BLOOD MONEY
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SO HERE THE CAUSES WHY IN LONDON 
SO MANY MEN ARE MADE & UNDONE 
THAT ARTS & HONEST TRADING DROP 
O SWARM ABOUT THE DEVIL’S SHOP

CAPTION TO WILLIAM HOGARTH’S, THE SOUTH SEA SCHEME (1721)

Never let it be said the Stephanie Wilde is not an artist driven by her conscience. In a career spanning several decades she has brought her artistic talent, vision, and intelligence to bear on the human suffering inflicted in our time by the forces of disease, ignorance, prejudice, and greed, in many cases reaching back into the past to retrieve historical precedents that provide powerful metaphors for contemporary experiences. As a consequence, Wilde’s startling, often beautifully moving imagery has a poignancy that is as timeless as it is provocative.

The narratives Wilde weaves into her paintings and prints are complex social commentaries, comprised of intricate networks of references to unscrupulous human conduct, that make for tapestry-like tableaux vivants in which the detailed abstract patterning, color choices, garments, and demeanor of the figures all have symbolic significance. Wilde has always had an eye for detail, as well as an encyclopedic knowledge of symbols from various cultures, and she rarely leaves a stone unturned in her quest to convey the many nuances of the matter at hand.

Wilde’s latest body of work, 45 panels in both large and small groupings completed between 2006 and 2009, and exhibited collectively under the title Harmed, is inspired by the blind greed and willful fraud of large corporations that has dominated the news and wreaked financial havoc. It is actually a project she began in 2002, and other traumatic events (especially 9/11) have had an impact on the new art as well. 

Harmed is in many ways the integration and culmination of several major themes Wilde has poured her soul into over the last twenty years. It was the AIDS crisis in this country and abroad in the 1980s and 90s that first awakened Wilde’s social consciousness and moral outrage, leading to several compelling series of works on the toll of AIDS in Africa, awakening viewers to the parallels between the scale of the crisis and that of the Black Plague. Her empathy for the helpless victims of forces beyond their control or the deception of others has been a crucial element of her art ever since, and is enunciated forcefully here in the title work, Harmed, in the five-panel Falling, in Moral Hazards and others.

Wilde also brings to this current work her critical eye for the state of human relations in the contemporary community, our shared frailties and pitfalls, which has figured prominently in her art before. Her earlier 1999 exhibition at the Salt Lake Art Center entitled Possessed by the Furies explored such issues as the denial of death, the taboo of illness, and the arrogance, dishonesty, and self-indulgence evident in our highly polarized society. Harmed is, in a sense, a continuation of this narrative, a broadening of a perspective that in Possessed was based on personal grief, self-evaluation, and an insidious general malaise, and is here occasioned by a deep societal trauma in which many of us may have unwittingly had a hand. The connection between these two important projects is made explicit by the inclusion in the current exhibition of Wilde’s Tug of War from 1998. This exquisitely executed piece portraying the contest within ourselves between good and evil, and the internal voice to do right in the face of rampant wrong, is echoed here in subjects like her commentary on McCarthyite blacklisting in the diptych They, Them or Us.

As contemporary as her subjects are, Wilde’s aesthetic, ideals, and work ethic are descended from earlier artistic traditions, particularly ones which addressed social, spiritual, or philosophical issues. On one hand, her exquisite style and presentation aesthetic has the preciousness and intricate detail of those laboriously crafted illuminated manuscripts from the Middle Ages, while her larger, meticulously planned multi-panel compositions evoke the moralizing, symbol-laden altarpieces of the Northern Renaissance. On the other hand, Wilde’s art can be very much in tune with more down-to-earth artistic persuasions, such as the satirical bent that invigorated British literary and visual art in the eighteenth century. She is a soul mate of printmaker and painter William Hogarth (1697-1764), who also created elaborate scenes mocking the social evils and duplicitous money schemes of his day, similarly exposing in multifarious detail examples of disreputable behavior for his audience to ponder. Wilde also shares with Hogarth an affinity for the theatrical, with each composition a stage upon which a moral drama (or comedy) is played out.

Yet her most recent endeavors tap into a much darker art from the past too. Wilde’s macabre images like Watchful and Falling seem straight out of Edgar Allen Poe, while her decadent overtones and uncommonly frank representations establish her as a latter-day kindred spirit to that late fifteenth century eccentric, Hieronymous Bosch. This latter comparison is not farfetched: Wilde’s naked, ashen figures stranded on a bloody compost of decayed remains in the title installation; the self-satisfied partiers in Harmed’s central panel, drunk on their good fortune, devouring human hors d’oeuvres, and defecating gold coins; the worm infested skulls in Corporate Death—all conjure up a Boschian world of depraved licentiousness. We recognize in its heartfelt vehemence that Wilde’s project is a personal rather than theological crusade. It is damnation minus the dogma, and her indignation resonates.

It is remarkable how the artist manages biting social commentary while remaining true to a cultivated aestheticism. Wilde’s uncanny ability to portray existential angst with such refinement is a distinguishing characteristic of her art. The decorative beauty of her delicate line work and geometric patterning, her expert use of gold leaf, pen, and paint, captivates us even when the subject matter is less overtly provocative. The diptych Larger Fool Theory may be about a 17th century tulip pyramid scheme, but entranced by its elegance, mystery, and virtuosity, we may be excused for missing its Hogarthian message.
From the exhibition catalog of Harmed at the Salt Lake Art Center, July 18th-October 31st, 2009
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