M+B
office

A Girl Is a Fire Contained

Interview by Kayla Curtis-Evans

October 27, 2023

A girl is a fire contained. Beneath the
surface, she burns passionately, but she
is always taught to keep the flame at bay
to avoid becoming too hot to the touch.
We are taught to be gentle, yet fierce.
Unapologetic, but not so much so that we
stand apart from the crowd. We must
always navigate life through narrow
constructs, never daring to stray outside
the lines that have been dictated for us.

Artist Dylan Rose Rheingold experienced the palpable pressures of girlhood in her younger years, often feeling like
she was shrinking or altering herself to fit into a mold that was created for an unattainable ideal. Through learning to
accept the differences that characterize her, Rose creates space for other women to accept the pieces of themselves
that they did not have the strength to before.

Rheingold’s latest exhibition, Best in Show, now open at M+B, explores the journey of girlhood. Through a series of
mixed-media paintings, she conjures nostalgia as she draws from early memories, channeling the notion of
competition as she recalls her high school’s color war competitions.

You grew up in a suburb outside of NYC — a child to a Japanese mother and a Jewish-American father. How
have you learned to weaponize or reclaim this idea of “otherness” that often arises during adolescence?

Within my adolescence, that idea of 'otherness' wasn't something that | ever pushed away, but it was just something
that | felt and | didn't really know how to express. But being submersed in a community that was so insular, there was
so much of the same. And if you didn't fit into that box, you stood out. | kind of felt like | was almost floating; not really
knowing where | should be. | don't think | ever had a point where | was ashamed or blocking out my origins, but |
definitely wasn't as inspired or curious to explore my roots.

You allude to the many preconceived notions embedded within our minds as we mature. Social hierarchies
are inevitable, as they allow us to categorize and classify people and their actions. As you’ve matured
yourself, how have you unlearned these standards?

| think it's from honestly just putting yourself in a different environment. In college, | made so many friends from
different walks of life and | became interested in their history. It made me take a step back and think, 'Whoa, why
haven't | really taken the time to think about my own?' | started building this family archive of photos from both my
parents’ sides. And | was making a bunch of collages at the time. | was really interested in Rauschenberg's collages
— I'm a big fan of him. So | started making these collages and | didn't really have any intention of showing them. It
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was more just like an exercise for myself. But it really helped inform my voice and my thoughts, and | was able to
create these obscure combinations and connections. | kept making these as | started grad school and started looking
inward. | realized that what was so attractive about those images and pairing them side by side with both sides of my
family was the contrast. | was able to see that otherness as a powerful thing and a cool thing. It's actually cool how
different my mom grew up and my dad grew up. This should be celebrated. When you think about art history, American
culture, the American dream, and what that actually means, | think it's a lot closer to these diverse families than
anything else. | don't think that cookie-cutter mold is representative of the truth.

Your practice blends abstract figuration and surrealism. Why do you choose to portray your thoughts in this
way?

Stylistically, the choices exaggerate certain things
and hone in on and celebrate the awkwardness
and flaws that we experience at that age. | got my
BFA and MFA and | was taught how to draw very
traditionally. At the time, | found that to be super
frustrating because | was never really interested in
realism. Looking back now, I'm really grateful for it
because | think it did help me develop my own
style. All of the paintings [in this show] are mixed
media, so | start with an acrylic base and then |
end up layering a lot. But within the layers, | use
acrylic and oil stick pretty heavily. For this series, |
actually started making my paint for the first time.
So most of the dyes are made from pigments and
this was my first time experimenting with that. But
there's also China marker, there's also regular
marker, and even on the dog pile paintings, all of
the girls have somewhat chipped nail polish. | actually did use real clear nail polish and glitter on them. And I'm telling
you all of this because | think it also plays into what we were just speaking about. Being able to use high-quality
pigments and very professional mediums, but mixing those with materials that | think can directly relate to adolescents,
in a nostalgic way. Using hints of neon that almost remind you of a highlighter or using a little bit of a crayon and just
employing these techniques that aren't traditional.

| know for this exhibition you have chosen a more muted color palette than you usually do and even the
space you selected was intentional. Tell me about how this body of work departs from your previous ones.

This was my first time working on a body of work that was made in such a controlled setting, which was very
challenging. It's the first time | have a show that's really site-specific. When you walk into the space, | want it to feel
like an auditorium or a gymnasium. And the way that it's going to be installed is going to be that half of the space is
red and half of the space is blue. This is definitely a bit of a jump for me being that it's a body of work that's all taking
place within the same moment in time. Even the way that | made these works was interesting. It may seem a little bit
different to my audience, but making them felt the same. It just felt like | was doing a series of studies, which is
something that | usually do anyway. I'm just not really exhibiting the studies themselves, so this goes one step further.
My last show, which was called Lost in the Dress Up Bin, also drew a lot of parallels from adolescent experiences to
adulthood and navigating the space between girlhood and womanhood. | think that the parallels | made between
performance and identity in that show are the same concepts | am exploring here. | am examining how women feel
like we need to perform or that we subconsciously have an audience. We hold that gaze in so many ways and that
affects our identity and how we view ourselves.

“l am examining how women feel like we need to perform or that we subconsciously

have an audience. We hold that gaze in so many ways and that affects our identity
and how we view ourselves.”
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You mentioned the dichotomy and the interconnected relationship between movement and mistake in your
show notes. Can you expand upon that and what characterizes that relationship?

In my painting process, when | make a mistake, | never try and cover it up or start over. When | was in a more
traditional mindset, | was oil painting and making under paintings. It's something you learn to do so you can have a
solid foundation to start from. But as I've gotten older, | like to build off of my mistakes and | layer a lot, but | keep that
line work visible so you can see the movement and the flaws. You can see the growth of how these figures are
interacting over time and | think it's a more realistic view of my process. | think that's more relatable than seeing
something that's supposed to be perceived as realistic because that's what life is.

In the context of this body of work, it's also a reflection of what it means to be a woman. Building off of your
mistakes is just growing up. How has this work and the self-reflection that it spurred affected your outlook
on womanhood and the relationships we foster with one another?

| had definitely been recalling certain
memories and interactions from when | was
younger. | also had the realization that, in
my mind, one of the reasons that the art
world hasn't really taken this period of life
very seriously — this idea of girlhood — is
that maybe the issues or conflicts that occur
during that time don't feel heavy enough.
But | really do feel like even those situations
and the hard times that people go through at
that age, they really shape you and follow
you until you're older. | think about how
+ different maybe certain people would be if
they were let in a bit more during these
formative years, you know? | also watched
13 Going on 30 again last week. It's
definitely still one of my favorites and I think
the way they address nostalgia and social
hierarchies is actually pretty eye-opening.
Girls can be so cruel. Of course, we support women, but we can also acknowledge that girls are not always the kindest
and the waters are not always so warm. | wish we talked more about these things when | was younger because |
think some framework adjustments could have made all the difference.

These issues may seem so small to an adult, but when you're that age, those things are everything. It's not
surprising that there is often animosity between women because we're taught to compete with each other
our entire lives. It's about analyzing what teaches us to act that way towards each other because these things
are often taught and learned behaviors. If you could go back in time and speak to your younger self, what
would you say? Do you think there's anything she needed to hear?

If I could go back in time and tell my younger self something, it would be just to be a bit more unapologetic about
being myself. I'd tell myself not to be concerned about how my values or my interests may differ from my peers.
Knowing that that's actually a good thing and something worth embracing rather than shying away from.

| think that's something that's really hard to understand when you're that age. It's funny how we grow up and
become a bit more courageous to be the most authentic versions of ourselves. What do you hope other
women can take with them from this show as a lesson or empowering message to carry with them after they
depart?
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| just hope they can feel like they can be seen and heard. | want them to know that these people | am portraying are
not the cookie-cutter mold, but they are real and they have depth to them. They're beautiful because they are different.
When | think about my younger self going to museums, | would only ever see very traditional impressionist paintings
of women with children or women doing very domestic, leisurely activities like reading or taking a bath. Something
else that is subconscious in my practice is my inclusion of eye bags on faces. That's something I've been doing since
| was a little kid. | found a sketchbook the other day from when | was in elementary school and all of the people had
little curves under their eyes. At the time, it was nothing intentional. At the end of my BFA, someone commented on
it and asked, 'Is this a statement on flaws?' It really made me take a step back because it was so unintentional but
then | didn't want to correct it because it encapsulated my vision anyway. | never felt like there was a space where |
saw people who were like me, occupying that in-between space, or just figuring things out. So | think that's what I'm
trying to capture.
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