Julie Alvin

young girl sifs m Bhe warm waters af hes

bathtub, usdressed, har shicked hack
and plastered fo her neck and Showkders, Bul
this 15 no typical bath time ritual. There are
ni bubbles ar rubber duckips, Sho stares at
the camera with an unsettingly stemn and al
mast seductvie gane, her bps pamted a gar
ish red, her head cocked suggestively 1o one
side. “LUST" spells the lefters m the comer
aof the frame.

One woud rarety name a four year-old
girl a sinner, depict a hungry infant as g
tonous, or a lowky office warker as pridefuol.
But in Mercedes Helrewein and Abex Prager's
The Book of Dvsqwet, the two illestrate the
seven deadly sins ina way that is simultane-
ously dark and comedic, often cryptic, and
always unexpacied

1 think the juxtaposiEon of comedy
and lragedy st creates & good balance,”
Helrwem said, “The saven deadly sins ane 3
anisber subject, pendrally, but | think it is tar
too borng and tod easy to have purely haawy
fragedy and Bnger pointing when using it as a
theme i art. The right kind of Bumor makes
the whole thing palatable.™

Presented with the theck cardboard
pages and small dimensions of a children's
book, the work is a combanation of black and
white sketches by Helnwein and color photo
graphs by Prager, with each artist coniribug
ing seven péeces, each piece representing
one of the deadly sins. The pair largedy drew
their inspiration for the wark from a book of
the same name by Portuguese writer Fer
nando Pessoa, Prager tells me. She specifi

cally nabed 8 quote of hes that discussed how
ihe middle class is oblivious to the pains and
evits al the world, a quobte that moved the
two to explare thesr owm iterpretations of
such awls, specshcally wathin the somebmes
crooked and misguided world of Los Ange-
s

Soumie of thesa interpretations are kucid-
ly tied ta those sins they represent while oth-
er images hold mare scars of wrath, pride oo
slodhy, forcing the reader to grappée with the
gaps or bogical dizconnects in the images.
Asking thair audience to fill in the blanks and
creata their own bies between the image an
the page and the sin printed in the comer
meakes the reader an integral part of the art.
“The mixture of my images and the audienc-
es own lile experiences and imagination can

mass foF endless amounds of Comimainica-
tien,” Prager sad, “The sudience and | work
togeiber (o lorm Storks, That's wiy s &5
sinbial lor art o be Soen, (15 galy hall a sboe W
i these's no sudeEnce (o confribute”

For Emvy, Prages's brash, almos! hypor
cales photagraoh shivws & Wwoimian i & Sabe
nightgown kneslng beside a bed, cking an
@ coparm cone as hor eliows rést belweon
thit ptam clad legs of her bedrmabe, I thass
nbs she & ermaous of, 85 the haunches she
kneels on are prasthetic, made of plastic andé
i kal

Far the same @in, Helmeein's shadawy
drawing shows a young woman with a rmen-
acing face haldng a rifle cocked toward the
ceiling. The first interpretation of the @n s

bath watly and frage, while iBe sacond &
mibially dark, and only Becomes darker as it
Asks 1BE nibwed 10 axplore S OaT S550008
ans wall the Gmenous iMage

Alihough the messages commuanicabed
w1 this wirks aré more alten dadk than comie-
e, the &hsls themsehvis S8 Lo N &0-
proached the prosect with a Semse of humor
“hE one poant we were determingd 10 ACtualy
expirience each deadly smn,” Helnwesh Sad,
“We starled by going 1o Sizzlers and eating
aboul Bwe servings of popcam shnmp har
the purpases of ghotbony. Afteraards, we
drogipid the idea”

Either way, the two always strve 1o I
maerse thamsehwes n their art, For the pur
poses of a preweans collaborabon, the pair

kel Las Angedes and meaded fowards middln
Amenca with nottung but 2 repled Ria and
el hidndred dollars, Whal resulted was the
hamhng Amenca Moled, & complaton o
Helvwein's writings and Frager's phologra:
phy thal came logether o creale an esng
portrail of the Amercan Midwest Thiz prayg.
&t anpmed o Be a préeveginzite o The Boak
of Chagaed, &% ond eaplores (e simphe e
alz of the Mideest and Ehe other the mdre
decadent and corrupt fesiyles of Las Ange
hes

and, o Dvigunel 5 any incdicabon of
things o come e Hidse arbste, we ang
waiting in anticipabon to Ses whatl thay will
produce next, O
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