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In the series Laughing While, Roxana Hall takes 
feminine joy to all new heights. Hall, a contemporary 
U.K based artist, has been working on this oil-on-
linen series since 2020, a sister series to earlier 
series, Laughing While Conducting and Laughing 
While (2012-2019). The subjects of these paintings 
are always women and they are always laughing, 
euphorically giddy in whatever scenario they’re in. 
Hall’s depictions of women laughing, sometimes in 
an unflattering manner relative to a cackle, seeks to 
subvert the classic depiction of women in art, weaving 
the values of Hélène Cixous’ écriture féminine into the 
work. 

Historically, the women subjects of paintings are 
often demur and subdued creatures, and they’re often 
painted by men. Think of Mona Lisa - one of the 
most famous portrait subjects in history. What do we 
notice about her? She is sitting, arms folded in her lap 
gracefully, and she has that famous, ever-so-delicate, 
close-mouth smile. Everything about her in the piece 
– her posture, her facial expression – is meant to be 
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passive and delicate. Of course, this piece was 
masterfully created by one of the most influential 
painters of all time, but it also gives a snapshot 
into how women are often portrayed in art. More 
abhorrent depicts of women in art have shown 
them as victims of violent acts such as rape, 
completely stripping them of agency or power. 

Contradictorily, Hall takes the idea of the 
demur feminine and completely flips it on its 
head. The women in her paintings are anything 
but demur – in fact, one could say they’re 
downright obnoxious. But they’re also happy. 
The women depicted in Laughing While are so 
blissful that they are unaware that they may look 
unattractive to the male gaze; it’s not even on 
their radar. The concept of écriture féminine – a 
term directly translating to “women’s writing” 
– is an act of radical resistance and self-love, 
originally meant to encourage women to brave 
spaces that have historically been co-opted by 
men. In Hélène Cixous’ essay “The Laugh of 
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Medusa,” the feminist author emphasizes the 
importance of women writing about women as a 
means for creating accurate historical portrayals 
of the female experience, in addition to writing 
as a means for women connecting to themselves 
on a deeper level. In the artist statement for this 
series, Hall goes on to say that “qualities of radical 
playfulness, ambiguity and multiplicity are prized” 
within écriture féminine and it is evident that’s 
what Hall intended with these pieces.

In every painting, there is joy, there is 
abundance, there is comradery, and there’s also 
absurdity. Each painting boasts saturated hues and 
dramatic shadows. Every woman in every piece 
is fully rendered so that the viewer can see every 
ounce of euphoria on her face. Upon first glance, 
these paintings exemplify the joys of womanhood 
– walking down the street arm-in-arm with your 
best friend, for example – but if the viewer is able 
to unglue their eyes from the enchanting subjects, 
they will notice the background of each piece tells 
a story a little bit more sinister and absurd than 
what initially meets the eye.

In paintings like Laughing While Perching (a 
vulturous boredom), we see a woman taking up 
the foreground; she is the picture of youth and 
femininity as she sits high above the ground on a 
tree branch, red heels in hand to match her red nail 
polish and accents on her dress, her head thrown 
back into a open-mouth laugh as her blonde 
bangs sweep across her face. In the immediate 
surroundings of the woman, it looks like business 
as usual – below the tree are the green, well-kept 
lawns in a suburban neighborhood, with patio 
furniture and cars in driveways. But what’s that 
in the distance? One of the homes in this idyllic, 
sleepy neighborhood is engulfed in flames that 
are seeping out of the windows into our sight. 
Now taking in the piece as a whole, questions 
arise about the events that happened just before 
the scene. Why is she in a tree? How did the fire 
start? Did she start it? Why? Taking into account 
Hall’s ideas on écriture féminine and its need to 
be playful and ambiguous, it’s no surprise that 
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so many questions arise from a painting that, at first 
glance, seems to celebrate tomboyish behavior as an 
act of resistance. And while the very unfeminine act 
of climbing a tree barefoot in a dress is certainly part 
of the greater picture here, the allusion to our subject 
committing a crime takes the meaning to a whole new 
level. In this piece, like many others in the series, 
Hall depicts women in complete joy while defying 
gender stereotypes about what a “proper” lady would 
do, but she also subverts the conventional ideas of 
womanhood even further by playing up the absurdity 
and seems to say, “yeah, women can find joy in 
destruction, lawbreaking or whatever else they want 
and they don’t care about their perception in society.” 
In fact, Hall says it best in her artist statement that 
“the most seemingly innocuous actions can be 
subversive.” In this painting, climbing a tree as a lady 
in a dress is supposed to be a wild act of resistance 
and the arson is just a cherry on top. 

Another painting in the series, Laughing While 
Corpsing, perfectly encapsulates the stylistic choices 
and painting techniques that present themselves 
in all of Hall’s work, while also playing up the 
unhinged absurdity of the series. This piece features 
four distinct panels, each with their own subjects. 
The commonalities between each panel are the 
manic expressions on the women’s faces amidst a 
landscape that is somewhere between a teenage girl’s 
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dreamscape and a nightmareish hellscape. These 
women, with their teeth bared and with joy in their 
eyes, look up into the technicolor skies of their 
respective scenes to see a violent disaster unfolding 
above. The bright pinks, purples, and blues, mixed 
with the impending doom that will soon fall down on 
our subjects, give the painting a surrealist element - 
one that, according to Hall, is inspired by the idea of 
“corpsing” written about by Virginia Woolf (another 
proprietor of écriture féminine) which is when an 
actor, least ideally one playing a corpse, breaks into 
unscripted laughter. This idea that these women, all 
of whom look conventionally unattractive with their 
mouths agape, wide eyes and dramatic, unflattering 
lighting, would laugh in the face of their own demise 
speaks to the spirited joy that exists in womanhood 
even when others deem it to be inappropriate.

Throughout the entirety of this series, Roxana 
Hall hits the nail on the head. Not only are her pieces 
visually striking with their bright, feminine hues and 
hyper-realistic portraiture that create a feast for the 
eyes, but they’re also a lesson in “women’s writing,” 
whatever form that may take, and how when given 
the opportunity for women to be painted by women, 
beauty standards and conventional gender roles go 
out the door to make way for unabashed joy. Hall 

begs us to take a closer look at her piece and 
recognize not only the absurdity of the scene, but 
the absurdity of these rigid gender roles that, if 
broken, make women seem crazier than if they set 
a house on fire. 
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This essay is useful in helping me reframe my mindset for this assignment. Since my art criticism revolves 
around a woman artist who paints women, it is important for me to understand the historical context that has 
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