Dawn Black   |   Mad Semblance

The gallery contains a large grid of small works on paper. Each is a portrait of sorts culled from the vast information ocean we swim in daily. Sometimes masked, sometimes costumed, children, patients, and religious celebrants share the grid with fashion models, terrorists, cross-dressers, political prisoners, and people who dress up and enjoy over-sharing their private lives on social networking sites. This array of intriguing characters comprises just part of artist Dawn Black’s enormous inventory of personae.

And it is a jumping off point for the carefully considered larger works on paper that fill out the exhibition. In her quest for open-ended narrative, Black’s collage aesthetic is similar to an avant-garde film director’s montage of imagery. Given its surrealist roots, juxtaposition of unrelated imagery runs the risk of appearing hopelessly random. But Black eschews that strategy in favor of creating charged compositions that bring us on occasion to the edges of our moral comfort level. 

Why is there a haute couture model wearing a Swarovski crystal skeleton outfit standing thigh-deep amidst a field of human remains in the Cambodian killing fields? Yes, the bones share the imagist relationship, but Black offers a trenchant tale on how culture easily glamorizes war and, in hindsight, how the more people exterminated, the more powerful (and historically memorable) a military campaign becomes. 

Another preoccupation of Black’s is the exploitation of children by adults to advance their political agendas. The Brothers Mujahideen for the RaHoWa depicts two children, a suicide bomber and a KKK novitiate, being outfitted by anonymous adults to further their hatred-fueled goals of mass murder and racism. Maybe the small combatant squatting on a reclining red-gowned woman in the Fuseli-inspired The Nightmare has come back to exact a karmic revenge. Other works such as Prey, Justice, and The Base Lepidopterist allow the viewer to inscribe a more ambiguous narrative onto the social bodies depicted, but these, too, evoke power struggles and sinister menace. Black’s accomplished technique seduces by beauty but pulls us into the secret worlds beneath the façade, the veil, or the mask.
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