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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 witness 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-lès-Avignon’s “Pietà” 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 École 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 
been exhibited in several institutional group shows such as “Immortelle”, 
MO.CO Panacee (Montpellier, 2023); “Entre tes yeux et les images que j’y 
vois* (A Sentimental Choice)”, Fondation Pernod Ricard (Paris, 2022),“L’ami·e 
modèle” (Commissioned by Yvon Lambert Foundation), Viva Villa, MUCEM 
(Marseille, 2022); “Women Painting Women”, Modern Art Museum of Fort 
Worth (Texas, 2022); “Women and Change”, ARKEN Museum for Modern 
Art (Copenhagen, 2022); “She - Classicità”, Polana Institute (Warsaw, 2021); 
“Conversation Piece | Part VII Towards Narragonia”, Fondazione Memmo, 
(Rome, 2021); “ECCO”, 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 Film Festival among many others. 
Sokol teaches at the Fine Arts Academy of Caen, Esam. 
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APOLONIA SOKOL 
1988, Paris.
Lives and works in Paris

Education
2015 DNSEP École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts de Paris, FR

Solo Exhibitions
2023 ARKEN Museum of Contemporary Art, Copenhagen, DK
2022 You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR
2021 La Nave dei Folli (The ship of Fools), The Digital Space of the Community, ARCO
 E-EXHIBITIONS
2018 THE PILL Pop Up, Brussels, BE
 I Had Trouble Sleeping, But She Said She Loved Me..., THE PILL, Istanbul, TR
2016 Heartbreak Hotel, Dutko Gallery, Paris, FR
 Sabbath, Andersen’s Contemporary, Copenhagen, Danemark, DK
 Walker Evans / Apolonia Sokol, Attic, Sebastien Ricou, Brussels, BE
 Process Is Desire, cur. Isabelle Le Normand, Whitcher projects, LA, USA

Group Exhibitions
2023 Lentos Featured Artist Crossing Europe 2023: Valie Export, Lentos Kunstmuseum,
 Linz, AU
 Immortelle, cur. Anya Harrison, MO.CO Panacee, Montpellier, FR
2022 L’ami·e modèle (Commission de la Fondation Yvon Lambert), Viva Villa, MUCEM,
 Marseille, FR
 Entre tes yeux et les images que j’y vois* (A Sentimental Choice), Fondation Pernod
 Ricard, Paris, FR
 Women Painting Women, Modern Art Museum of Fort Worth, Texas, USA
 Women and Change, ARKEN Museum for Modern Art, Copenhagen, DK
 AS IF IT COULDN’T, THE PILL, Istanbul, TR
2021 She - Classicità, Polana Institute, Varsovie, PL
 Conversation Piece | Part VII Towards Narragonia, Fondazione Memmo, Rome, IT
 ECCO, Villa Médicis, Rome, IT
2020 Conversation Piece, Part VII, Towards Narragonia, Fondazione Memmo, Rome, IT
 Possessed, MO.CO, Montpellier, FR
2019 Tainted Love II, 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
2018 Mademoiselle, cur. Tara Londi, CRAC, Sète, FR
 Salle de Pas-Perdus, cur. Michel François & Richard Venlet, Le Doc, Paris, FR
 One Long Changing Body, Carlier-Gebauer, Berlin, DE
 I Am What I Am, cur. Julie Crenn, Ici gallery, Paris, FR
 J’aime, cur. Marion Bataillard, Galerie Henri Chartier, Lyon, FR 

 Tainted Love, cur. Yann Chevallier, Confort Moderne, Poitiers, FR 
2017 En Forme de Vertige, cur. Gaël 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
 Quatrième Sexe, cur. Marie Maertens, Galerie Le Coeur, Paris, FR
2016 Toute Première Fois, cur. Francesca Napolie & Armelle Leturcq, 22 Visconti, Paris,
 FR 
 Matin Midi Soir, Honoré Visconti, Paris, FR
 Berlin Est, GAD Paris-Belleville, Paris, FR
 Ravi, cur. Xavier Mary, Liege, BE
2015 Collection Type #3, GAD Grand Local, Paris, FR
 Yes to All, Treize, Paris, FR
 Life Ain’t Fair #2, Galerie Arnaud Deschin, Paris, FR 
 Life Ain’t Fair, Galerie Arnaud Deschin, Tourtour, FR
 Selective Memories, Griffin Gallery, London, UK
 
Awards & Residencies
2020 Académie de France à Rome, Résidence Villa Medici

Films
2022 Apolonia, Apolonia, directed by Lea Glob
 Best Film Award, Festival IDFA, Amsterdam
 Best Documentary Award at Sofia Film Festival
 Grand Prix of Artdocfest at Riga Film Festival
 Best Nordic Documentary Award at Göteborg Film Festival
 Politiken:dox Award at CPH:DOX
 Shortlisted for Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, Feature Documentary
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7 Apolonia Sokol, cur. Dorthe Juul Rugaard, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2023.



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



Apolonia Sokol
Inès Di Folco, 2022
Huile sur lin
92 x 65 cm
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Apolonia Sokol
La Guerre - Hae Na as Nemesis, 2022
Oil on linen
270 x 200 cm



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



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



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



Lulu Nuti is 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 Nuti’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 etc. 

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



Apolonia Sokol
Si Vous N’Aimez Pas Les Etrangers, 2022
Oil on canvas
92 x 65 cm



Emblematic of Sokol’s iconographic engagement with public 
demonstrations and bodies marked by race, Si Vous N’Aimez 
Pas Les Étrangers 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 otherness 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 otherness 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 à quoi nous tenons” 
during the 2022 edition of the ¡Viva Villa! biennial at Villa Medici.
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18 Apolonia Sokol, cur. Dorthe Juul Rugaard, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2023.



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

Apolonia Sokol
The Cure, 2023
Oil on canvas
200 x 114 cm; 200 x 240 cm; 200 x 114 cm



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 
inside panels present dramatic scenes in vibrant colors. Here, 
Sokol references major works of art historical canon as much as 
her own oeuvre. 

The central piece is a reinterpretation of Villeneuve-lès-Avignon’s 
“Pietà” 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 
is 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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21 Immortelle, cur. Anya Harrison, MO.CO Panacée, Montpellier, 2023. 



22 Immortelle, cur. Anya Harrison, MO.CO Panacée, Montpellier, 2023. 



23 You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022. 



24 You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022. 



25 You Better Paint 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, Inès 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 
is the portrait of her childhood friend, also an artist, Inès 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 Inès 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 motherhood 
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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28 You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022. 



Apolonia Sokol
Inès 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 to 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.

Inès di Folco is a painter and childhood friend of the artist. In 
contrast to another portrait, “Inès et Nino” in this painting, she 
is alone, and her arms are positioned as if she were holding a 
baby, 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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31 You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022. 



Apolonia Sokol
Vertus, 2022
Oil on linen
328 x 148.5 cm
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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 Italy. 

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 Holofernes 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, 
hysteria 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 Salpêtriére 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 Pietà, turning 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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You Better Paint Me*, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2022. 



35 Women and Change, ARKEN Museum, Ishoj, 2022.



Possédé·e·s, MO.CO Panacée, Montpellier, 2020-2021. 36



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 Botticelli’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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I Had Trouble Sleeping But She Said She Loved Me, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2018. 39



I Had Trouble Sleeping But She Said She Loved Me, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2018. 40



I Had Trouble Sleeping But She Said She Loved Me, THE PILL, Istanbul, 2018. 41



TEXTS AND CATALOGS



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 
unequal 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 communities 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 Iconomachy, 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-Démosthène 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 detail, 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 
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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 motherhood painted by Sironi in 1916 (as if to repent of 
the futuristic paintings that had shattered the world, in images, 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 
Italian 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 
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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.
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You Better Paint 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]. I come from a diaspora, I 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 Martín 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 Western 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 François Boiron, 
with Simon Martin. Here again, even more than in the cases mentioned above, 
we can speak of co-development.
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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.
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