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Mercedes Helnwein captures the weight of quiet moments, and the  

triggers for chaos buried in them... the domestic cosmos and its fallout.  

Helnwein focuses on suburban American adolescence: living rooms,  

Halloween, prom, family members, and television sets, looking at these 

scenes of daily  life through a claustrophobic lens. With an obsessive 

interest, she returns to the subjects over and over, capturing the acci-

dental motions that these moments betray. Helnwein will also screen 

two films: Cops, and Nurses, which present enigmatic and disquieting 

scenes of mundane workplace interactions. This exhibition is curated by 

the Edward Hopper House’s Artistic Director and Curator, Carole Perry.



2 0 1 7

C A R O L E  P E R R Y

C U R A T O R ’ S  N O T E S
Mercedes Helnwein will be presenting oil pastels from her series Chaos Theory at the Edward Hopper House from 
May through August 2017.  Focusing on suburban American adolescence and family life, Helnwein sources her  
imagery from anonymous photographs or from characters posed in living room sets she creates in her studio.   
The original scenes are replicated in oil pastel (a medium the artist feels lends itself to “amplifying the disquiet of the 
seemingly innocuous moments”), laying bare the angst and tension with which family rituals and youthful endeavors 
are often fraught.  From trick-or-treating and family gatherings to school dances and class pictures, she returns to the 
subjects of quotidian adolescent and familial routines over and over to capture the accidental emotions and inherent  

dramas that she believes these isolated moments betray.

Helnwein’s early years were 
spent far removed from the 
typically American lifestyle 
portrayed in her work. Born in 
Vienna, Austria in 1979, she is 
the daughter of the renowned 
artist Gottfried Helnwein. They 
moved to Ireland when she 
was 14, and since 2000, she 
has been dividing her time 
between her family’s castle 
in Ireland and her home in 
Los Angeles. Gottfried didn’t 
push his artistic influence on 
his daughter, but he did instill  
in her the notion that “Art is 
not an answer, it is a question,”  
and so, question every minute 
possibility she does. She often 
creates numerous versions of a 
single scene, seeking to escape 
its “claustrophobic” effect and 
obsessively analyzing the many 

possible interpretations depending on subtle - or not so subtle - variations.  

Also included in the exhibition are two films Helnwein made in 2014 entitled Cops and Nurses. The films - meant to  
be shown concurrently and with the same haunting, suspenseful soundtrack composed by her brother, Ali -  
present enigmatic, disquieting scenes of mundane workplace interactions, or lack thereof. The films challenge 

gender stereotypes and associated symbolisms and leave the viewer to decipher meaning.

Helnwein chose not to study art formally, preferring instead to find her own voice. As she says “I didn’t want any inter-
ference other than inspiration from other works of art that I admire.”  Having been surrounded by art and creativity from 
the beginning, she would have been hard pressed to escape the artistic influence of others. One artist Helnwein gives 
a nod to - consciously or not - is Edward Hopper. The Hopperesque quality of her films and pastels, from the ambigu-
ous relationship dynamics to the slice-of-life drama, recalls many of Hopper’s iconic masterworks.  Her work embraces  

that influence while bringing a fresh new perspective and going a step further by animating the scenes in film.  
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M E R C E D E S  H E L N W E I N 

S T A T E M E N T
I’ve been developing this series of work over the last couple of years. It has a lot to do with the kind of ordinary 
scenarios that I’ve always had a claustrophobic aversion to and obsession with for as long as I can remember.   
Normalness and all the abnormal things about it.  The weight of quiet moments, and the triggers for chaos buried 

in them. The domestic cosmos and its fall out. 

The “American way of life” also plays a big part. There has always been that umbilical cord in my work to the U.S. 
in a way that is probably only possible from a European viewpoint. More specifically with this series I became  
focused on suburban American adolescence – living rooms, Halloween, prom, family members, television sets.  
I didn’t exactly plan it that way, but a lot of the reference material I was drawn to were family snapshots and yearbook 
pictures, and the theme of “growing up” inevitably developed. The adults featured somehow became the accessories.

 
The photos I used for reference (predominantly from the 50s, 60s and 70s) had to trigger the possibility of stories.  
Coming across the right image was sometimes the longest part of the process. There had to be something there 
that would make me obsessive about the moment depicted.  Often it would be snapshots, badly taken, probably by 
some dad with zero sense of composition. I loved all the accidental emotions that a moment like that could betray, 

and the way that many of the scenes seemed to be secretly meaningful.  

I worked mostly with oil pastels  
to create the scenes for this 
exhibition, a medium which lent  
itself well to amplifying the 
disquiet of the seemingly in-
nocuous moments I started 
with. In the end the work is 
very loud if unpredictable in its 
declaration of what is maybe 
really going on – laying bare 
the nonlinear, highly volatile 
quality of life even at the lev-
el of unremarkable routine. It 
does so, not necessarily in a 
way that makes sense, but in a 

way that can be felt.

Besides finding old photo-
graphs to work from I also be-
gan to create living room sets 
in my studio, which enabled 
me to photograph and film my 
own imagery and push things further. Photography and film have always been an important element in my work 
– perhaps one of the earliest mediums I’ve used intensely. As a teenager I started recreating scenes of different 
time periods and social scenarios using my neighbors, friends and brothers and dressing them up as characters 

ranging from Ellis Island immigrants, to 60s housewives, and depression era farmers.  
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The Edward Hopper House has developed curriculum that invites FAMILIES, CHILDREN and ADULTS to engage with 
this exhibition. The following is an example that may be used as the hands-on portion of a classroom experience for children  
in grades 4-12, the core of which is then revisioned for use in the Second Sunday Family Program at The Nyack Library.  

The Edward Hopper House also offers an ART TALK with the curator or artist to explore in-depth aspects of the exhibition. 
 

ALTERED PORTRAITS
Insprired by the portraiture of Mercedes Helnwein, we’ll create our own altered portraits. Bring in some photo-
graphs of yourself or we’ll provide you with images. We’ll begin by cutting up our portraits into pieces and then 
remounting them onto foam core in an interesting way. Then, we’ll use oil pastels to add, conceal, or change  

features both on top of the images as well as in the negative space.

P U B L I C  P R O G R A M S  A N D

C U R R I C U L U M

INSPIRATIONAL ARTIST :  Rembrandt van Rijn 
(1606-1669) Prolific painter draftsman, and etcher. A cru-
cial aspect of Rembrandt’s development was his intense 
study of people, objects, and their surroundings, as evi-
dent in works like his early self-portraits and the Saint Paul 
in Prison of 1627. Rembrandt was preoccupied with direct 
observation, focussing on capturing compelling descriptions 
of light, space, atmosphere, modeling, texture, and human 
situations.  His theatrical style, and dramatized paintings 
evolved to a more contemplative manner. This change re-
flects period change, but also personal circumstance.

I NSPI RATIONAL ARTIST :  Andy Warhol 
(1928-1987) Painter, filmmaker and printmaker. His 
most famous subjects include Marilyn Monroe, Eliza-
beth Taylor, Mick Jagger and Mao Zedong. As these 
portraits gained fame and notoriety, Warhol began to 
receive hundreds of commissions for portraits from 
socialites and celebrities. Warhol’s life and work si-
multaneously satirized and celebrated materiality and 
celebrity. He was obsessed with celebrity, consumer 
culture and mechanical reproduction. He drew wide-
ly from popular culture and everyday subject matter.

KEY CONCEPTS : 
- How does the surrealist movement influence altered portraits? - How can cutting up a 
portrait and rearranging the pieces create a surreal look? - How telling can concealing 
be? In other words, how does concealing parts of a portrait create meaning? -  How can 

negative space be used to create an interesting or unique composition?

ART TALK 
Mercedes Helnwein - Chaos Theory

 
Date TBD 

presented in collaboration  
with The Nyack Library

Mercedes Helnwein will discuss her working process, 
what inspires her, cultural connections, and how the 

materials she uses convey meaning.  

VOCABULARY TERMS : 

Satire    Materiality  Texture 

Consumerism   Pr intmaking 

Space  Light  Popular Culture  



(cover) 
HALLOWEEN III, 2016 
oil pastel on paper, 46 x 59 in.

(curator’s notes) 
BOB’S FRIENDS, 2015 
oil pastel on paper, 16 x 19 in.

(statement) 
KIDS AND GUITARS II, 2015 
oil pastel on paper, 47 x 70 in.

(curriculum) 
CONNECTION, 2016 
oil pastel on tracing paper, 5 x 6 in.

TOASTMASTERS, 2015 
ink, oil pastel on paper, ~ 8 x 10 in. 

(top left) 
GRAVITY, 2016 
oil pastel on paper, 16.5 x 16.5 in.

(top right) 
LANEY, 2016 
oil pastel on paper, 34 x 34 in.

(middle) 
STREET, 2014 
oil pastel on paper, 37 x 70 in.

(bottom right) 
PARENTS, 2016 
oil pastel on paper, 22 x 20 in.

(bottom left) 
CRASH, 2015 
oil pastel on paper, 22 x 33 in. 


