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ANA BENAROYA « STEROIDAL FUN

The first piece of art I got obsessed with as a teen
was Betta Sullo Squalo (1981), a painting by
[talian comic artist Andrea Pazienza. The sub-
ject 1s a skinny, toned, female figure placidly
jet-skiing a shark a few meters from the shore.
With her self-possessed silhouette and her thick
mane of black curly hair, Betta is a pretty hyp-
notic, sexy, and wild character. Her way of being
100 percent in control of the sea’s scariest crea-
ture, as i1f it were her puppy, fascinated me to the
point that she became my Facebook picture and
my sort of alter-ego—a way cooler version of
me without any fears and weaknesses.

Years later, I’'m all grown up, and I barely think
about Betta anymore, but I feel the same type of
way when looking at Ana Benaroya’s squad of
supernatural female characters. If there’s some-
thing Benaroya’s girls are really up to, it is an
all-American jouissance, and in the fictional
world they inhabit, fun has its specific mass—as
bold and steroidal as their bodies are. They drive
under the moonlight, play in the ocean’s waves,
or float into ancestral and otherworldly atmo-
spheres, evoking a sense of escapism from a so-
ciety that treats desire, especially feminine, as a
taboo, and which regulates how to obtain plea-
sure, to what extent, and within what limits.
Benaroya’s subjects allusively mock many gen-
der dogmas and lead me to question which ones
I could get r1d of. As with Betta, I think that the
creative force that generated them is desire it-
self, and that desire conceived them as complete-
ly free creatures. This freedom 1s not only the
mental state of paying little attention to social
conventions; it 1s also rendered physically, em-
bodied in a shape that, more than forcing gender
stereotypes, forces natural laws. Their exacer-
bated muscularity is directly pulled from com-
1cs' imagery and superheroes' bodies. As a child,
Benaroya told me, she “would copy a lot of male
characters like X-Men, Spiderman, or Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles,” and she later found a way
to apply those superheroes’ physical features to
the female form when she started painting.
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At the same time, Benaroya’s way of describing
them as “simultancously grotesque, muscular, and
scary, but beautiful, voluptuous, and tender with
each other” reminds me a lot of mythological nar-
ratives and representations, in which the female
figure 1s often seen as an emblem of nature itself,
attributing to her the role of the loving creator on
the one hand and careless destroyer on the other.
The summertime-high adventures lived by these
archetypical lovers, bathers, divers, and smokers
share affinities with Greek mythology in partic-
ular. In Benaroya’s own words, these women that
caress and kiss each other “can have soft and
gentle manners, but they can easily just destroy
everything too,” just as Greek deities, when not
engaged in creating and destroying, are often
caught up in frivolous and playful activities.
The painter's nods to mythology and comics are
mixed with an ever-critical interest in the histo-
ry of painting—especially European—as well
as in the early Hollywood movie industry and in
music, always taking prime-time narratives and
transforming them into more peculiar and fit-
ting ones. She used to listen to fifties and sixties
love songs by woman singers on the radio,
imagining that they were singing to another
woman. With cinema, she fantasized about
non-traditional female characters smoking in
movies, showing an assertive personality to
which she was drawn, as well as an intriguing
harmony between their feminine and masculine
sides. When she studied art, she developed an
interest in the iconography of bather paintings
and started painting to “reimagine what it means
to be a woman by the water or a woman of lei-
sure,” because historical paintings only narrate
stories from the perspective of the male gaze.
Benaroya’s practice exists in a loop of observ-
ing and transforming, revealing what is funda-
mentally precious in pop-cultural production:
the pc ility of having a moment of escape
C ding models to which to tend, but
51 g them as much as they transform
a > world that exists around us and
to make it make sense for us.
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