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orphans who witnessed the deaths
of their parents and the Holocaust
poems of Paul Celan. 

Plegaria Muda (2008–10) also
makes use of tables, now placed atop
one another, with a thick layer of 
sod in between and blades of grass
growing through the inverted, top
table. Laid out in narrow rows,
these human-scale tables resemble
coffins or grave markers. The dark,
funerary tone is countered, however,
by the warm sensuousness of 
aromatic loam and the lush green
of the grass. Once again, Salcedo
deploys basic forms and incongruous
juxtapositions to contemplate vio-
lence—in this case, gang shootings
in South Central Los Angeles and 

the mass murders of youth by the
Colombian military. Yet, even if gang
warfare, hostility, and death seem
fated to repeat a never-ending
cycle, as the casket-like forms sug-
gest, the growing blades of grass 
propose the possibility of healing and
new life. 
Salcedo’s most recent works offer

a refined, but no less fraught 
perspective. Disremembered I (2014),
one of several works constructed of
burnt needles and almost transpar-
ent strands of silk, hovers on the
edge of visibility. Resembling, at first
glance, finely woven blouses or jack-
ets, closer inspection of these deli-
cate garments suggests medieval
hair shirts. Temptingly attractive—

but potentially lethal if used—they
reference Salcedo’s recent research
on American mothers whose children
have been killed by guns. 
In a similar fashion, A Flor de Piel

(2014), dedicated to a nurse who
was brutally tortured and murdered
in Colombia, initially enchants with
its sensuous beauty. Carefully pre-
served roses, a Christian symbol of
martyrdom, have been stitched
together to form a shroud or carpet
that spreads in undulating waves
across the floor. As a collective and
enduring whole, the piece invites
contemplation of the meaning of
individual life and sacrifice as well
as the role played by memory in
challenging the destructive legacy
of state-sanctioned killings. 
Salcedo’s subjects and themes

might initially appear exploitative,
painful, or too close to home, her
approach overwrought and didactic.
But she does not dwell on sentimen-
tality or easy resolutions, making 
her points instead through careful
research, a rigorous formalism, and
aesthetic appeal. Engaging both the
mind and the heart, this approach
entices even as it bears witness, invit-
ing us to observe more intently and
explore further—even if, through
this process, one is left suspended
between delight and horror, denial
and complicity. While Salcedo per-

sists in exposing viewers to such diffi-
cult issues as oppression, extremism,
and terrorism, she also transcends
specific references of time and place
to invoke a broader, poetic universal-
ity, one that acts as a kind of collec-
tive memento mori, ever mindful 
of the precariousness of existence.
Rather than resolve ambivalence,
conundrums, and debased morals,
Salcedo proffers the creative insight
of her practice as a way to confront
power and social injustice, all while
putting her art at the service of those
now lost and those who carry on. 

—Susan Canning
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Libby Black

Gallery 16

With a sweetly acerbic humor, Libby
Black’s work navigates the roiled
waters of desire and consumption
as experienced through the filters 
of feminism, lesbian culture, and 
the great American obsession with
self-help—and its frequent traveling
companion, addiction. Well over 
a decade ago, Black began creating
paper-and-paint sculptures that
replicate high-end luxury goods: Kate
Spade shoes, Louis Vuitton bags,
even things as large as a Mercedes.
Later, she segued into even more
interesting territory when 
she began generating an imaginary
world in which things like workout
equipment improbably bear the
trademark colors and immediately
recognizable logos of luxury brands
(a Burberry punching bag, a Chanel
weight belt, a Prada stationary
bike). 

Above: Doris Salcedo, Untitled,

1989–90. Men’s cotton shirts, plaster,

and steel rebar, installation view.

Left: Doris Salcedo, A Flor de Piel,

2014. Rose petals and thread, instal-

lation view.



74 Sculpture 35.8

Black is as much a painter as she
is a sculptor, if labels must be
applied to a practice, and her recent
show included both objects and
images. Whether two- or three-
dimensional, many of these works
refer to the still-life—not only 
to straightforward compositions of
objects rendered for their own sake,
but also to a particular subgenre 
of this type of composition in which
a message is conveyed by the
artist’s choices. In I Believe in You
(all works 2016), a yellow chair
stacked with several monographs
about women artists is topped by
a bouquet of flowers. The bunch of
daisies might be Black’s tribute 
to admired predecessors, or perhaps 
a veiled reference to the fact that,
from the time of its emergence as
a distinct genre some 400 years
ago, women artists were often rel-
egated to still-life, and to flower
painting in particular. 

Other pieces, such as the arrange-
ment of perfume bottles and boxes
in I Can’t Make You Love Me or an
exquisitely patterned Gucci life pre-
server, suggest something more: 
a subtle refiguring of 17th-century
Dutch pronkstilleven (literally, osten-
tatious still-life). These meticulously
painted depictions of flowers, food,
and to-die-for luxury goods were
collected by the same über-rich indi-
viduals who owned the exquisite,
expen  sive things being pictured.
Some art historians suggest that
these paintings were moral in
nature, reminding viewers that life
is fleeting and we all die leaving our
possessions behind us; but others
assert that, as markers of substan-
tial wealth, owning one of these
paintings was more like wearing a
made-to-measure Brioni suit or car-
rying a Birkin bag. 
Though the luxury logos that adorn

Black’s objects remind us of the

excesses that often seem to define
the current moment, her work clearly
isn’t just about those things. Linked
in part to her experience growing up
“in an environment that promoted
the ethos that if you looked good, you
were good” and learning to define
herself as a lesbian against expected
norms and behaviors, her work is
also about the invisible glass ceiling
that limits the careers of most women
artists. Black has commented on the
continued inequity of fame and suc-
cess, as well as on how turning 40
can equal becoming invisible in an
art world obsessed, like the broader
culture, with youth and beauty. 

—Maria Porges
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Jessica Straus

Boston Sculptors Gallery

From afar, Jessica Straus’s carefully
constructed and colorful forms
appear quirky and playful. A closer

look at the circus colors, however,
reveals a less happy message. These
pieces are a polemic about the
world’s next crisis—the lack of drink-
able water. Oversize oil cans and
water carriers are covered with strips
sliced from red-and-yellow “Danger”
signs. We can piece the letters
together to read “Caution,” “Non
beber,” “Non potable,” and “Do not
drink.”
Meticulous, time-consuming

craftsmanship has been a hallmark
of Straus’s work throughout her
career. In the past, it has involved
carving wood into hand-crafted mul-
tiples, arranged in unexpected ways
and usually combined with unlikely,
hard-to-identify flea market objects.
Here, the same attention to detail
has gone into cutting and recon-
structing printed material, maps, and
warning tape.
Straus did herself a disservice with

the cheeky title of the show; “Uh
Oh!” reveals nothing helpful. It was
essential to read her explanation 
of the forms as water storage con-
tainers, suggesting “an absurd, last-
ditch effort to hang onto human-
 ity’s most precious resource.” The

Left: Libby Black, Spirit, 2016. Paper,

glue, and paint, 100.5 x 41 x 21 in.

Below left: Jessica Straus, installation

view of “Uh Oh!,” 2016. Below right:

Jessica Straus, Blimp, 2016. Wood,

collage, and found objects, 13 x 37

x 13 in.
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