sophie Vigourous, Galerie Jousse Entreprise, Paris, FR
Mademoiselle, cur. Tara Londi, CRAC, Sete, FR

Salle de Pas-Perdus, cur. Michel Francois & Richard Venlet, Le Doc, Paris, FR
One Long Changing Body, Carlier-Gebauer, Berlin, DE

I Am What | Am, cur. Julie Crenn, Ici gallery, Paris, FR

Jaime, cur. Marion Bataillard, Galerie Henri Chartier, Lyon, FR

Tainted Love, cur. Yann Chevallier, Confort Moderne, Poitiers, FR

En Forme de Vertige, cur. Gaél Charbau, Prix Révélation Emerige, Villa Emerige,
Paris, FR

Surreal House, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR

Peindre dit-elle #2, cur. Julie Crenn, Anabelle Teneze and Amélie Lavin, Musée des
Beaux-Arts de Dole, FR

Quatrieme Sexe, cur. Marie Maertens, Galerie Le Coeur, Paris, FR

Toute Premiere Fois, cur. Francesca Napolie & Armelle Leturcqg, 22 Visconti, Paris,
FR

Matin Midi Soir, Honoré Visconti, Paris, FR

Berlin Est, GAD Paris-Belleville, Paris, FR

Ravi, cur. Xavier Mary, Liege, BE

Collection Type #3, GAD Grand Local, Paris, FR

Yes to All, Treize, Paris, FR

Life Ain't Fair #2, Galerie Amaud Deschin, Paris, FR

Life Ain’t Fair, Galerie Araud Deschin, Tourtour, FR

Selective Memories, Griffin Gallery, London, UK

Awards & Residencies

2020

Films

Académie de France a Rome, Résidence Villa Medici

2022  Apolonia, Apolonia, directed by Lea Glob

Best Fim Award, Festival IDFA, Amsterdam

Best Documentary Award at Sofia Film Festival

Grand Prix of Artdocfest at Riga Film Festival

Best Nordic Documentary Award at Goteborg Film Festival

Politiken:dox Award at CPH:DOX

Shortlisted for Academy of Mation Picture Arts and Sciences, Feature Documentary
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Nobody's Mother, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR, 2026



A central motif of Sokol's most recent works is the binary opposition
between the woman-as-mother and the woman-as-whore, terms
of the Freudian psychological complex. This tension is articulated
in the painting Madonna Whore Complex, which references Polish
painter Andrzej Wroblewski's Two Married Women (1949). It depicts
two women - one with a newborn and the other with an animal that
oscillates between a dog and a wolf,

Apolonia Sokol
Meadonna-whore complex, 2025
Qll, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas
195 x 114 cm




Apolonia Sokol
The Abortion, 2025

Oll, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas
195 x 114 cm

Nobody's Mother, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR, 2026



Is motherhood the primary or even necessary locus of
womanhood? Contrary to natalist and naturalist paradigms,
Apolonia  Sokol highlights birth as a complex and ambivalent
process.

While generative, birth is also marked by physical and
psychological carnage, as postpartum grief attests. At the
intersection of political contestation and patriarchal  family
govemance, the process of birth remains paradoxically
under-supported medically, socially, and psychologically.

Apolonia Sokol's large-scale canvases underscore the proximity
of life and death, birth and grief. They emphasize the need
for forms of collective care, accompaniment and witnessing
in these threshold experiences. In Abortion, a male partner is
depicted as a caring witness to his partner’s suffering - born of
our wishful thinking. In Annunciation, inspired by Felice Casorati's
work of the same title from 1927, Apolonia Sokol, depicted as a
decapitated self-portrait, receives a pregnancy announcement
— the moment is presented as one of dissociation.

Apolonia Sokol

The Annunciation, 2025

Qll, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas
195 x 114 cm



Nobody's Mother, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR, 2026



Though her paintings appear as figurative portraiture, Apolonia
Sokol composes an abstract language through solid, flat color
planes achieved by meticulous, highly controlled layering and
geometric lines. In this exhibition, her use of sweet, soft pastel
tones, mixing pigments with wax for shifts in brilliance and matte
contrasts, playfully engages with the subject matter, achieving
an intense dramatic effect with minimal means. Alongside the
artist's witnessing of her friends’ experiences with mothernood,
the viewer is invited in turn to witness the artist’s refusal to give
birth and her grieving process.

Apolonia Sokol

Marine & Laslo, 2025

Oll, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas
92 x65cm




Apolonia Sokol

Selfportrait as Nobody's Mother, 2025
Qll, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas

92 x65cm




Apolonia Sokol

Me & Minoy, 2025

Qil, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas
40 x 30 cm

Apolonia Sokol

Noura & Oslo, 2025

Qill, mastic, vinyl paint on canvas
50 x40 cm



Nobody's Mother, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR, 2026
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Commissioned especially for the exhibition, her work Le
Mur (The Wall) is inspired by Sassetta’s paintings “The
blessed Ranieri frees the poor from jail” and by “The
Blessed Ranieri Rasini shows the brothers gathered
in prayer the soul of the miser of Citerna being carried
away by demons.”

In her work, Apolonia Sokol reflects on the notion
of walls—both physical and symbolic—and their
relationship to control, history, and exclusion. On one
side, a prison wall rises with a saint freeing the imprisoned
through a hole, on the other the work depicts a miser
being dragged away by demons as someone points at
him through a doorway. This double-sided wall painting
showing people emerging from the walls, suggests a
hope for liberation, transcendence, or perhaps a retum
to humanity.

Apolonia Sokol
Le Mur, 2025
Oil on canvas
250 x 325 cm

Copistes, Centre Pompidou, Metz, FR, 2025



Apolonia Sokol, Le Mur (detall), 2025




The Art Colony in Hombaek (Kunstnerkolonien i Hormbaek) exhibition, The Nivaagaard Collection, Niva, DK, 2025



Apolonia Sokol

Noah Umur Kanber, 2024
Oil on canvas

114 x 195 cm




Transsupport (exterior)

ISLAWIO, THE PILL, Paris, 2024.



Transsupport (interior)

ISLAWIO (I Shall Love Again When I'm Obsolete), THE PILL, Paris, 2024.






Transsupport is the second altarpiece painted by Sokol. The first,
The Cure, was commissioned by the MoCo and later acquired
by the Arken Museum of Modern Art. This earlier piece already
explored themes of healing, collective effort, and art as a tool for
social cohesion,

Transsupport, a mural altarpiece composed of five paintings,
carries these themes further. On the exterior, the first painting
depicts Anja Milenkovic, a former assistant who tragically lost her
boyfriend in a traffic accident. She found healing by painting a
series of works expressing her grief. Sokol invited her to contribute
to this piece by painting her own mourning directly on the canvas,
creating a mise en abyme of loss. In her painting, she hangs her
grief in the form of a trompe 'oeil on the wall.

Apolonia Sokol

Transsupport (exterior), 2024
Oil on canvas

Center piece: 210 x 340 cm
Side pieces: 195 x 114 cm (x4)




On the left panel, another assistant, Camille Cecilia Tavares, is
depicted carrying a painting by its stretcher bars as though bearing
a cross, subtly referencing various iconographic sources from the
history of painting.
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The central painting of the altarpiece depicts a
demonstration for trans rights and reproductive rights that
took place on May bth, 2024,

“Transrights are crucialinafeministcontext, asthey embody
the ultimate resistance against governmental control over
our bodies. | was particularly inspired by the naive style of
Alice Neel 's protest paintings.This was a very peaceful
demonstration and a rare, large-scale gathering across
France. These demonstrations are marked by respect, as
the queer community seeks for safety.”

— Apolonia Sokol




Noah Umur Kamper, a Kurdish-Danish artist, is depicted as La
Vériteé Sortant du Puits (Truth Coming Out of Her Well). The painting
IS intendedto represent truth, although the figure wears a mask,
symbolizing falsehood. The image is based on a performance by the
artist. The white sheets draped over her body have the texts “FREE
CONGO, FREE MALI, FREE LEBANON, FREE PAKISTAN, FREE
PALESTINE” written on them.

Noah is posing as a Venus Pudica in a passive stance, in contrast to
the more kitschy misogynist style, grotesque metaphors of Jean-Leon
Gerdme’s painting. Sokol represented her restraining her movements,
perhaps just as we sometimes are in our freedom of speech.



Long time friend, artist Matthias Garcia, is a recurrent subject for Sokol
who painted him several times. In this panel of the altarpiece, he is
depicted upside down on an aerial hoop. It's a great opportunity for
the artist to explore geometric abstraction as well as textures.




ISLAWIO, THE PILL Paris, 2024.



As a child, Sokol suffered from a rare form of cancer, and her fascination
with Christian Schad’s work has spanned years. She has decided to
engage directly with one of his masterpieces. VWhile Schad'’s painting
IS a depiction of war, Sokol's reinterpretation transforms it into a
deeply personal narrative, reconstructing her own traumatic childhood
experiences in hospitals.

The parallels to Frida Kahlo's Henry Ford Hospital (1932) are clear,
both in color palette and emotional intent. Simultaneously, Sokol's
work serves as a tribute to the medical workers.

Apolonia Sokol
L'Opération, 2024
Oil on canvas
195 x 114 cm









In her ongoing research, Sokol has been intrigued by the scarcity of
iImages depicting childbirth in the Western world, a culture otherwise
rich in visual representation. “It's quite surprising,” she notes, “especially
given the countless portrayals of women. Women are often depicted
with a passive role in creation, yet childbirth is the ultimate act of
creation. It's both extraordinary and ordinary, as we all come into the
world this way.”

The pink table in her work echoes the mortuary door of the altarpiece,
highlighting the duality of life and death. A woman giving birth embodies
both the power of life and death, which makes it a controversial
representation” Sokol reflects.

Apolonia Sokol

L'accouchement de Jehane Mahmoud, 2024
Oil on canvas

195 x 114 cm







In the history of Westermn art, numerous masterpieces depict women who
have been victims of rape and various forms of martyrdom. These artworks
often portray women holding their severed breasts or gouged-out eyes
in a dish, women raped while bathing in forests, abducted, imprisoned,
overwhelmed after assault, murdered, dismembered, and unexpectedly
assaulted. This theme spans from Christian martyrology and Greco-Roman
mythology to modern works like Bertolucci's Last Tango in Paris, featuring
artists such as Goya, Degas, Otto Dix, and Balthus among others.

One of the most enduring themes is “Susanna and the Elders,” where
the “elders” in biblical texts resemble contemporary notables or men of
power. While paintings of martyred men exist, the disproportionate number
depicting tortured women due to their gender and wounded sexuality
inevitably connects to societies where powerful men historically and
often presently have unrestricted access to women’s bodies. The nude
depiction of Susanna in countless paintings seldom reflects her suffering as
a harassed woman,; rather, it typically serves the voyeuristic gaze of male
artists. Exceptions include Artemisia Gentileschi’'s self-portrait as Susanna,
embodying the concept of non-consent, a notion still ambiguously defined
in legal terms.

In her own painting, Sokol portrays herself as Susanna, detached from
her suffering, with men’s feet symbolically trampling her head. She recalls
Leonard Cohen'’s song, “Suzanne takes you down to her place near the river,”
and asserts: shame must change sides. The painting is titled “Consent,”
emphasizing its absence.

Apolonia Sokol
Consentement, 2024
Oil on canvas

195 x 114 cm






Sokol has painted Simone Thiebaut many times, however this painting
stands out because it depicts her fully nude. Since 2014, after seeing
Barkley L. Hendricks’ painting Family Jules in person, Sokol has sought
to engage with it in various ways.

This painting is one such attempt, carrying a significant degree of
complexity. Hendricks' work portrays a thin Black man, nude, smoking
a pipe, and wearing reading glasses. Its unsexualized depiction of a
Black intellectual challenges stereotypes, while the second title, NNN
(No Naked Niggah), highlights its political significance. Sokol fell in love
with the piece when she first saw it at the Tate and immediately drew
comparisons to Balthus' La Chambre Turgue.

Sokol recognizes that Hendricks was engaging with Balthus by creating
a composition that mirrors La Chambre Turque, which serves as a
critique of the orientalist—and, as Edward Said would argue, racist—
depiction of the Turkish Room at the Villa Medici, designed by the
fetishizing military painter Horace Vernet,

Apolonia Sokol

No Naked Simone, 2024
Oil on canvas

195 x 114 cm
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Hendricks made four paintings featuring George Jules Taylor, one of
his former students at Yale University. The other paintings showed him
dressed in contemporary fashions, while this one depicts him nude
except for his glasses. Hendricks was already a well-known African-
American painter, and his decision to place a naked black male figure in
the position of the traditional female ‘odalisque’ was extremely radical.
As the title underlines, the painting confronts white fears and sexual
stereotypes surrounding the black male. These issues are heightened
by a realistic representational style that went against contemporary
trends in black American art.

Barkley L. Hendricks

Family Jules: NNN (No Naked Niggahs), 1974
Oil on canvas

168 x 183 cm

Tate, London

Balthus

La Chambre Turque, 1966
Caseine and tempera on canvas
180 x 210 cm

Centre Pompidou, Paris







ISLAWIO, THE PILL,Paris, 2024.



Apolonia Sokol

Massacre des Innocents, 2024
Oil on canvas

270 x 600 cm
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Apolonia Sokol

La Nave Dei Folli [The Ship of Fools], 2021
Qil on canvas, wooden curving structure
433 x 180 x 10 cm

Love Is Louder, Bozar, Bruxelles, 2024.
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The False Rose of Jericho, Overgaden, Copenhagen, 2024.




Apolonia Sokol
Claude-Emmanuelle as Venus, 2024

Qil and mica crystal on canvas
195 x 114 cm




The False Rose of Jericho, Overgaden, Copenhagen, 2024.



Apolonia Sokol

Zahna Siham Benamor as a Barbar, 2024
Oil and mica crystal on canvas

195x 114 cm
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Emblematic of Apolonia Sokol's commitment to using the art of
potraiture as a tool of political empowerement and the iconography
of the art history canon La Guerre, Hae Na as Nemesis pays
tribute to Douanier Rousseau and his painting La Guerre (1894),
Rousseau created this work in response to the violent events of
the Fourmies Massacre on May 1, 1891.

Touched by the violence of the Fourmies events and inspired by
a printed caricature of the Russian tsar on horseback, Rousseau
chose to paint the figure of a native woman as a mythical war
goddess on a monstrous horse, galloping over a heap of human
bodies in a dark landscape. By activating both this painting and
the historical context that spawned it, Apolonia Sokol reinterprets
La Guerre by adopting pictorial strategies that reposition the
iconography within contemporary political and feminist struggles
through biographical elements. In reference to her own biographical
journey, she adopts Joan of Arc’s horse, copied from a Danish
bronze statue designed as a gift for France. On the horse, we
sees the artist’'s friend, Laura Hae Na, a social justice activist
based in Denmark, portrayed as Nemesis, the goddess of rightful
vengeance.

She is seen trampling a heap of human bodies consisting of
white-collar workers, referring to today’s dispossessed masses,
and public figures known for their anti-feminist and racist
speeches or past sexual assaults against minors. With these
iconographic inversions, the struggle becomes a contemporary
and intersectional one that connects feminism, queer politics, and
labor, while establishing a direct genealogy between the social
movements of 1791 and today’s social justice movements that
occupy the streets.
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Apolonia Sokol, cur. Dorthe Juul Rugaard, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2023.



Apolonia Sokol
Lulu Nuti, 2022
Oil on canvas
92 x 65 cm




Lulu Nutiis an Italian sculptor friend of Apolonia Sokol who portrayed
Nuti’s hands in blue after a photograph of the sculptor taken on the
day of her father's death when she decided to paint a memorial for
him in ultramarine blue. Also, Sokol calls attention to the history of
ultramarine originating from the gemstone lapis lazuli by applying
it to Nut’'s hands. In the past, red and pink were masculine colors
and blue was the feminine color, this changed due to commercial
reasons in the 1940s to sell lipsticks ete.

In 2019, a story illuminating the forgotten history of female scribes
took place as the body of a nun who lived around 997 to 1162,
was found buried at a women’s monastery in Dalheim, Germany.
A rare blue pigment, ultramarine, was discovered in her fossilized
plague. It was a pigment that a millennium ago could only have
come from lapis lazuli originating in a single region of Afghanistan
and was once worth its weight in gold. Lapis lazuli was mainly
used to give the Virgin Mary’s robes their striking color in centuries
of artwork and it was forbidden to use the color in decoration.
Nun'’s teeth being covered in this color meant that she could only
have been a scribe or painter of medieval manuscripts. This story
also mentions the origins of the color lapis lazuli, also known as
the Yves Klein blue.

Klein is an artist Sokol considers as misogynistic and regrettably
today, he still has a wrongfully attributed ownership of this very color.
Yves Klein claiming the ownership of the color ultramarine and the
color becoming a la mode due to him resulted in counterfeit and
synthetic versions of the color appear, making the most exclusive
and expensive color of all time the least expensive and the most
widespread.



Apolonia Sokol, cur. Dorthe Juul Rugaard, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2023.



Apolonia Sokol




Emblematic of Sokol's iconographic engagement with public
demonstrations and bodies marked by race, Si Vous NAimez
Pas Les Etrangers Il Fallait Pas Nous Coloniser is inspired by a
photograph taken by Apolonia Sokol during a protest for Adama
Traoré, a black Frenchman who died in police custody after being
apprehended by the police. His death triggered prolonged riots
and protests against police brutality in France.

The three women of color depicted in the painting are gathered
under a banner, two of them staring directly at the viewer, while
more than half of the painting's surface is occupied by the
poignant textual message that both recalls and disrupts the terms
of othermess in Western societies: “If you don't like foreigners,
you shouldn’t have colonized us.” Through the interplay of gazes,
the women seem to reclaim the projected othemess imposed on
them, while reminding the viewer of the historical and enduring
transgression of borders that is colonialism, as a root cause of the
conflict,

The message, coupled with the gazes of the two women, shifts
the terms of causality from a mere offense to a generalized
institutional denial. By choosing to paint this moment from a public
demonstration, Sokol embeds both her painting and the act of
painting itself in a collective experience of action against violence,
and in the history of current political struggles, seeking to bear
witness and impact the present while revealing the blind spots of
pictorial representation.

The painting was part of the exhibition “Ce a quoi nous tenons”
during the 2022 edition of the {Viva Villal biennial at Villa Medici,
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Apolonia Sokol, cur. Dorthe Juul Rugaard, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2023.




Apolonia Sokol, cur. Dorthe Juul Rugaard, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2023.



A free standing ensemble of paintings borrowing the form of
an altarpiece, The Cure presents two sides composed of three
panels each. Characteristic of Sokol's approach to painting as a
storytelling device and operating as an allegory on multiple levels,
the piece presents an exterior in celestial gray and silver white
tones in reference to the protective and healing power of spiritual
figures and angels. In contrast, the interior panels painted in vibrant
colors offer interpretations of allegorical scenes which elevate the
autobiographical into the realm of the sacred and the mythological.

The outside panels, conceived as a protective shell, depict
scenes from the artist's studio representing her collaborators and
friends as purveyors of care, and the process of painting as one of
healing. On the central and the left side panels we see the artist’'s
assistants, long time friends, interns and students, gathered in
collaboration and healing around a black body.

On the righ side panel, a self-portrait of the artist is seen carrying a
painting’s frame. Here we are faced with an interplay of gazes, the
mystery of the frame turned over, forbidding us to see the image
while the painter's gaze confronts the viewer directly, stressing
a boundary and simultaneously transgressing another one. The
iNnside panels present dramatic scenes In vibrant colors. Here,
Sokol references major works of art historical canon as much as
ner own oeuvre,

The central piece is a reinterpretation of Villeneuve-les-Avignon's
‘Pieta” where the artist replaces the central figure with a self-portrait,
activating the history of hysteria in relation to the female body. The
three figures surrounding her are familiar from her past paintings:
Anouk, Ines and Lux. The right panel is an homage to Manet's

Luncheon on the Grass: by inversing its terms of nudity, Sokol
denudes all the figures that are standing, while the only sitting figure
s clothed, so as standing naked under the sun becomes a way of
reappropriating the queer body. The third scene on the left depicts
a recent public demonstration in Paris against racial violence where
the main female figure stands as a symbol against white silence
and calls for alliance. With this scene, the interior panels show
collective action and public demonstration as activities of care and
cure: what is revealed is also healed.
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Immortelle, cur. Anya Harrison, MO.CO Panacée, Montpellier, 2023.



/’//’ Immortelle, cur. Anya Harrison, MO.CO Panacée, Montpelier, 2023.
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You Better FPaint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022.



You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, IStapbul, 2022,



You Better FPaint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022.



Apolonia Sokol
Ines & Nino, 2022
Oil on canvas

92 x 65 cm




The portrait of a mother and her newborn, Ines and Nino, depicts a
breastfeeding scene. In continuity of Sokol's insistence on painting
people with whom she maintains a direct relationship —friendship,
romantic love, creative collaboration, or other forms of intimacy —it
s the portrait of her childhood friend, also an artist, Ines Di Folco,
who gave birth to her first child, held in her arms at the age of 20—
almost a child herself,

In contrast to Sokol's usual portraits where the fixed gaze of the
figure confronts the viewer, here, the focus is on the intimacy
between the mother and the child, expressed through the
mother’'s enveloping gaze directed towards the child in her arms.
The choice of translucent white for her clothing, reflected in the
vascular lines on her breast and nails, echoes the breast milk:
while breastfeeding defines humanity as mammals, beliefs and
representations surrounding it change based on social, political,
and religious contexts, turning it into a taboo or elevating it to an
exalted ideal.

Considered together with another portrait of Ines di Folco from
2022, painted just after an abortion she chose to undergo, the
painting reveals Sokol's poignant and unapologetic perspective on
motherhood, sexuality, and taboo in a world where mothernood
as an ideal is exalted through countless paintings of the Virgin
and Child or representations of blissful breastfeeding scenes in
art history, while mothers—the women themselves—are often
sidelined, objectified, and/or fetishized. Sokol thus exposes the
inherent contradictions in all cultures regarding the assumed
equivalence between femininity and motherhood, particularly
around breastfeeding.
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Apolonia Sokol
Ines Di Folco, 2022
Oil on canvas

92 x 65 cm




Apolonia Sokol takes her own experiences and observations of
the gaps in art history as a starting point to paint individuals and
scenes that have either been omitted from Western art history or
whose representations have been reduced to a marginalized or
objectified status.

Scenes of childbirth, breastfeeding, or those related to abortion are
the ones she chooses 1o bring into existence in all their complexity.
In doing so, she paints individuals she knows personally, whose
first names are evident in the titles of the works, and who actively
participate in defining the terms of their own representation.

Ines di Folco is a painter and childhood friend of the artist. In
contrast to another portrait, “Ines et Nino” in this painting, she
is alone, and her arms are positioned as if she were holding a
paby, but this is not the case. This simple gesture, highlighting
an absence, refers to an abortion she had just undergone before
posing. The historical moment of the painting activates the context
of the rising restrictions surrounding abortion procedures in Eastern
Europe, especially in Poland, where Sokol is originally from, and
where protests against new measures limiting abortion freedom
were organized at the time.
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Apolonia Sokol
Vertus, 2022
Oil on linen

328 x 148.5 cm




Inspired by the Seven Virtues of Sandro Botticelli on display at the
Uffizi Gallery of Florence, Apolonia Sokol represents five virtues of
her own. The work is based on the study the artist has made on
Artemisia Gentileschi during her stay at the Villa Médicis in Rome,

An artist who is rarely revealed in the history of art, Artemisia
Gentileschi who lost her mother whilst being born, is the daughter
of a great painter. Her father, scared to lose his daughter too, kept
her locked in the castle, beginning Artemisia’s career as painter
as she starts copying his father's work while living in confinement.
Around the age of 16, Artemisia convinced her father to let her
study painting properly and joined the studio of Agostino Tassi
who then raped her for a period until it led to a trial and the trial led
to a dark period of torture and humiliation for the artist. In Judith
Slaying Holofernes, her most well-known painting, 3 readings of
the painting are possible. Firstly, we see the biblical scene as it
Is. Secondly, it refers to artists’ own vengeance, representing the
slaying of Tassi by two Artemisia’s. Lastly, it represents childbirth,
a concept which was taboo in 17th century ltaly.

In Les Vertus, Apolonia Sokol represents her five virtues as tarot
cards. Commencing with The Birth, as the first card referencing the
original Judith Slaying Holoferes with the artist herself times two
reenacting the childbirth scene. The second card The Sorcerer
is a portrait of New Orleans based painter Isabelle Alicia Baptista
narrating esoterism whom Sokol is revisiting as a subject. Depicted
as a Madonna, Isabelle Alicia Baptista chose all the objects in her
scene from the books (Jambalaya - The Natural Woman’'s Book of
Personal Charms and Practical Rituals) and the glass of water in the
front plan to tarot cards and her own painting in the background.

The third card is The Fluidity, portraying the gender-fluid artist Dina
El Kaisy Frimuth with their feet in water and with a chest bandage.

The fourth card Hysteria, focuses on the etymology of the word
hysteria which derives from the word uterus. In the 19th century,
nysteria was considered a physical illness which exists only in
women. It is assumed that the basis for diagnosis operated under
the belief that women are predisposed to mental and behavioral
conditions; an interpretation of sex-related differences in stress
responses. Suggesting that hysteria can only be cured from
the uterus, Jean-Martin Charcot blazed the trail for the rape of
many women in The Salpétriere Hospital in Paris to cure them.
This is also how the first vibrator was invented. The public would
buy tickets to see women cured from hysteria. Different poses
were applied to women to position their uteri correctly, the most
famous among them known as the pose of hysteria resembling
the bridge pose and the Pieta, tuming the vulva up, towards the
zenith. As a reappropriative twist, Sokol chose to depict the pose
of hysteria from the front. The bowl of blood in front serves as an
offering portraying the sacrifice and suffering of women and refers
to abortion via the pill.

Finally, as the fifth and the last card, Sokol presents The Execution,
referring again to Judith Slaying Holofernes, depicting this time the
enemy of the artist/embodiment of a certain exclusive feminism
that the artist is standing up against.
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Le Printemps refers to Sandro Botticelli's painting of the same title,
one of the most controversial and iconic paintings of its time. Due
to mysteries surrounding its history, Spring is frequently interpreted
in reference to The Birth of Venus, and Apolonia Sokol keeps this
reference in her appropriation and reinterpretation of the painting.

According to art historian Aby Warburg, Botticelli painted two
versions of Venus: the celestial Venus (Birth of Venus, 1484-1486)
and the earthly Venus (The Spring, 1478-1482); thought to be
representing different stages of pregnancy. As such, Botticelli's
both paintings are an ode to fertility. In contrast, Sokol's painting
stages a group of trans and non-binary women depicted in
different stages of their transition, operating an inversion of the
painting’s iconography to complexify questions around marriage
and pregnancy from a queer perspective,

Sokol reimagins fertility, and the act of birth is equated with gender
transition as all the figures in the painting are thought of as icons
of radical subjectivity, giving birth to themselves, bound together
by alternative kinships, surrounding, protecting and elevating each
other. The piece is addressing gender fluidity and empowerment
within the representation, adopting Renaissance iconography and
Inversing its terms to find political meaning in the present.

Characteristic of Sokol's approach to painting as a storytelling
device and operating as an allegory on multiple levels, Le Printemps,
through vibrant colors, offers an interpretation of an allegorical
scene which elevates the autobiographical into the realm of the
sacred and the mythological. As can be seen in many of her other
paintings, the celestial background is depicted in shades of purple,
with glimpses of blue and red, referencing these colors’ traditional

associations with gender divisions where purple, as a blend of
the two primaries, stands for nonbinary attitudes to gender and
sexuality.

As opposed to Botticell’'s Spring where only two of the figures’
eyes meet the viewers', in Sokol's work, all of the figures’ eyes are
positioned in direct confrontatn with the viewer's gaze, evoking
a repossession of their own identities and stories, conveying
simultaneously a sense of boundary and its transgression, of
strength through vulnerability. The painting is also emblematic of
Sokol's process and methodology: the models are people who she
personally knows — her friends, lovers, allies and acquaintances,
and who actively participate in defining the terms of their own
representation by choosing how they pose.
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THE PILL

TEXTS AND CATALOGS



ISLAWIO
By Didier Semin

A short while ago, | was talking to a friend more or less my age (say who
tumed 15 in 1970) about the Kinks, a wonderful British pop band whose
reputation has eroded over time: he was not far from placing their music
above that of the Beatles or the Stones. Unable as | am to decipher sheet
music, | did not argue, but to back up his assertion, he asked me if | knew
the lyrics of Lola, a major hit by the Kinks in the year we turned 15. I'd never
listened to them at the time, my school English was not good enough, and |
only remembered that the first name Lola hymed with Coca Cola. But they
are, in fact, extraordinary:

“Well, I'm not the world’s most physical guy

But when she squeezed me tight, she nearly broke my spine
Oh, my Lola

[.]

Well, 'm not dumb, but | can't understand

Why she walks like a woman and talks like a man
Oh, my Lola

[.]

Girls will be boys and boys will be girls

It's a mixed up, muddled up, shook up world
Except for Lola

).

So one of the best-selling songs in the world half a century ago tells of
a young man's love at first signt for a trans beauty... The song should be
forced to be listened to by the countless people who today describe gender
transition as a new and deleterious phenomenon ruining our civilization.

But: what are you talking about ? Quite simply, that nobody would ever
consider the Kinks as a committed band -— and that it would be equally
absurd to regard Apolonia Sokol's painting, because it often celebrates
trans-identity and feminist solidarity, as committed art - i.e. art dictated by
an ideological agenda. Truth is, Apolonia Sokol simply paints the world in

which she lives (as Nan Goldin once photographed hers in The Ballad of
Sexual Dependency’). In this world, to put it as she would, “nothing’s okay”:
the democracies that still deserve the name are scarce, five women die
every hour assassinated by their partner, the earth is warming dangerously,
war is raging in the Middle East, Africa and Europe - the list is long, and,
alas, familiar to everyone. Bilions of images of a universe gone mad
circulate at all times, on phones called “smart’, and one might ask why
it's still legitimate to paint it. However, since Baudelaire, we know that “the
shape of a city changes faster |...] than the heart of a mortal®” , and that
no artificial intelligence has yet replaced the understanding of reality that
we can obtain holding a pencil or a brush: painting addresses the heart of
mortals, which hardly changed since the Renaissance, beyond the terrifying
contemporary shape of cities. Apolonia Sokol renders what happens to
her (to us) in the long history of emotions, as they were patiently recorded
by artists over the centuries. Her Massacre des Innocents is obviously a
reworking of Picasso’'s Guernica, to which the lifeless limbs emerging from
a pile of rubble are a direct reference, but it also includes quotations from
paintings that, while lesser well-known, are no less moving: A Mother and
Her Dead Child, by Andrzej Wroblewski (the painting dates from 1949), or
The Apotheosis of War, by Vassili Verechtchaguine (1871). Like the artists
of New Objectivity (or Magic Realism, Franz Roh's beautiful expression
that disappeared in French literature) in Germany in the 1920s and 30s,
Apolonia Sokol integrates into her canvases the iconographic schemes
that have long shaped® our memory - My Operation is, in fact, a direct
homage to The Operation painted by Schad in 1929, which reinterpreted
Rembrandt's Anatomy Lesson. She depicts herself as Susanna, exposed
to the male gaze of old men* (Consent). Her friends (often her assistants,
as Apolonia’s studio is logically organized as during the Quattrocento, with
assistants and students learmning a craft that could only be learmed through
practice) become Christ-like figures, lifting their frames or paintings as if on
a redemptive Way of the Cross (portraits of Anja Milenkovic and Camille
Cecilia Tavares), or bearing the scars of mistreatmenting inflicted during an

1 Nan Goldin, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, New York, Aperture Foundation, 1986.

2 « Le vieux Paris n'est plus (la forme d'une ville/Change plus vite, hélas | que le cceur d'un
mortel) » Charles Baudelaire, « le Cygne », Les Fleurs du mal, 1857
3 As we know, the "old men” in the biblical story are “judges”.

4 Apolonia Apolonia, directed by Lea Glob, 1 h 55, 2022.



arrest (Not Yours, portrait of Dina El Kaisy Friemuth — Berlin artist arrested
during a protest march). Matthias Garcia, also a painter, is depicted upside
down, hanging from a hoop, showing that the Fortune wheel is, allegorically,
turming the wrong way. Apolonia Sokal, it's her dignity and virtue, doesn't
paint those she loves as she wants, but as they want, and willingly lets her
assistants express their own style, when it contrasts harmoniously with hers.
Emma Da Silva Rodrigues, for example, has painted, in her own way, the
meadow where Suzanne-Sokol lies at the mercy of the old men! Consent
also applies to painting: Jehane Mahmoud'’s Birthgiving, a magnificent image
of a birth like an Eucharist, was painted with the full agreement, and even
complicity, of one of the artist's former classmates at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts in Paris - she is a photographer - who, for the first time, was giving
pirth. (One day, we'll have to seriously ask ourselves why painting, which
has so abundantly depicted death in all its forms, has so rarely focused
on childbirth: if we leave aside the primitive arts, for whom childbirth is not
taboo, very few exceptions confirm the rule). The title of Apolonia Sokol's
exhibition at The PIill gallery, ISLAWIO, seems like the name of an imaginary
country, perhaps the artists’” homeland: in fact, it's the acronym of a verse
by the great American poet Audre Lorde (can there be anything like the
acronym of a poem? Yes, in Apolonia Sokol's world, where the ugly face
of modernity looks into the mirror of grace), | shall Love again when I'm
obsolete. The significance of this can be understood if we recall what the
artist tells in a remarkable documentary about her by filmmaker Lea Glob:
hospitalized for a long time for a serious illness during her childhood, she
was given religious books by the nurses, Catholic nuns, which is how she
discovered painting — a few images that may well have saved her. That's
why her paintings are neither committed art, nor art for art's sake, but holy
pictures. Holy pictures for nightclubs and street demonstrations, secular
gathering places where the sacred, which doesn't like to be assigned to a
place, has taken refuge.



Apolonia Sokol, or the art of reshuffling the cards
Didier Semin

Apolonia Sokol does not take images lightly, she knows the weight with which
the three great monotheisms and their sacred texts have weighed them down.
The Bible, the oldest, is not tender on the subject: twenty-three thousand men,
we read in Exodus, were put to death for having allowed themselves to sacrifice
to the golden calf.

The divine tax on figure worship was high, and the injunction was clear: “You
shall not make a graven image, nor any figure of all that is in heaven above, and
on earth below, nor of all that in the waters under the earth” (Exodus, chapter
XX, verse 4),

Jewish art is therefore essentially aniconic, even if there are rare exceptions here
and there, which date back to the first centuries of the Christian era, particularly
in North Africa. The Muslim tradition will largely resume the condemnation of
the sin of pride which consists in figuring what one cannot give life - with a very
uneqgual severity however, according to the times and the regions, and we know
many figurative miniatures ancient in the lands of Islam that we now call India,
Iran or Turkey. But the Gospels do not convey this spiritual distrust; images of
the life of Christ therefore began to spread in Christian commmunities from the
fourth century, without any particular problem or specific theological justification.,
There was no need for it, until the power of the Church overshadowed the
Byzantine emperors (even if they were Christians) and the image of Christ
appeared on coins and on the walls of palaces instead of that of the sovereign.
If we simplify in broad strokes, but without deviating too much from the truth,
the lconomachy, which violently opposed the partisans of figures (iconodules)
to their iconoclastic adversaries, and which began in Constantinople in the 8th
century, is only secondarily a theological debate: it was, with certainty, at the
beginning a strict conflict of power. At a time when the images likely to be seen
by everyone were those that passed from hand to hand during commercial
transactions, or adorned prestigious buildings, it was essential to have control of
them: the master could only be the one who is the image dominated, in number
and in symbolic power.

The stakes of reforming iconoclasm at the beginning of the 16th century —
they are far too complex for us to dwell on them here — were quite similar.

The political powers therefore always tried, even long after the extinction of the
Byzantine quarrels, to keep control of the popular images of wide circulation, from
the most monumental figures to the seemingly most harmless representations.
The French Revolution, quick to track down to the daily habits of individuals
newly promoted citizens any trace of the monarchical system, of the Catholic
Church and of regional particularities (think of the abandonment of the Gregorian
calendar, the adoption of the metric system throughout the territory, to the
establishment of decimal clocks, to the substitution of the franc for the pound
in the monetary system, etc. ...) has even gone so far as, very seriously, to
look into the centuries-old iconography simple card game. In a world that was
tearing itself away from feudalism, it seemed, logically, inappropriate that, on
the gaming tables, the kings always prevailed over the queens, and that both
always outclassed the jacks.

The draftsman Jean-Démosthene Dugourc and the merchant Urbain Jaume
registered in 1793 - the year of the Terror - a patent for “new maps of the
Republic” which deserves to be looked at closely for a moment, so much does
it resonate with the contemporary debates on the dismantling of hierarchical
systems perceived as untouchable. The “cards of the Republic” retained the
four families of hearts, clubs, spades and diamonds, but substituted the Aces
with the Laws, supreme values, for the Kings with winged figures (close to
angels and therefore relatively indeterminate as to sex) called Geniuses, to
Queens the images of Liberties, to Jacks the representation of Equalities. Each
card included additional symbolic indications, which would also be interesting
to study in detaill, even if, overloading the emblem with information useless to
the game itself, they probably contributed to the failure of the project of an
imagery renewed fun (the revolutionary calendar and the decimal clocks have
had little more success):. one of the Freedoms is the Freedom of worship, it
is associated with the value of Fraternity and takes on the features of a young
woman who holds tightly together the Talmud, the Koran and the Gospels;
Among the Equalities, there is the Equality of colors, associated with Courage
and represented by a Black armed with a rifle.

Apolonia Sokol very early on had the intuition that much more was hidden in the
iconography of the cards than the current use of these small cardboards would
suggest: still a student at the Beaux-Arts in Paris, she had attempted portraits
in the form of tarot cards, borrowing both from the symbols - so present in the
minds of the surrealists - of the divinatory game, and from the double figures



of the ordinary game, since it was possible to turn the paintings vertically . It is
therefore in the strict continuity of her work that she proposes, for her exhibition
in Istanbul (on the sites of the ancient Byzantium of iconoclasts and iconodules
- but we will not follow this thread, that it would be long and risky to draw) a
polyptych entitled The Virtues, which gives one of the keys to its universe and
is presented without much ambiguity as a “hand” of five cards (the rule, belote
or poker) deployed facing to the viewer. If the term “polyptych” is a little abusive
(the canvas is partitioned into five, not painted on five articulated panels), the
identification of the image of each of the “Virtues” with a playing card is on the
other hand fully legitimate: proportions close to a tarot card, stylized figures with
little modeling almost filling the frame, very marked emblematic character, even
if the emblem sometimes remains mysterious.

The images on the left and on the right are obviously inspired by the Judith
decapitating Holofernes painted by Artemisia Gentileschi in 1620, of which
they provide in a way two different interpretations: on the left, Apolonia Sokol
highlights the very great similarity already noticed by historians, and especially
female art historians, between the decapitation scene seen by Gentileschi and
a childbirth scene, on the right it rather illustrates the hypothesis that the figure
of Holofernes is that of Agostino Tassi , tutor of Artemisia Gentileschi, but also
her rapist. In both cases, it is the feminine power that is exalted, that of giving
life, on the left, that of taking it back, on the right.

Adjoining the two tributes to Artemisia Gentileschi, if the eye moves towards the
center of the painting, two other “real allegories” (they are inspired by existing
characters) of the force seen from the feminine side. On the right, if we always
place ourselves in the position of the spectator, a kind of Origin of the World
revisited a century and a half after Courbet: a woman in an acrobatic posture that
can be identified with the famous “hysterical arc” whose Charcot popularized
the imagery, exhibiting a vulva high, like a face, above a container filled with
blood - one could look at it as containing the blood of menstruation, but the
artist specifies that it is the blood from an abortion: in any event, female blood,
in a sacrificial cup. On the left, from the same point of view, a singular character,
his nose shod in butterfly glasses like starlets wore in Hollywood in the 1950s,
is surrounded by the signs of his function: a glass of water intended to absorb
the spells ‘we throw you, cabalistic book. She is a witch — and an artist; on the
wall, a self-portrait represents her holding in her hand... a deck of cards!!! In
the center, Apolonia Sokol has chosen to make a majestic figure appear whose

bandaged chest and feet dipping in clear water indicate what is now called
gender fluidity: her hand is very skillfully painted “outside frame” (in other words
outside the imposed standards), and the bright red of his clothing is enriched,
unsurprisingly, by the complementary color — green — of the background
against which he stands out.

Almost all of the canvases that will surround the polyptych are also forms
of cards: all of the Queens, including a transgender Queen inspired by the
mermaid of the Danish sculptor Niels Jacobsen, who caresses a fish (and who
should not be confused with the mermaid d’Erikssen, brand image of the port
of Copenhagen), a melancholic Queen, partially demarcated from the allegory
of Inconstancy by Abraham Janssens, and a Queen Mother, if one dares to say,
which evokes realistic mothernood painted by Sironi in 1916 (as if to repent of
the futuristic paintings that had shattered the world, inimages, before it shattered
for good in the horror of war).

Quotations are never gratuitous with Apolonia Sokol, and in no way should
they be seen as a scholarly or formalist subterfuge: she only borrows from
the past archetypes that are still active, lurking deep in our imaginations. The
artist Queen therefore has hands as disproportionate to her body as those of
Michelangelo’'s David. Capable of defeating all Goliaths, they are lapis lazuli
blue (and it is the real pigment that is used here - it was once so precious that
ltalian Renaissance painters meticulously billed their patrons for its use), not
ultramarine such as those of Yves Klein (Apolonia Sokol refers to the discovery
in 2019, in Germany, of a thousand-year-old body whose teeth contained lapis
lazuli: that of a woman painter — no other reason presence of blue pigment
in a dentition than the regular passage of a smoothed brush between two lips
— alas forever anonymous). The militant Queen (we will recognize a portrait of
the young Oksana Shachko, the Ukrainian activist who killed herself in 2018
in Paris, and whom Apolonia Sokol had collected on her arrival in France)
poses with her legs apart, hands firmly leaning on the thighs, very exactly in the
posture of authority that Ingres had highlighted in his portrait of Monsieur Bertin,
omnipotent head of the press at the beginning of the 19th century, and that the
feminists of the 21st century rather jokingly call the “manspreading (in essence:
“the fact of spreading out like a guy”) in reference to “mansplaining” (which
in English designates the strong propensity of men to always explain to their
female interlocutors what the latter already know). The modest obligation which
was imposed on the women to sit with their legs oblique and close together



prevented them, basically, quite simply from occupying the space which was
due to them: the simple position of Oksana Shachko appears as a gesture of
claim, certainly immediately decipherable by activists, but also well documented
in the history of painting. ..

Many emblematic poses listed in treatises for the use of artists, many gestures
that it is up to us today to decipher in the paintings of yesteryear, come to us,
as we know, from the theatre, street processions, popular culture — the sign
language used, for example, by workers at the port of Naples to make themselves
understood by the thousands of sailors of different origins who paraded there
each month. It is a class artifice that has drawn a boundary between scholarly
iconography and popular iconography, between the major arts and the minor
arts. Apolonia Sokol knows all the registers, despises none and mixes them with
impressive erudition and remarkable inventiveness: she offers us, in painting, a
universe where majesty is an attribute of the excluded, where jacks fight back,
where the Queens always prevail over the Kings, because Jokers with a fluid
and impertinent identity, alternately sad or happy but always agile, come to
disturb the game. To put it in a nutshell, she tries less to change the world
than to reshuffle the cards which are its reduced model: anyone who, like her,
recognizes the power of images at its fair value will understand that her gesture,
turned towards the future but in no way forgetful of the past, is even more
singular than it it seems.



You Better FPaint Me
Victorine Grataloup

The people that Apolonia Sokol paints — often other artists, most of them close
to her, sometimes on the contrary of the figures she wishes to confront, in any
case individuals with whom she still maintains a form of direct relationship — fix
almost irrevocably the spectator of the painting. They watch us lay eyes on
them, but not only: it is also Apolonia Sokol who represents herself thus in
hollow, looked at whilst painting them. She does not abstract herself, quite the
contrary, from the play of power that is the gaze, according to a classic tradition
in painting especially in the genre of portraiture.

Apolonia paints those who have not been, or merely, represented in the history
of Western painting. She paints scenes of childbirth, and others relating to
abortion. She paints racialized and/or queer bodies. She departs from her own
experience of the shortcomings of the history of painting, of all the iconographies
that have been lacking to her and that she undertakes to contribute to bringing
into existence. In doing so, she never paints generic bodies but people whose
first names are indicated by the titles of the paintings, and who often take an
active part in their own representation.

On the canvases, clues reflect these interpersonal relationships maintained by
the painter with her models, conversations that influenced the brush: in the
painting Le Printemps for example, the centrality of Simone Thiébaud testifies
to her active participation in the composition. From another model of the same
painting, Apolonia reported the wish of the model — which she respected — to
be painted on the left side of the painting. This painting endeavors in fact to
respond to that of Botticelli, to its complex iconography having to do with rape
(of Flora by Zéphyr), heterosexual marriage (that of Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’
Medici with Semiramis Appriani) and pregnancy (of Venus), by a representation
featuring on the contrary “women [trans and non-binary, whom the artist qualifies
as| capable of giving birth to themselves”.

Thus Linda, Nicola, Raya, Dustin, Nirina, Claude, Bella and Dourane frame
Simone, who passing one forearm over the other in a strange and almost
manneristic gesture lets whoever can decipher it know that she has chosen to
be represented at the time of taking her hormonal treatment.

Apolonia is sometimes criticized for appropriating subjects, bodies that are not
hers. It seems that her painting problematizes the notion of ally regularly invoked
in struggles. As researcher Sara DeTurk points out, identification with certain
processes of marginalization through one’s own social identities and personal
relationships plays an important role: in addition to the friendly circle of Apolonia
mentioned above, the artist's mother “is someone who fled, a political refugee
[she says]. | come from a diaspora, | speak four languages, it creates empathy. »

The question posed by this category of ally is that of a potential capture of the
speech of people in a minority situation by people in a dominant situation, who
place themselves in the position of speaking for — this is one of the issues raised
by Gayatri Spivak in her work and by her fundamental text Can the subaltern
speak?. Confronting the problems of positionality highlighted by Spivak, the
philosopher Linda Martin Alcoff “aims to privilege speaking to, speaking with.
For Alcoff, this strategy promotes dialogue in order to avoid the possibilities
of mis-representation and/or epistemic imperialism. Because [if] speaking for
contributes to the reaffirmation of its own authority and its own privileges, and
more generally of imperialist discourse, [...] speaking with and speaking to
could [on the contrary] make it possible to reduce these pitfalls.” As such, that
Apolonia Sokol is above all a portrait painter, that all her painting - even the
very large formats with collective compositions - stems from this practice of
portraiture of those around her and from taking into account the agency of each
in her own representation makes her a nartist of painting with and painting for.

Sokol navigates in painting by responding to needs, her own but also those
of the people around her — you better paint me —, to their common anger. Her
painting is violent as are the silences of an androcentric Westemn art history
against which she positions herself.

Apolonia Sokol is a character, in every sense of the word: in her way of portraying
herself in life as in her own paintings, which she sometimes inhabits through a
practice of self-portraiture, sometimes by representing herself in the guise of a
goat or boar alongside a model friend.

Another way she has of bringing her relationships, her intimacy into her painting
is to invite painter friends to four hands — most recently with Francois Boiron,
with Simon Martin. Here again, even more than in the cases mentioned above,
we can speak of co-development.



Within the body of works, a small painting stands out. At first by its format, smaller
and vertical than the portraits which all proceed from a similar composition; and
because of what it represents: it shows three characters in a very tight frame,
three women gathered around a demonstration sign on which we can read “if
you don't like foreigners, you shouldn't have colonized us. »

Here the format caught my attention because it seems to me to indicate to
whoever is looking at it how the image was created: these 35 x 45 centimeters
indicate the verticality of smartphone photos, the image taken on the spot.
From there, we can imagine that this canvas, unlike the portraits and the large
formats, could not have been the subject of a co-elaboration with the models -
we can imagine it because the artist judges important to let us know, because
of her attention to positionality. Indeed, this painting is quite faithfully inspired by
a photograph taken by Apolonia during the second demonstration organized
at the initiative of Justice for Adama in the context of the Black Lives Matter
movement, in June 2020 Place de la République in Paris. The composition
of Apolonia, by adding a section of wood between the central figure and the
one on the right, both documents the demands of the demonstrators (by this
slogan which it transcribes) and introduces a dialogue with the iconography of
the crucifixion. Yet this double gesture of recording reality and ‘steering up’ the
history of art, in what the first has of humility and the second of recklessness,
characterizes the whole ambition of Apolonia’s painting.



On Time-Capsules and Melting Iccbergs:
Apolonia Sokol’s Transtenmporal Kinshiy

& SUELA GENNET When starting a new painting, how do you decide upon your subjects?
ol CANVAS
85 :

All painters have painted the people that surrounded them.

Often, unjustly so, using them as an allegory against their free will—
this is especially true for female subjects. My paintings bear the name
of the people I paint; additionally, I don't consider them as models

or muses, but as active constituents in the work”
of who is represented and who is not are intrinsic
individual and global power relationships.

creation. Topics
ally linked with

How do you look back on the generational portrait that your portraits
delineate when seen as an ensemble?

Given that [ often paint the same people, I see them change through
time just as [ have changed myself. Some of them have had children...
Others have changed gender, name or have become non-binary. 1 also
enjoy cbserving through my portraits how a queer revolution gains
ground, and how the multiple conseguences of Black Lives Matter
and of #metoo unfold.

There are also some people, such as Simon.e, that I have painted several
times. She wants her transition to be documented. Her transition

is not a subject of mine, but I paint her frequently in several contexts.
She is protean.

You can be seen as in dialogue with contemporary theoreticians that
attempt to deconstruct and decenter the post-Vitruvian subject.

In this respect, is your practice a tabula rasa of a given art history,
or a way to make kin with newer voices?

As history is always told from the viewpoint of contemporary
philosophies, it is a highly enjoyable goldmine where one can forget
some artists only to rediscover new ones. Through references

to the latter, one can remember them and render them present again.
To me, it's not about a tabula rasa but if culture is an iceberg, with

its tip being our current historical references, then it would be about
melting it to discover evervthing underneath.
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Luquet-Gad, Ingrid (ed.). New Art Scales. Paris: JBE Books/THE PILL, October 2022,



“Apolonia Sokol's rage to paint belongs precisely to these times,
where images are endangered by their abundance, fluidity
. and disembodiment. The artist’s project, deliberate or not, «
. 15 to give flesh to the images, to mold them throt |r|i1 the chemistry
g A of the pigments, to offer to the desire of the viewer—a lover
“ . L P of painting is always a voyeur—images made of the very material
; \ of the world around us, and of the mamory of the world we are

in the process of forgetting. Her painting is ambitious, willful
and voracious, but also erudite, subtle and refined. Blood-thirsty
and hauntad, that is to say: scandalously seductive, as a femme
fatale would be, and rich in promises,”

/A

EXTRACT FROM BLOODY-THIRSTY AND HAUNTED,
DIDIER SEMIN, 2016

EXHIBITION VIEW: YOU BETTER PAINT ME,
APOLONIA SOKOL, THE PILL, 2022

134 APOLONIA SOKOL 135

Luquet-Gad, Ingrid (ed.). New Art Scales. Paris: JBE Books/THE PILL, October 2022,



Apolonia Sokol
Le Printemps (Spring) Linda, Nicolas,
Raya, Dustin, Simone, Nirina, Claude,
Bello, Dourane, 2020
Ol e lime
w |49 nehe

{1l fst andd THE PILL

MOLCO, N ellie

Sandro Botticelli

Primavera, c. 1481
1 A

Apolonia Sokol Is known for her political portraits that speak to marginalization, femininity, queerness,
and body politics in general. Taking its title and elements of its composition from Bofficelll's large
panel painting Primavera, c. 1481—an allegory for spring and the fertility of the earth—Le P.'rnh-'.'mps
(Spring) Linda, Nicolas, Raya, Dustin, Simone, Nirina, Claude, Bella, Dourane, 2020, depicts nine figures
all frans women or gender fluid. While Bolticelli's frieze illustrates the codes of femininity that cperated
In his fime, Sokol's painting does the same in terms of today. Le Prinfemps emancipates the subjects
and represents them without fetishizing or reinforcing transphobia

Karnes, Andrea (ed.). Women Painting WWomen. DelMonico Books/Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth,
May 2022,
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Sélection galerie: Apolonia Sokol chez The Pill

A voir cette semaine : « ISLAWIO », la premiére exposition personnelle de la jeune peintre en France, qui
répond par la douceur a la violence du monde.

«ISLAWIO » : cet intrigant titre est 'acronyme de «1Shall Love Again When I'm
Obsolete », « faimerai encore quand je serai obsolete », un vers de l'essayiste et
poétesse américaine Audre Lorde (1934-1992). C'est par ce concentré poétique et
cri du coeur que la peintre Apolonia Sokol ouvre a la fois sa premiére exposition
monographique en France et l'adresse parisienne de la galerie stambouliote The
Pill. Cet ensemble de nouvelles peintures témoigne de la difficulté de I'artiste
frangaise de peindre dans le contexte actuel de massacres et de violences a travers
le monde, et la réponse qu’elle apporte est de transcender sa colére par un regard
sur des corps vulnérables et puissants a la fois, et des tableaux empreints de
douceur et d’amour.

Un accouchement, un enfant opéré, un autoportrait sur le consentement, un
retable réunissant les artistes et amis qui collaborent avec elle, avec, comme
panneau central, une manifestation pour les droits des transgenres. Et un tres
grand tableau, Le Massacre des innocents, qui fait écho, par ses dimensions et son
théme, au Guernica de Picasso, mais également a des toiles méconnues qui ont
nourri sa réflexion sur la représentation de la guerre et de ses victimes. Autant de
conjurations face aux maux du monde aussi intenses que l'artiste elle-méme,
dont on peut voir au sous-sol le fascinant documentaire dont elle est le sujet,
Apolonia, Apolonia (Lea Glob, 2z022).

9 « ISLAWIO », d'Apolonia Sokol. The Pill, 4, place de Valois, Paris 1%"
Jusqu'au 21 décembre, Thepill.co/fr

Le Monde, Emmanuelle Jardonnet, November 2024
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Apolonia, Apolonia : un
documentaire fascinant
sur la vie de la peintre
Apolonia Sokol

Peintre figurative francaise d'origine polonaise, Apolonia Sokol a consacré sa
vie & son art, Elle fait aujourd'hui I'objet d'un porerait filmé trés précieux,

réalisé par Lea Glob.

13 anndes. Clest le temps qu'a passé la peintre Apolonia Sokol devant I'objectif
de Lea Glob. Dans le documentaire Apolonia, Apolonia, la réalisatrice suit son
parcours d'artiste faconné depuis un théiure parisien jusqu'a son dipléme des
Beaux-Arts en passant par ses escapades aux Etats-Unis et un peu partout en
Europe, notamment a la Villa Médicis ot elle a été résidente. Elle y capture son
intimit¢ et ses émotions, & vif, signe que son héroine est parfaitement a l'aise
devant la caméra. Et pour cause, Apolonia Sokol ¢tait filmée avant méme de voir
le jour : les étreintes de ses parents, sa conception, l'accouchement de sa mére. ..
Toute sa vie est étrangement conservée sur des cassettes vidéo. “Je nai pas vraiment
appris ce queest l'intimité, ou 5il devait y avoir une dichotomie entre la vie privée et la

vie publique”, explique-clle au micro de France Inter, ce lundi ler avril 2024.

Alors, lorsqu'une ¢tudiante en cinéma fraichement débarquée du Danemark vient
la voir, en 2009, avec le projet de réaliser un portrait d'elle pour son école, elle
accepte sans réticence. Mais cette expérience au départ destinée & ne durer que
quelques semaines se prolonge et, aprés plus d'une décennie passée en la
compagnic de Lea Glob, la vie d'Apolonia Sokol s¢ retrouve immortalisée dans
un film protéiforme et captivant. Projeté¢ dans les cinémas du monde entier, celui-
ci est déja salué par les critiques qui s'accordent & dire qu'une ceuvre & part entidre

est née.

© Danish Documentary

La vie d'artiste d'Apolonia Sokol

Apolonia Sokol a grandi au sein du Lavoir Moderne parisien, théatre
expérimental qui n'était qu'un lavoir au XTXeéme siécle - on trouve certaines de ses
plus belles descriprions dans les écrits d'Honoré de Balzac ou Emile Zola. Situé
dans le quartier de la Gourtte d’Or, ce lieu de partage créé par ses parents pour les
artistes et activistes de I'époque fut la maison de son enfance. “Le théitre était un
réve devenu réalité pour mon pére francais et ma mére émigrée polonaise, qui pensait
étre une personne libve & Pavis. Ca devait étve le lieu de lewur épanouissement”, confie
la peintre interrogée par le Yogue Pologne au sujet de cette adresse hautement
symbolique. Quelques années vécues au Danemark aprés la séparation de ses
parents et elle y revient naturellement, a I'dge de 18 ans. Le théitre que son pére
dirigeait dans les années 80 est devenu un lieu précaire mais les souvenirs du
foisonnement artistique qu'il abritait autrefois habillent toujours ses murs.
Apolonia Sokol s’y installe, dans I'espoir de suivre I'exemple des grands noms de
la peinture. Flle commence 4 birir son propre monde et s'inscrit aux Beaux-Arts
de Paris. Mais quelques années plus tard, le théitre périt dans un incendie et la

jeune femme doit refaire sa vie ailleurs.

Vogue France, Marthe Mabille, April 2024
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darenthese américaine

Parrainée par le collectionneur richissime Stefan Simchowitz, elle s'envole pour
les Erars-Unis, ot elle rente de camoufler son désespoir sous les coups de
pinceaux. Er ils sont nombreux : le contrat qu'elle a signé avec I'investisseur et
marchand d'art américain prévoit de la faire peindre une dizaine de tableaux par
mois. Rapidement, Apolonia Sokol se rend compte qu'elle ne peut tenir un tel
rythme, pas plus que lutter contre I'argent et I'influence de celui qui I'emploie.
Elle se sent piégée. Par les hommes, par le systéme, par I'époque aussi. C'est le
déburt de #MeToo et elle fait la rencontre d'un certain Harvey Weinstein, censé
I'aider 4 percer dans le milieu de I'art contemporain... Aprés avoir essuyé nombre
de désillusions, Apolonia Sokel part retrouver sa liberté dans I'Turope qu'elle
connait, a commencer en rerre danoise. Ce n'est pourtant pas un retour facile
pour l'artiste, on le voit & I'écran. La réalisatrice Lea Glob retient ses doutes et ses
peines comme un réveur noterait ses pensées nocturnes les plus agitées sur les
pages d'un carnet. L.e documentaire avangant, on comprend que ce n'est pas tant
I'histoire de I'éclosion d’une d’une artiste que I'on regarde, mais surtout la
traversée d’une femme dans le monde, en proie i des questionnements

identitaires et spirituels.

Vogue France, Marthe Mabille, April 2024
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‘Apolonia, Apolonia’ Review: A

Whole Life in Art

The painter Apolonia Sokol is the ostensible subject of a wide-
ranging documentary about life itself.

The artist Apolonia Sokol in the documentary “Apolonia, Apolonia.” Lea Glob

“For as long as I can remember, I've seen the world through my
camera,” a woman’s voice says in the early moments of “Apolonia,
Apolonia.” Onscreen, we're watching — presumably through that
same camera — a young woman, strong features, entrancing smile,
dark circles under her eyes, bearing the expression of a person
who’s not afraid of the lens one bit. “But no motif,” the voice
continues, “has caught my eye as she did.”

The face belongs to Apolonia Sokol, but the voice belongs to Lea
Glob, the filmmaker who followed Sokol off and on for 13 years. The
pair first met in 2009, and Glob, who is Danish (and speaks mostly
in Danish throughout the film), decided to make Sokol the subject
of a film school assignment: to create a documentary portrait of a
person. She was, she tells us, entranced by Sokol’s life. Raised in a
theater in Paris, then in Denmark after her parents split up, having
weathered a life-threatening disease as a teen, Sokol returned to
Paris when she turned 18 with aspirations to “walk in the footsteps
of the great painters.” By that time, the theater (which her father
had run) was barely holding on, but Sokol created a world in it
nonetheless. That world grabbed Glob and wouldn’t let go.

The age-old documentarian’s question — who is really the subject
of a nonfiction film? — constitutes a major theme that runs through
“Apolonia, Apolonia.” Glob speaks of entering the “magical theater”
in which Sokol “played the starring role,” but even as the artist
ages, the theater closes and life shifts drastically, Glob stays along
for the ride. “Whether I captured Apolonia with my camera or she
captured me with her theater, I don’t know,” she says. Glob’s
method is observation, without a particular end or point in mind,
very nearly to a fault. She even admits, late in the film, that she
couldn’t really figure out when to turn off the camera — a question
that plagues many an observational documentarian, and most
artists and writers, too. Every time Glob thought the film might be
finished, Sokol’s life morphed again: a move to New York, to Los
Angeles, stints working with artists and for businesspeople. Each
time, Glob went back to film some more.

The New York Times, Alissa Wilkinson, January 2024,



This is not the kind of documentary intended to help you learn
about the life of the painter Apolonia Sokol. Unless you’re deep in
the art world, you may not even know who that is. Instead, it’s a
movie about life and how it’s lived, with Sokol’s portraiture forming
a pleasing harmony rather than a narrative backbone. The film
moves roughly forward in time, but jumps backward and sideways
sometimes, as if Glob — in making sense of the present — is
remembering something she watched long ago. It’s easy to
refashion any artist’s life as a narrative of inevitability, but Sokol
paints with no guarantee that she’ll ever break into the
mainstream art world. We watch her grueling uncertainty through
the eyes of someone who also isn’t really sure what she’s making.
The point here isn’t to document the rise of a star, but to observe
the process of making.

That fact alone sets “Apolonia, Apolonia” apart from the deluge of
subject-approved documentaries that have flooded the market and
film festivals in the past several years. Those movies are
frequently hagiographic, though not inevitably so. The intended
audience is the famous subject’s fans, or those who wish to be.
Thus these films come with a built-in viewership, which brings
along a healthy budget. They’re safe investments for funders and
streamers, and the ecosystem is built for them. But they offer few
surprises.

In a movie like “Apolonia, Apolonia,” however, there’s no obvious
path along which the story will unfold when filming begins, which
makes it hard to pitch to the people who hold the purse strings.
Instead, most of the director’s work comes in the editing stage,
when the recurring threads in all that footage become more clear.

The subject of this film is expulsion, and the way that Sokol’s story
parallels that of women who have been cast from their homes
because they refused to fit established molds, and must make new
lives elsewhere. This theme is echoed in a more melancholy key in
Sokol’s friend Oksana Shachko, a feminist activist whom Sokol took
in when she became a refugee from her native Ukraine (and was
“already an icon,” as Glob puts it). They live together for years, and
describe themselves as a couple, as soul mates, though the nature
of their intimacy is kept a bit coy in the film. What matters is their
spiritual and creative connection, the support they give to each
other in their pursuit of creativity and determination to avoid
motherhood.

(‘i) Apolnla Apoloma (2023) | Trailer
“ ‘ atch Iter Share

a%\n by

> L es Gleb

Watch on (3 YouTube

Glob, on the other hand, gets pregnant and bears a child during the
course of the filming — a fact that interests Sokol for how it
represents a creative woman evolving her life. At the start of the
film, the 20-something Sokol seems to be constantly performing for
the camera, showing Glob the tapes her parents made of her own
conception and birth. But as time wears on, the friendship between

The New York Times, Alissa Wilkinson, January 2024,



them, which slips on and off screen, grows into something more
symbiotic. Mirrors appear: Sokol’s youthful illness is reflected in
Glob’s life-threatening pregnancy complications. Sokol’s
portraiture keeps shape-shifting as she matures as a painter, just
as Glob’s portrait of Sokol keeps mutating.

“Apolonia, Apolonia” is beguiling as a portrait of women with
ambition, but also bittersweet. Glob repeatedly refers to her filming
and Sokol’s painting, their work of creating portraits, as cheating
death — something they both do in their real lives, too. “The truth
is, I never had that control,” Glob says. It took her more than 13
years to understand what she was looking at: “life itself, larger,
tougher, and more beautiful than I'd ever imagined.”

“Apolonia, I'm going to turn off the camera now,” she says, as we
see the smiling face of an older, wiser Sokol, less interested in
performance now than in a full life. And then the screen goes black.

Alissa Wilkinson is a Times movie critic. She’s been writing about movies since 2005.

The New York Times, Alissa Wilkinson, January 2024.



N D Punctuated by Glob’s quiet Danish voiceover, the film provides a verité take
on both Sokol’s life and an underground art world imperilled by intensifying
THE ART NEWSPAPER R I L .
market forces. How can an artist—specifically a woman artist—make it these
Film // Preview

A documentary portrait of the artist

days without selling her soul? And what must she sacrifice to do so?

The presence, and power, of the female gaze—directed at others and at

aS a Young woman ﬁghting to live and oneself—dominates throughout. In the opening shot, Sokol stares into an
make Work oval mirror and snips her dark bangs with a pair of shears, bleach cream
spread above her frowning mouth. Accustomed to being in front of the lens
In “Apolonia, Apolonia”, Lea Glob tracks the fitful ascent of French from infancy (her birth is literally caught on tape), she displays a patent
painter Apolonia Sokol and captures something elemental about the absence of vanity and self-consciousness, a refreshing turn from the

arpstlc spint “authenticity” paraded on social media.

A scene from Lea Glob's Apolonia, Apolonia (2022)

A scene from Lea Glob's Apolonia, Apolonia (2022)

“Whether I captured Apolonia with my camera or whether she captured me

in her theatre, I still don’t know,” says Lea Glob, the writer and director of a i . , .
S ) ) Glob, who grew up in rural Denmark, serves as a foil to Sokol’s exhibitionist
new documentary that upends distinctions between artist and object, the B . . . B
) ) ) ) ] o ) persona. “No motif has caught my eye as she did,” the director says. “She
viewer and the viewed. A cinematic portrait of a portrait painter, Apolonia, . ) ) )
) ) ) ) ) E— seemed familiar and like a stranger at the same time.” Sokol is portrayed
Apolonia 7 (2022) chronicles 13 years in the life of Apolonia Sokol, an . ] ] . o
. . . . - L . across a sweeping range of situations and life chapters—from receiving the
ebullient, irreverent artist raised by hippie thespians in Lavoir Moderne ) ) ) )
- . . . . news that she’s getting dumped to telling her Polish grandmother that she is
Parisien, a washing hall turned experimental theatre in the working-class

. not interested in having children.
18th arrondissement.

The Art Newspaper, Eileen G'Sell, November 2023.



Many films aim to capture the grandeur of being an artist, but few capture
the reality that being an artist is less defined by grand epiphanies and
instant validation than by the gruelling practice of trying things out, failing
and trying things out again, all while managing to feed, clothe and house
oneself. Sokol is depicted as feeding and housing not just herself, but a
community of artists and activists that squat at the Lavoir Moderne,
including members of Femen, the Ukrainian feminist revolutionary
movement headed by Oksana Shachko, who becomes Sokol’s platonic living
partner.

The first half of the film chronicles Sokol’s struggle to keep the theatre that
her parents started. Between threats of eviction, arson and a violent attack
by an audience member during a performance, Lavoir Moderne’s bohemian
utopia crumbles before our eyes. Glob refrains from excessive exposition,
such that the series of events speak for themselves: Sokol doesn’t receive the
prestigious exhibition prize she aspires for at the prestigious Ecole des
Beaux-Arts; she is pressured to churn out paintings as rapidly as possible by
the Los Angeles-based dealer and collector Stefan Simchowitz.

A scene from Lea Glob's Apolonia, Apolonia (2022)

Whether she is caring for depressed, anorexic Shachko, or cooking for the
friends whose portraits she paints, Sokol comes across as an artist who cares
for other humans as attentively as she regards her canvases. So, too, does
Glob grow to genuinely care for her subject, whose financial and
psychological precarity for much of the film seem to intensify by the day.

If anything is clear during the two hours we witness Sokol’s peripatetic
moves between Paris, New York, Los Angeles, Denmark and back, it’s that her
work cannot evolve under draconian labour conditions. Artists are not
machines; they break down, expire, need naps and smoke breaks to prevent
collapse. Nor are artists “brands”—or, if they are, they are so only at the
expense of their own sanity and integrity. In one of the most transgressive—
and hopeful—moments of the film, when she is living in Los Angeles, Sokol
risks arrest by disrobing in front of Paul McCarthy’s giant butt plug
sculpture. “Fuck America,” she says, before pulling a nude back bend in the

park.

At that same time, the film never capitulates to cynicism; nor does it kowtow
to the pat redemption of the power of art. Glob persists in making—and
finally finishing—the film after dwindling funds and her own brush with
death during the birth of her son. The camera hovers over Glob as she gently
smiles, her face buried in hospital tubes as her newborn snoozes on her

chest.

Apolonia, Apolonia honours the burden of making art in a body that itself has
the power to reproduce—and destroy itself in doing so. “The truth is, I never
had control,” Glob says toward the end of the film. Both subject and object of
the gaze, the two women anchor what amounts to a deeply moving feminist
excavation of what it means to make art in order to survive, and survive in
order to make. “I can’t separate what I do and what I am,” Sokol tells Glob in

Danish. “I can’t tell the difference between my identity and my work.”

The Art Newspaper, Eileen G'Sell, November 2023.



Kunstkritikk Nordic Art Review

Girl Power for a New Century

Friends, colleagues, artists, and activists. Apolonia Sokol creates
radical forms of resistance through portrait painting.

any will be familiar with the Franco-Polish painter Apolonia Sokol

by way of the simultaneously intimate and grand documentary
film portrait Apolonia, Apolonia from early 2023. The Danish
documentarian Lea Glob has followed the artist for thirteen years, right
from her young years as a student at Beaux-Art de Paris to her major
exhibitions abroad. In Sokol’s case, work and identity are inextricably
intertwined as she immerses herself in her practice as a portrait painter
with a wildly proliferating and purposeful intensity. And she holds true
to her approach even when the art industry shows its most merciless
side, for example, in the less-than-glittering part of Los Angeles where
market forces are paramount and a young female artist is considered
just another commodity.

Sokol’s practice has not changed direction since the documentary, but
her portraits of family, friends, and fellow artists have become more
powerful and technically refined in recent years. The development is
evident in a number of paintings in Sokol’s first institutional solo
exhibition at Arken. These paintings take a fresh look at art history
through a critical deconstruction. For example, the pieta motif is
recreated in the large and beautiful altarpiece The Cure (2023).

In the centre of this triptych is Sokol herself, naked and with her body
bent backwards, seemingly weightless. The fields of colour are uniform
and cool, and the image creates no illusion of depth. Sokol’s gaze is
directed at the viewer, observant and alert. She lies in the lap of three
women, and like the Virgin Mary in the pieta, the care and tenderness
emanating from the women appears almost as a healing force. But
contrary to the biblical narrative, here we find a break away from divine
order. In Sokol’s work, Christ is not the only one who can heal the ills of
the world - so too can a strong feminine energy and care from a healing
collective.

The theme is echoed in the otherimages on the altarpiece. A Black
man lies on a bed surrounded by four angels in smocks and sneakers.
Two of the angels each have a brush in a small bowl. Are they rewriting
history? If so, for whom? More than anything, the scene is reminiscent
of a contemporary version of the spiritual motifs of fifteenth-century
Renaissance paintings. But in Sokol’s mythology the theme is didactic,
hinting at a political and social revolution for those whose stories have
not always been part of the larger narrative.

The combination of the familiar yet at the same time unknown is what
makes Sokol’s idiom so interesting. A rebellion against the
establishment is in full swing in the large-scale painting The War
(2022), a dynamic image vibrant with electric badass girl power — and
anger. A victorious Joan of Arc-like woman clad in armour sits on a
black horse with one leg raised towards the animal’s neck. In one hand,
she carries a knife; the other holds a morning star. Below heris a
battlefield of bloodied white men, severed penises, limbs, and heads.

Kunstkritikk, Claudine Zia, October 2023.



Has she acted on impulse, propelled by emotion? Or is she waging medium as a form of resistance to articulate experiences, both
war? Amidst all the chaos, shades of purple appear in the background, personal and political, in an aesthetically seductive and powerful
iridescent and light, giving the image a sense of calm. A battle has just language that refuses to be assimilated.

ended, but we sense that the fight is not fully over.

The exhibition also shows several of Sokol’s more classic portraits
painted using simplified surfaces and lines. Isolated splashes of colour

in garish orange, brown, azure, and yellow harmonise in these

Apolonia Sokol, Le Cauchemar (dapres Flssl), 2018, Courtesy: The artist and The Pl

unpretentious renderings of Sokol’s models, who include close friends;
people from minoritised and queer communities as well as from artistic
and activist circles. She clearly takes an intersectional approach to her
work, and there is an obvious awareness of highlighting bodies that
are, for example, non-binary, transgender, and racialised. The works
offer various ways in which the structural inequality among minoritised
groups in society can be conceptualised. These are difficult political
realities, and Sokol successfully paints them with precision and great
love for her subjects.

The portraits in the exhibition are tender and intimate, but can also
come across as a little too delectable at times. The subjects are all very
beautiful and slim, and | would like to have seen bodies that represent a
more diverse aesthetic. It makes it all feel little unresolved, which is a
shame given that the pictures do in fact contain so many bold stories
and varied perspectives. Sokol challenges painting and uses the

Kunstkritikk, Claudine Zia, October 2023.



Elle a grandi au Lavoir Moderne Parisien, petit théatre fondé par ses parents et

nid de rencontres multiculturelles. « La programmation était dédiée aux piéces

d'auteurs vivants, majoritairement africains, mais c’était aussi un espace de vie du
quartier, ot les habitants organisaient mariages, cérémonies funéraires, ateliers ou
: : . méme des rendez-vous de planning familial. » Un cadre artistique et émotionnel
La pelntre APOIOnla Sokol ouvre grand ses toiles puissant qui a nourri sa fascination pour les personnes de I'underground, et ou

2 A pe i g e
au théatre de I'intimité elle a aussi rencontré la peinture : « A I'étage, il y avait un espace d'exposition ou se

« Promesses de 2021 » (5/12). « Le Monde » présente douze artistes a suivre cette année. Aujourd'hui, la

retrouvaient des peintres amis de ma meére, tous d'origine polonaise, qui m'ont
jeune peintre, pensionnaire de la Villa Médicis, a Rome.

appris le dessin. »
r ~—yg

A 8 ans, un séjour dans un hopital catholique de Lyon pour soigner une maladie
orpheline lui fait appréhender la peinture sur un mode presque mystique: « Les
sceurs mapportaient des bibles illustrées par les maitres italiens. Alors que je ne
crois en rien, jai ensuite voulu me faire baptiser pour me rapprocher de la
peinture. »

La suite de sa formation reste grande ouverte sur le monde: a 13 ans, elle prend
des cours du soir de modele vivant a Copenhague, ou elle est partie vivre avec sa
mere; a 16 ans, la peinture allemande l'attire a Diisseldorf; a 19 ans, elle entre aux
Beaux-Arts de Lyon, qu’elle quitte en n'y ayant pas trouvé sa place, et part
travailler pour un festival au Maroc. Trois ans plus tard, elle retourne au théatre
vivre avec son pere et entre aux Beaux-Arts de Paris. Puis s'installe a New York, ou
elle est I'assistante du peintre Dan Colen, a Los Angeles, ou elle travaille dans

I'atelier de Henry Taylor, et a Bruxelles, avant de revenir a Paris « pour de bon ».

La peintre Apolonia Sokol, en janvier, a la Fondazione Memmo & Rome

Crocs rose fluo aux pieds, collants résille clairs, jupe écossaise et manteau mi-

punk. mi-c}?amar?e (}i& son amie l'artiste Vava Dudu: Ap\oloni.a Sokc?] ?s.t une ' Engagement féministe
pensionnaire qui détonne sur les hauteurs de Rome, ou la Villa Médicis accueille

chaque année seize artistes et chercheurs dans son palais Renaissance. A 32 ans, la Ce parcours s’est doublé d’un engagement féministe dont le Lavoir Moderne

flamboyante peintre, parmi les plus jeunes de la promotion 2020-2021 de Parisien, ou conteuses et poétesses ont bercé son enfance, est aussi le creuset.
I'’Académie de France, trace énergiquement sa route, qui I’a menée du quartier , . , , , . .

) . g'q ] _ ) 9 ) o d C’est 1a méme qu’elle a hébergé la peintre et fondatrice des Femen, Oksana
populaire de la Goutte d'Or, a Paris, jusqu’au saint des saints des résidences

_— : . Chatchko, devenue sa meilleure amie, qui s’est donné la mort en 2018.
artistiques francaises. —

Le Monde, Emmanuelle Jardonnet, January 2021.



Pendant le premier confinement, elle a peint sa version du Printemps, de
Botticelli, tableau sur la fertilité qu’elle a peuplé de femmes trans ou non
binaires : « On pourrait imaginer qu'elles ne sont absolument pas fertiles, jestime
qu'elles le sont plus que quiconque, ayant la capacité de donner naissance a un soi
plus juste. » Le tableau fait actuellement partie de 'exposition « Possédé.es » au
Mo.Co, a Montpellier, qui envisage l'art et 'occulte comme moyen de résistance.

Ce portrait de groupe a échelle humaine est le fruit de nombreux échanges avec
chacune d'entre elles: « Il était primordial pour moi de ne pas les objectifier, donc
de comprendre leur vie et de les représenter telles qu'elles le désiraient. Cest
important de se questionner sur ces choses-la, la femme ayant tellement été réduite,
dans la peinture, a une allégorie, un objet de désir, nue et sans nom.» Comme a
chaque fois, entre dans la transe de ses toiles, nourries d'emprunts et de
dialogues avec I'histoire de 'art, une famille élargie, tribu de cceur brossée avec
soin a la peinture a 'huile.

Le Printemps, Linda, Nicola(s), Raya, Dustin, Simon.e, Nirina, Claude, Bella & Dourane » | septembre

2020), d'Apolonia Sokol, huile sur toile.

Dans son atelier romain, elle termine une toile de 4 metres en volume courbe
pour une exposition avec le duo Harald Thys et Jos de Gruyter (Pavillon belge de
la Biennale de Venise 2019) qui ouvrira a la Fondazione Memmo, voisine, au

déconfinement.

Projet d'une période un peu folle, I'exposition a été imaginée comme un dialogue
avec La Nef des fous, un ouvrage satirique du XV€ siecle illustré par Diirer, ou
marginaux et personnes handicapées sont embarqués sur une barque destinée a
la noyade. Ici, 'embarcation se mue en une sorte d’arche de I'espoir peuplée de
femmes queer, trans, non binaires de tous ages.

Si la situation sanitaire le permet, est prévu, a 'automne 2021, le premier solo
parisien de l'artiste avec la jeune galerie The Pill, qui la représente. « L'idée est de
faire deux expos simultanées, I'une dans la galerie a Istanbul, dans le cadre de la
Biennale, l'autre dans un lieu pop-up a Paris, ou jaimerais quelle prenne la forme
d'un petit théatre peuplé dartistes, tout en mises en abyme. Une facon de montrer
que l'artiste ne travaille jamais seul, et de rendre hommage a tous ces gens qui font
les ceuvres avec moi, me donnent de leur personne pour faire mes tableaux. »

2021 devrait aussi étre 'année de la sortie d'un documentaire sur son parcours,
coproduit par HBO Europe et réalisé par la Danoise Lea Glob, qui la suit depuis
plus de dix ans. D’ici la, Apolonia Sokol a repris le flambeau d'une mission a
domicile confiée par une précédente pensionnaire, Pauline Curnier-Jardin:
questionner la présence des vestiges du colonialisme a la Villa Médicis, fondée
en 1666 par Colbert.

Le Monde, Emmanuelle Jardonnet, January 2021.
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Ce printemps et une partie de |'éte, n Po LON IA
Apolonia Sokol exposait ses tableaux
aThe Pill, jeune galerie d'lstanbul,
Richard Leydier a fait le voyage d'Orient
pour découvrir les nouvelles ceuvres S 0 KO L
de cette artiste prometteuse. Elle participe

a l'exposition Mademaiselle
{commissaire: Tara Londi) au Centre Richard Leydier
régional d'art comtemporain (CRAC)
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I'aplomb de la jeune femme, Ses pensées os-
cillent ainsi entre un univers solaire et qualque
chose de plus sombre. Elle est partagee. Elle
esl intensément sexuelle, ot aussi emprainte
d'une grande douceur.

Ces fammaes sont a la fois hiératiques et sen-
suelles, La rigidité des corps évoque la pein

ture dilex Katz, comme leur « vérité » rappslle
las portraits d’Henry Taylor. La monumentalité
des figures n'est pas sans rappeler, aussi, les
tableaux figuratifs de Kazimir Malevitch et,
plus loin, I'art dintonello de Messine. La
source de toutes ces références aimées etas-
sumées, c'est sans doute lcone. On davine

en effet une ascendance orientale et ortho-
doxe. La biographia a ici son importance
D'origine polonaise, 'artiste a grandi entre le
Danemark et la France. Et elle se sent particu-
lisrement bien & Istanbul, cité byzantine et
musulmane, qui se tient 4 cheval entre Europa
et Asie. Uicone régle le rapport entre fond et
figure, qui est une métaphore de la manigre
dont on transplante un corps dans un lisu, un
décor, un pays.

# Plus les corps s'affirment, plus je définis les
fonds », nous dit Apolonia. Les figures et leur
environnemant s'accordent au fur et & me-
sure. Dans des tableaux plus anciens, les in-
térieurs étaient peuplés d'objets, Lartiste
vivait alors dans un théatre empli de toutes
sortes da chosas, Un incendia les a empor
tées, Sibien qu'elle a recouvert de gris le fond
de ses tailes, faisant table rase du passe. Et
I'espace est devenu plus théatral encore,
commie dressé de décors minimalistes décou-
pant des espaces métaphysiques. Ces der
miers sont des écrans abstraits ou se projette
I'hurneur du moment. « Il est bien plus com-
pliqué d'organizer ia utte entre deux camés de
jaune citron et de jaune de nickel, que dagen-
cer quinze objets disparates. La simplicité est
une chose éminemment difficile ». nous dit
encora l'artiste

THEATRE ET CIRQUE

Elle na choisit pas ses modéles au hasard. Elle
a basoin de peindre des gens qui l'impression-
nent. Des artistes, des militanies engagées
dans des causes diverses, féministes ou
LGET. Elle saisit leur &nergie, leur intansité.
Ses fammes sont presque surnaturelles, et e
mystéra pointe dans leurs yeux verts per
cants. Dans le méme temps, elle capte leur
fragilité, Ou bien slle y projette la sienne. Car
Apclonia est théatrale. Elle campe un person
nage complexe, 3 la fois guerriere et un peu
pitre. Elle se magquille volontiers en clown. Elle
joue le jeu de cet art contemporain qui confine
parfois au cirque. Toutefois, elle affirma par sa
posture decalés qu'elle n'est pas dupe. Ses
tableaux expriment precisément ce que peut
éprouver une jeune artiste aujourd’hul, A la
fois une grande foi en lavenir, mais aussi une
inquigtude. Elle & trente ans, mais & déja vécu
mille vies, Una cinéaste danoise, Lea Glob,
I'accompagne depuis dix ans, caméra a la
main. Le film devrait sortir dici 2018, Je ne
Crois pas qu'on ait jamais suivi sur ung si
langue péniode |'évalution de la vie d'un jeuna
artiste. 'éamergence d'un talent

Deux grands tableaux, de format honzontal
catte fois-ci, sont peints dans une veine plus
ouvertement symbeliste. Echo er Narcisss
montre l'artiste et son fiancé, le poéte Azze-
dine Saleck, enlacés au bord d'un plan d'eau,
dont la surface refléte exclusivernent la jeune

« Odessan. 2018, Hule sur toile. 195 x 114 o
{Court, galene The Pill, Istanbull, OF on canvas
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fermme. La Nuit est quant a lui inspiré du 1a-
bleau éponyme de Ferdinand Hodier. Ony voit
Apolonia représentée a plusieurs reprises,
avee d'autres femmes et Azzedine, La com-
position est complexe. Les corps y dessinent
toutes sortes d'angles. Ce sont eux qui
contraignent l'espace, ol s'ouvrent deux
larges fenétres. Ce qui est flagrant dans cette
CEUVTE, I'affirmanion de la couleur. Le bleu
outremer du fond rappelle le lapis-lazuli du
rmausclées de Galla Placidia, tandis que le jaune
irmadie comme de 'or. Licdne, 4 nouveau... @

ard Leydier gst critique d'arl, cornmussaire d exposi

I vit &t travaile & Paris

In the spring and into part of the summer,
Apolonia Sokol had an exhibition of her
paintings at The Pill, a young gallery in
Istambul. Richard Leydier travelled East
to discover the latest works of this
promising new artist. She is taking part
in the exhibition Mademoiselle, curated
by Tara Londi, at the Centre Régional d'Art
Contemporain (CRAC) in Séte, until 6
January 2019.

There is clearly something going on in the
area of young painting, and more espacially
among thirty-something women. The gene-
ration born at the end of the 1980s has gene-
rated, in France as well as elsewhers, a
theoratical trend of paintars that are start-
ling, cultured, with strong personalities, and
aware of the history of form and the way it
neads to be digested in order to extract from
it things that are new...and beautiful.

Born in 1988, Apolonia Sokol is emblematic
of this discursive generation. | have waltched
her work for some years, to the point of jum-
ping on a plane to see her first solo exhibi-
tion atThe Pill Gallery in Istanbul. Along one
of the gallery walls extend eight paintings
each measuring 195 x 114 cm, All represent
women who are young - often the artist her-
self - and situated in modern-looking inter
iors. They are contemporary to us and also
timeless, as they invoke a8 memaory of other
young women, from Avignon or the banks of
tha Seine - in fact one catches a portion of
Courbet's painting hanging on a wall. They
have the beauty of ancient goddesses and
seam to lell us: you think you possess us but
we don't belong to you, We may be warriors
at rest but we are still capable of great
things. We appear untouchable and we are
lost in love; in that sense wa await it in this
enclosed and theatrical mental space, which
is also that of an artist's studio.

They inhabit an unusual space that contains
them within an enclosed and angular geo-
metry. It constrains them but shelters them
too. Gradually we see how the open pers-
pectives, the walls covered in flat blocks of

colour, and the sharp edges, provide a fra-
mewaork that is in fact reassuring. This makes
for @ paradoxical equilibrium: they are
strong and fragile, decisive and uncartain, In
fact they don't fully suffer the violence of the
angles, for their limbs generate angles too.
Arms and legs open up like set squares or
compasses and engage in visual dialogue
with the cold lines of the furniture and archi-
tecture. Limbs appear to be measuring the
space that confines them, and in so deing re-
sist it. The bodies often seem bent and buck
led, like puppets.

HIERATIC AND SENSUAL

Marine seems to inhabit her body more than
the others. She is a beautiful woman of
mixed race leaning on a bar. She has slipped
two fingers through a slit in her mini-skirt, at
the level of her genitals. It is a rather mascu-
line pose, worthy of a cowboy standing with
his weight on ona leg in a saloon. But her
gaze conveys no male assurance; it is vague
and lost in the distance. On the wall behind
her, the artist has painted a backdrop com-
posed of planes of yellow and blue mirroring
exactly the young woman's steady self-pos-
session. Her thoughts waver between a
sunny universe and something darker, Sha
is divided: intensaly saxual, and also emana-
ting great softness.

These women are both hieratic and sen-
sual. The rigidity of the bodies bring to mind
paintings by Alex Katz, just as their “truth”
is reminiscent of Henry Taylor's portraits,
The figures’ monumentality also puts us in
mind of those figurative pictures by Kazimir
Malewvich and later, of ant by Antonello de
Messina, The source of all these beloved and
adopted references is probably the icon, as
some eastern or Orthodox roots are discer-
nible, The biographical element is of impor
tance here. Of Polish origin, the arist grew
up between Denmark and France. She feels
particularly at ease in Istanbul, the Byzantine
and Islamic city straddling Europe and Asia.
The icon establishes the relationship bet-
ween background and subject, such that it is
a metaphor for the way a figure is transplan-
tad into a place, a backdrop or a country,
Apolonia tells us: “The more the bodies gain
in presence, the more | define the back-
grounds?The figures and their environment
come tegether gradually. In the alder pain-
tings the interiors were full of objects. The ar
tist was then living in a theatre filled with all
sorts of things, but a fire destroyed them.
This led to her sweeping away the past by
covering the background of her canvasses in
grey, The space became even more theatri-
cal, as if furnished with minimalist back-
drops delineating metaphysical spaces.
These are abstract screens onto which are
projectad the mood of the moment. “It's
much more complicated to manage the
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conflict between two squares of bright yel-
low and nickel yellow, than to arrange a
dozen disparate objects, Simplicity is an ex-
ceedingly difficult thing’ says the artist.

THEATRE AND CIRCUS
Her models are not chosen at random. She
needs to paint people who impress her, for
example artists or activists committed to va-
rious causes, be they feminist or LGBT. She
captures their enargy, their intensity. These
women are almost supernatural, and there is
a mystery in their piercing green eyes. At the
same time she captures their fragility, or pro-
jects onto them her own. Bacause Apolonia
is theatrical; she presents a complex charac-
ter, simultanacusly warrior and joker. She
likes to make herself up as a clown. She
plays the game of a contemporary art that so-
metimes borders on circus. She does, howe
ver, through her offbeat stance, assert that
she is not fooled. Her paintings express
exactly the likely feelings of a young contem-
porary artist: great faith in the future but also
an apprehension, At thirty she has already
lived many lives. A Danish filmmaker, Lea
Glob, has been trailing her for ten years, ca-
mera in hand, and the film will probably be
out by 2019. | don't believe that the life of a
young artist has besn followed for that long
before. It's the emergence of a talent.
Two large pictures, this time horizontal in
format, are painted in 8 more Symbolist
vein. Echo & Marcisse shows the artist and
her fiancé, the poet Azzedine Saleck, embra-
cing at the water's adge with the watery sur-
face reflecting only the young woman. As for
La Nuit (The Night), it is inspired by Ferdi-
nand Hodler's eponymous picture, and
shows several Apolonias along with other
women and with Azzedine. Its compaosition
is complex. The bodies make up all sorts of
angles and they confine the space, which
has in it two wide-opan windows. What is so
striking in the work is its affirmation of co-
lowr; the ultramarine background brings to
mind the lapis lazuli at the Galla Placidia
Mausocleum, while the yellow glows like
gold, Once again, the icon,,.

Translation, C. Demaison-Doherty

Richard Leydier s am art eritic and exhibition eurator.
He lives and works in Paris.

Apolonia Sokol

Nia & Paris en/born 1988 in Paris

Vit et travaille 4 Mives and works i Pans
Expositions récentes/racent shows (sélaction):
2016 Galerie Dutko, Paris; 2Viscanti, Pans
Andersen Contemporary, Copenhague

2017 Tainted Love, le Confort Moderna, Poitiers
Musée des beaux-arts, Dils

2018 Galerie Carlior-Gebavar, Berlin

The Pill, Istanbul CRAC, Sete

2018 Villa Arson, Nice
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