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Rosalyn Drexler: Who Does She Think She Is?
February 10–April 17, 2017
ABOUT THIS GUIDE
This guide is designed as a multidisciplinary companion for high school
educators bringing their students to view Rosalyn Drexler: Who Does She
Think She Is?, on view at the Mildred Lane Kemper Art Museum from
February 10 to April 17, 2017. Our intent is to offer a range of learning
objectives, gallery discussions, and post-visit suggestions to stimulate the
learning process, encourage dialogue, and help make meaning of the art
presented. Teachers at the high school grade level should glean from this
guide what is most relevant and useful to their students.
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ABOUT THE ARTIST AND THE EXHIBITION
During the early 1960s Bronx-born artist Rosalyn Drexler
(American, b. 1926) gained recognition for visually arresting
paintings in which she cut out and painted over figures from
movie posters, newspapers, and advertisements, setting them
against vivid backgrounds reminiscent of color field painting to
create evocative yet often ambivalent scenarios. Zeroing in on
sexual stereotypes and the dark side of mass-media culture,
Drexler’s work has explored such themes as intimacy, violence,
and masculinity in ways both humorous and subversive.
Rosalyn Drexler: Who Does She Think She Is? is the first fullcareer retrospective highlighting her groundbreaking work and
celebrating her unique contributions to the history of Pop art.
The exhibition features major paintings and collages alongside
rarely seen early sculptures as well as books and photographic
and video documentation encompassing Drexler’s wide-ranging
and colorful career as an artist, writer, and performer from the
1950s to the present.

INTERDISCIPLINARY CONNECTIONS
American Studies, Art, Art History, Criminal Justice and Law,
Drama, Film Studies, History, Literature, Mixed Media, Painting,
Performing Arts, Social Work, Sports, Sculpture, Theater, Women
and Gender Studies, Writing

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Students will explore contemporary artistic practices such as
assemblage, mixed media, and collage.

Rosalyn Drexler, Self-Portrait, 1964. Acrylic and paper collage on
canvas, 40 x 30". Collection of Beth Rudin DeWoody.

Students will examine the mutability of individual identity.
Students will discuss how the works engage with issues of gender and will consider the works through a feminist lens.
Students will examine pop culture materials and how they are used in Drexler’s works.
This guide was prepared by Allison Taylor, head of education and community engagement, and Amy Miller, assistant
educator. To schedule a visit to the Kemper Art Museum, contact Amy Miller at amy.miller@wustl.edu or 314.935.5624.

BEFORE YOU VISIT
Suggested topics to explore, research, and discuss before visiting the exhibition

ASSEMBLAGE AND COLLAGE

Have students research these artistic strategies in the past century. Who are some artists who have worked in
assemblage and collage? What effect do these works have different from paintings or prints? What are some of the
themes explored?

FILM CHARACTERS

Drexler’s work uses stock characters and tropes from films, especially film noir and gangster movies. Which stock
characters can students identify from both classic and contemporary films? What are some identifying traits of these
characters? What are some famous films exemplifying these tropes?

POP ART

What is Pop art? What are the tenets of Pop art? Who are some of the well-known Pop artists?

IN THE GALLERY
Ideas to consider when viewing the exhibition
Chubby Checker, 1964
Drexler lifts images for her paintings from movie
posters which she then enlarges, pastes to the
canvas, and paints over. By isolating the images
in this way, she eliminates any clear narrative
associated with the image or the movie it
references. Chubby Checker is both an homage
to the popular musician and a commentary on
dance crazes such as the Twist, which became the
subject of two films in the early 1960s.
Discussion Questions
How do the framing devices and color blocking
affect the mood of this work? How would the
effect be different if Checker was frozen in
a position other than the iconic Twist? What
implications can be made of the four vignettes
depicting couples dancing?
Self-Portrait, 1964
In Self-Portrait Drexler took a black-and-white
image from a 1957 issue of Ultra magazine
showing an awkwardly posed pin-up model, then
adapted it by adding vibrant color including blue
for the woman’s skin. Although the image does
not depict the artist herself, she titled it SelfPortrait. In this work Drexler is exploring issues
surrounding sexualized images of women and
their role in male fantasy.
Discussion Questions

Rosalyn Drexler, Chubby Checker, 1964. Acrylic, oil, and paper collage on canvas,
75 x 65 ¼". Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC, Gift of Joseph H. Hirshhorn, 1966.

Where in contemporary culture do you encounter sexualized images of women? What are these images typically used
for? What stereotypes do these images reinforce? What effect does the blue skin have? What are the implications of
referring to this as a “self-portrait”?
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No Pictures, 1964
Drexler’s affinity for film noir and gangster movies
reflects the general public’s fascination with not only
the Mafia but also governmental investigations into
criminal organizations. Appropriating images of gangsters,
criminals, and bad guys from newspapers, magazines,
and movie posters, Drexler is both exploring and critiquing
Hollywood’s use of violence to sell tickets. No Pictures uses
images taken by the New York street-crime photographer
Weegee of small-time criminals arrested for bribing college
basketball players.
Discussion Questions

Rosalyn Drexler, No Pictures 1964. 72 x 96". Acrylic and paper collage on
canvas. Courtesy of the artist and Garth Greenan Gallery, New York.

What contemporary connotations come to mind when
viewing this image? What film tropes does this image
represent? What is the significance of using lesser-known
criminals rather than more famous criminals or fictional
characters from film?

Home Sweet Home, 1959
Drexler started making sculptures as a creative outlet while she was at
home caring for her young daughter, using materials found in her home
and on the street. Her assemblages often incorporate the detritus of
urban environments, such as wire mesh, scrap metal, and weathered
wood. Home Sweet Home humorously harkens back to the traditional
needlepoint sampler that would hang in hallways or over sofas to
represent domestic bliss.
Discussion Questions
What affinities do you see between this work and needlepoint samplers?
What compositional elements in Home Sweet Home are also found in
traditional landscape paintings? What materials can you identify? How
do these materials represent the home?
Rosalyn Drexler, Home Sweet Home, 1959. Acrylic,
metal, and wood. 12 ½ x 13 ½ x 5 ½". Courtesy of the
artist and Garth Greenan Gallery, New York.

IN THE CLASSROOM OR AT HOME

Suggested activities to follow your visit to the Museum

ASSEMBLAGE

Have students collect items found on city streets, around their homes, or in the classroom and create assemblages
from these items. What were some of the items collected and why were they chosen? What, if any, meaning can be
assigned to these assemblages?

IDENTITY

Rosalyn Drexler can be seen as a feminist, artist, writer, and performer (during a brief stint she worked as a
professional wrestler and also performed as a cabaret singer), among other roles. Have students map their own
identities and consider how they have changed and what has shaped them. What histories do they come from? How
would they characterize their current identity? What future careers do they hope to have? How many roles define
them? Discuss how identity can be complex and multifaceted.

SPECTACLE AND LEISURE IN PARIS: DEGAS TO MUCHA

While at the Kemper Art Museum, considering viewing the exhibition Spectacle and Leisure in Paris: Degas to Mucha.
How are the famous performers of the late nineteenth century like Sarah Bernhardt and Jane Avril presented? Would
they be considered feminists? How was the new medium of film used by these performers?
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VOCABULARY
appropriate – to use preexisting objects, images, or text with little or no transformation
assemblage – a form of sculpture comprising found objects
collage – a technique of composing a work of art by pasting on a single surface various materials not normally
associated with one another, such as newspaper or magazine clippings, photographs, and construction paper
color field painting – a form of abstract painting that features large expanses of unmodulated color covering the
greater part of the canvas
feminism – the advocacy of women’s rights in terms of political, social, and economic equality to men
film noir – generally refers to mystery and crime dramas produced from the early 1940s to the late 1950s. Movies of
this genre were characteristically shot in black and white and featured stories involving stock characters such as
femme fatales, doomed heroes or antiheroes, and tough, cynical detectives.
gender role – a set of societal norms dictating the types of behaviors that are generally considered acceptable,
appropriate, or desirable for people based on their actual or perceived sex or sexuality
Pop art – art that uses elements of popular culture, such as magazines, movies, popular music, and even bottles and
cans. Critic Lawrence Alloway coined the term ‘Pop’ in 1957, describing it as the imagery of popular culture.
stock character – a stereotypical person readily recognizable from recurrences in literature, theater, or film.
Distinguished by one-dimensional characterization, they tend to be easy targets for parody and are often criticized
as cliché.
trope – a common or overused theme or device

ADDITIONAL RESOURCE
Exhibition catalog
Siegel, Katy, ed. Rosalyn Drexler: Who Does She Think She Is? New York: Gregory R. Miller, 2016.
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