
The Fantasy in Crisis 

When Michelle duBois donned the costume of a Japanese warrior and posed in front of a backdrop of pagodas, eyebrows 

arched, red lips pursed, hands on her hips, and a red cape draped perfectly over her angled elbows, she looked 

impenetrable, even menacing. When she wore thigh-length fishnet stockings, gold gloves, and a flapper headband and 

performed a strip tease in a sterile room, she looked equally comfortable, but softer, accessible. The same day of the strip 

tease, she had sightseen wearing striped capris and boxy pink shirt and appeared unremarkable as a tourist posed in front 

of the Kamakura Daibutsu, Japan’s looming stone Buddha. Each time, she looked equally at ease. But shown these 

images side by side, hardly anyone would see the resemblance. In each, duBois is herself, or seems to be, but herself is 

variable from one scenario to another.  

In shaping and presenting photographs of Michelle duBois, Crosher has inhabited the fantasy archive of a fantasy woman, 

who did, in fact, exist. It’s just that, at least in the account her photographs give, she never stayed one thing long enough 

for it to feel more than imaginary, more than just one possible idea of what she might be. As the story goes, she 

photographed everything; all of her guises are well-documented, whether by her or passers-by, beaus, or clients using her 

camera. She moonlighted as escort, sex worker, socialite, etc.; she accumulated aliases (“Michelle duBois” among 

them); and tried her hand at being everything other than settled and stable.  

Presenting someone else documenting herself performing herself: what does the duBois project advocate? What does 

duBois represent? A certain breed of exhibitionism, a self-love frightening because its totality can withstand any mutation? 

Certainly, she’s not interested in finding herself in that canonical, Kantian sense; she’s not even looking. But if the goal 

of such thorough self-documentation isn’t some sort of gripping self-knowledge, what is it?  

 

1. 

I first saw images from Zoe Crosher’s “Archive of Michelle duBois” when an exhibition of them opened in L.A.’s 

Chinatown. The same night, a performance played out in room #7 of the nearby Royal Pagoda Motel (it had been 

scheduled that night on purpose, to coincide with the debut of Michelle duBois’ archive, but Crosher had nothing to do 

with its staging). In it, an actress, wispy and brunette unlike the nervy, blonde duBois pictured on nearby gallery walls, 

narrated a young woman’s sexual awakening. There was mention of a bicycle, a man, a hotel room, and a moment of 

intimacy followed by letdown. It was a trajectory you could trace, like something Erica Jong might have come up with if 

she’d chosen a teenager instead of a published poet as her Fear of Flying protagonist: a girl searches out experience, 

finds it, is disappointed by it yet exhilarated because she now knows to want more.  

 



“I was determined to slice open a woman’s head and show everything happening inside,” wrote Jong, on the 21
st
 

anniversary of the novel that purportedly introduced the “zipless fuck,” no-strings-attached romance that, prior to then, 

women were “presumed not to have.” “At the story’s end, my heroine is reborn in the waters of her bath, not 

because she has succumbed to an adventurous affair, but because she has survived it.” The heroine goes back to her 

husband, heartbroken but in touch with her inner rebel. The book, published in 1973, a year that began with the Supreme 

Court voting for Roe over Wade, validated readers’ “feeling of selfhood.”
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duBois, as the heroine of Crosher’s Archive, does not “go back” to anyone after unleashing the adventuress inside of 

her, assuming there ever was any unleashing -- unlikely, given that her collection of self-images starts before she ever 

leaves home and, while her personae change, her audacity doesn’t. Nor can she “validate,” because her narrative 

offers no clean trajectory to identify with.  

 

 

2. 

 

 

“Some women are so intense,” writes poet Ariana Reines in Cour de Lion, a book that blurs confession with criticism, 

“intense enough they’re never what they are, never merely. I don’t mean some . . . self-reflexivity, self-irony, 

whatever people call it, as if a self were so fixed just ironizing ‘it’ could constitute a surge of consciousness.”
2
 The 

intensity she imagines differs from the kind you would see in art like the self-portraiture of Cindy Sherman, Gillian 

Wearing or Laurie Simmons (who uses stand-ins, never her actual body), where the fact that we know they know they are 

posing means that we are all knowingly lost together in this proliferation of posing and knowing.  

The intensity she means makes self-awareness beside the point. “I fall for women who are beyond themselves, you, their 

situation, everything,” writes Reines. Michelle duBois, at least the one Crosher shows us, is beyond herself.  

In the 1970s,  duBois made it somehow from Oklahoma to the Pacific Rim. She meant to become a flight attendant 

(around then, “PanAm blue” became a color and the inimitable Edith Head was dressing attendants in floppy-brimmed 

hats and pencil skirts), but flight school didn’t feel like freedom. So she made it out into the world in a different 

capacity, one that involved slapdash marriages, “Sugar daddies” and foreign men who found her Okie roots exotic.  

 

Jan Tumlir notes in a recent Aperture article that the “‘Orientalist’ swath” duBois “cuts through the postwar world 

is idiosyncratic,” and it is, especially because it’s unspecific. In her images, duBois seems to bank on her Americaness; 

her currency is a glamour modeled after big-screen bombshells -- Doris Day, Kim Novak and maybe sometimes, at its 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Erica Jong, Fear of Flying (New York: Signet, 1973, 1995), xiv-xv. 
2
 Ariana Reines, Cour de Lion (New York: Fence Books, 2009).	  



most severe, Marlene Dietrich. When she dresses up that glamour in a paddy hat or kimono, she could come off as a 

cultural tourist glibly using Asian archetypes to boost her own very blonde version of sexy, like the blonde Kate Capshaw 

does in Indiana Jones, when she dons that open-backed Chinese dress at a Shanghai nightclub. Except, posed elsewhere -- 

in front Caesar’s Palace in Vegas or in a floppy hat and perched on a car hood -- duBois exoticizes herself just as much 

with no help from foreign regalia. This makes it difficult to single out “Orientalism” from any other tropes that occur in 

her images.  

 

3. 

According to photo captions and notes she’s jotted down for Crosher, duBois’ first overseas destination, one she would 

periodically return to, was Guam. One of the more contested oriental spaces, it was something of a Rorschach, a small 

territory always refashioning itself in response to its current colonizer’s projections. Occupied in some way or another 

since the 1500s, not long after Magellan sent Spain news of its lushness, it became a possession of the U.S. at the turn of 

the 20
th
 century, then captive to Japan in 1941. Japan occupied Guam for two and a half years, and did it’s best to rapidly 

subjugate Guam’s already hybridized culture -- no English was allowed, Children learned Japanese anthems in school, 

and adults attended community meetings about the “Japanese Spirit.” The U.S., which had never lost property like this 

before, reclaimed its island as soon as it could, naming Guam a territory in 1944 and its people U.S. citizens in 1950.  

English was reinstated as the official language, and, at one point post-WWII, the U.S. military presence reached 200,000, 

nearly doubling the island’s population.
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A military connection first brought duBois to Guam in the early 1970s.  She met a man stationed there, and returned with 

him. At that point, there wasn’t much there for someone like her: the tourism industry in Guam had barely founds its 

legs, military dominated the economy but few military women were making lives there.  

 

In one group of images, taken on a Guam beach and now faded,  duBois poses in a classic black bathing suit that easily 

could have come from a 1950s Sears’s catalog. She leans against the tilted trunk of a tree and smiles demurely, showing 

none of the exhibitionism that defines other photos taken not long after -- like the ones, shot in black and white, in which 

she’s topless in a paddy hat. In those beach photographs, duBois’ pose recalls those I have seen my grandmother enact 

in images she took in Guam two decades earlier, when she was also there because of a military connection.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  

	  



Because she has more photographs of herself, against trees, on beaches or in front of the plane a crew chief named after 

her, on her walls than she does of herself as a wife or mother, since childhood, I have associated Guam with the fantasy of 

freedom. “My generation saw men and marriage as the only option,” my grandmother has said.  “That’s all we 

talked about. Your generation knows to want other things.” 

 

Certainly, the women in her generation were wives and mothers years before Betty Friedan asked, “Is this all?” Still, if 

men were all my grandmother talked about, they weren’t all she wanted. Indiana-born, she spent her young adulthood 

working to replace her Midwestern pedigree -- what could be duller than being from the landlocked Indiana, the daughter 

of a cemetery proprietor? -- with a version of cosmopolitanism she’d pieced together from novels and magazines. She 

read Colette in French (badly; she didn’t understand the stories until re-reading in English years later) and made 

paintings in the vein of the Abstract Expressionism she’d heard about happening in New York. She married my 

grandfather, her downstairs neighbor and the man who happened to ask, only after she had past thirty and it suddenly 

struck her as about time.  

 

Before that, after college, she lived briefly in London, and had gone to Japan first as a civilian then as a recreation director 

for one of the army’s  newest “Service Clubs”( up until 1946, club directors had still been called “hostesses”).  The 

position took her to Korea, where, for the first time, clubs operated in combat zones, and Guam too, where her job was to 

entertain and be entertaining. Apparently, she was well-suited to the role. A squadron commander in Japan once told her 

she would “earn her salary if she did nothing more than walk across the base each day.” She went out Saturday nights 

religiously -- “If you didn’t, what else would you do?” -- with various officers, but refers to only two of them by 

name and the way she talks about it, these men sound more like tickets to spur-of-the-moment fun than to the future.  

 

 The service club girls planned activities with the express purpose of distracting the men from their jobs, and hosted parties 

whenever they had a passable excuse -- my grandmother’s crew would serve punch out of the nose of a disassembled 

plane and, though the men rejected the same punch from the dining hall, lines stretched out the door. To many of the other 

girls there, the job must have been a distraction itself, a thing to do until settling down, or a thing to do to find someone to 

settle down with. But to my grandmother, who, like most of the others, did return to the U.S. to start a family, her overseas 

successes in hospitality seem to have been more gratifying than much of what came after.  

 

She performed the femininity expected of her, but emptied out the beautiful hostess-companion role of the desires and 

outcomes conventionally associated with it. In spite of herself, her performance became almost a feminist act.  

 

That feminism could be present and simultaneously vague, vulnerable and only part-volitional is a possibility that reasserts 

itself even more profoundly throughout the photographs of Michelle duBois. By inhabiting so many fantasies of 



femininity, she pushes the fantasy -- or, rather, the culturally produced idea of what a woman should be -- to a point of 

crisis.   

 

 

4. 

 

Two photographs my grandmother sent me, both taken in Guam on a return visit, after her tour with the Service Club had 

ended, are now on my bookshelf. One shows her friend Elaine, who would later borrow and marry one of my 

grandmother’s Saturday night beaus, in an off-the-shouldered sundress surrounded by banyan trees. In the other, my 

grandmother, surrounded by the same banyans, wears a bright yellow halter-top. The setting -- just trees, no glorious 

seascape -- seems chosen to suggest self-sufficiency. The women are insiders and professionals; they belong there. The 

photo of Elaine is dated accurately: 1954. The one of grandmother mistakenly says 1984, a funny slip, since, by then, she 

had divorced and was on her own again for the first time since the early 1950s. Also by that time, duBois would have just 

finished her second stay in Guam.  

 

By 1982 and 1983, as a delayed result of the Omnibus Territories Act of 1977, which had allowed Guam’s District Court 

to hear complaints from islanders who felt they’d been disenfranchised years before, when, just after World War II, the 

U.S. had forcibly bought their land on the cheap, money was returning to Guam from the states. The private sector, not 

just civil service and military, had begun to offer jobs, and revenue from tourism was climbing toward $200 million. 

Already Westernized, Guam wanted to embrace its own Westernization, and enjoy the related prosperity. None of its 

efforts were as successful as planned, however. In the end, the U.S. shortchanged Guam in land compensation (billions 

were owned, millions paid), and economic boom was scarred by government corruption -- six government official were 

convicted of defrauding the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 1982 and in 1987, Guam’s governor was convicted on 

eight counts of bribery and extortion. For the time being, it remained a conflicted, subjected space.  

 

In a series of duBois in Guam in 1979, the settings are particularly indistinct, like blank slates: she appears in front of 

white tiles, in a barely furnished room, on a bed in front of too-heavy curtains. She also appears just after a rain on a deck 

in a garrison cap, black boots and raincoat holding on to a wrought iron railing. These have the look of departure pictures, 

in part because of the open sky in the background coupled with the hat, the kind WAVES wore when going overseas, and 

because of the deck, a place used for coming and going. But her face gives little information as to whether she’s coming, 

going or staying. Her smile seems meant just for the space of that picture.  

 



In recent exhibitions, Crosher has included a similar picture of duBois in a coat and garrison cap, but in silhouette, so that 

only her figure can be seen, not her features at all. Without a face, duBois, like Guam, could become something of a 

Rorschach, but, somehow, Crosher keeps that from happening. 

 

 

5. 

 “A face has no direction,” writes Ariana Reines. “A face goes into itself and it expropriates itself. A face cannot see 

inside itself.”
4
 A face decides what to resemble based on what it turns itself toward, Reines continues, though this does 

not mean the face has no substance. The face fronts for something big, bottomless even, it’s just that it can’t see into 

that bottomlessness itself; it must always look outward. The danger is that, in looking outward all the time, the face might 

lose track of itself and, eventually, be absorbed into what’s outside it.  

In this particular book, more so than the previous ones, the figure of Michelle duBois recedes or blows up out of focus. 

Crosher makes it difficult to pinpoint duBois as the subject of the photos. Sometimes only part of her, her chest, perhaps, 

or the cup she’s holding, appear on the page. Funnily, in making her different pretenses less distinct, the fragmentation 

and diffusion almost makes duBois’ personae more cohesive. Instead of fully realized poses, all the images are parts or 

instances, which suggests that, together, they must add up to something.  

“It’s exciting, the possibility that one person could be a group,” writes critic Eileen Myles about photographer Jack 

Pierson, whose images of objects and moments to her resemble many people’s experiences gathered into one vague idea 

of a life. The same applies to Wolfgang Tillmans, Myles continues.
5
 He pieces together items and incidences -- coffee 

cups, t-shirts, a walk down an airport hallway -- until he has a “body” of work to present to viewers that seems 

inarguably real. How can you question the authenticity of something that isn’t trying to be any one thing? 

duBois photographed objects, too, though more specifically than either Pierson or Tillmans. As the collected images of her 

begin to blur and expand, her objects come into focus: mostly Japanese dolls she found and purchased during her travels. 

She has centered them against wood paneling or laid them on sheets, framing them more consistently than her images of 

herself. The dolls arrived to duBois already posed, made up and stylized, characters out of established legends and 

traditions, and they are more her counterpoints then stand-ins.  

One of duBois’ photographs shows a figurine with irrationally long, decorative pins sticking out of its headdress and 

swimming fish pictured at the bottom of its robe. This is an oiran, once a top-ranked Japanese courtesan who emerged 

around the time authorities closed off the “pleasure districts” in Japanese cities, which means the oiran lived in relative 
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isolation, apart from society-at-large. They had established themselves as witty, literate, and entertaining as well as sexy, 

but as history progressed and their isolation continued, they lost touch with outside culture. They became more ritualized 

and their costumes more ornate. This rarefication pushed clients away and, eventually, when the more grounded Geisha 

replaced her as the high-class courtesan of choice, the oiran all but vanished. For duBois, the opposite process seems to 

have had the same effect. Over-exposure, not rarefication, pushed her image to the point of disappearance, which makes 

her disappearance feel more like an escape.  

This, in the end, is the artist’s fantasy: that over-exposing, fading, blurring or breaking up an image can be a liberated 

and liberating act. In Crosher’s presentation, it’s as if duBois’ image has consumed itself and left her, not captive to 

what the world projects on her or to a fixed self she must uphold, but freely undefined. 

 


