

















Precise Ambiguities

Mia Brownell's luminous paintings are often compared to seventesnth-century Dutch still lifes, and
such works as Stil Life with Citrus certainly echo the vanitas tradition, with its moral reminder of
life’s fleeting pleasures. But even as Brownell's paintings engage in a dialogue with the past, with
established artistic tradition, they move into new territory, embodying a postmodern state of
ambiguity through their exploration of natural and artificial forms.

Brownell has said that she finds “captivating” the ambeguity that “the synthess of these natural and
artificial states” creates. In portraying visible forms, she simultaneously hints at invisible, interior
spaces (and sometimes boldly confronts us with an existential black cavity, like that of the dead
rooster in Stll Life with Cock (Curin). Meditating on shapes seen and unseen, Brownell gives expres-
sive form to the molecules comprising the foods that we eat, and in so doing straddles the bound-
aries between food and science, between naturalism and abstraction, Her ostensibly still lifes are in
fact dynamic, their swirls and strands and helies in neverending motion across the canvas, As we
follow the seductively looping strands into an infinite beyond, we experience a sensation of floating
beyond the confines of the frame. Yet Brownell’s essential forms—her beautifully drawn fruits-
inexorably bring us back to earth, grounding us in the painting once again. The bursting npeness of
the fruits seems barely contained by the molecular forms surrounding them. Brownedl's process of
structuring and scientizing them creates a tension that suggests imminent entropy: at any moment
arder might erupt into disorder; sense and antisense strands of DNA, colliding.

Brownell's paintings, especially her new series on plants and their pollinators, call to mind the
practice of late seventeenth- and early esghteenth-century naturalists ke Mara Sibylla Meran,
whose meticulous scentific rendernngs blended the familiar with the foresgn, This intersection of
farniliar and unfamiliar in turn brings to mind the aesthetic category of the grotesque, whose
tvbrrid forms are largely defined by ambiguity: In Brownells Meat & G(l)aze series, meat encircles an
apple dripping with dew, or is itself entwined with grapes; carcasses are splayed, innards revealed,
The aftermath of human intervention is visible in a cock’s stray pinfeathers and goose-bumped
flesh. With fascination and revulsion we contemplate the stomach as both digestive organ and
consumable flesh, owing to Brownell's precise rendering of muscle, bony ribs, and heneycombed
pockets of tripe.This flesh is smultaneously beautiful in its structural perfection and discomfiting in
its suggestion of female genitalia. Brownell's meat appears at once concrete and abstract, just as
her organic forms—the grapes and pears and other fruits that inhabit her paintings—remain
material even as their shapes morph into geometry.

Like a [atter-day naturalist, Brownell closely abserves the world around her, but her works do nat
exist in cultural isolation. Her paintings engage with the contemporary debate about the American
focd system, its genetically modified foods and disregard for seasonality. Brownell's fruits, like those
in supermarkets, are timeless, eternally npe and indifferent to season; her senes on dyspepsia,
Stormach Acid Drearns, ruminates on dipestion and health as it makes visible our (literal) dscomfort
with a food systern gone awry Tet even when these issues fade from public awareness, Brownell's
paintings will have staying power due to their great emotional tonality At the very least. they allow
us to revel in the gorgecusness of the fruits of our earth—fruits that, on Brownell's canvases at
least, still have the possibility to nouwrish and sustain.

Darra Goldstein
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