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Profile

Aria Dean 
The US artist addresses subjecthood and the hidden 
violence at the edges of representation by immersing 
viewers in philosophically laden digital environments.

‘Art is sometimes discussed as the product of a cam-
paign against death – usually as an individual’s narcis-
sistic desire for immortality,’ Aria Dean wrote in 2020, 
in response to Achille Mbembe’s book Necropolitics, ‘but 
perhaps, just as o�en, it is a grappling with the harsh 
reality of exemption’s closing horizon.’ Knowing this, 
the artist has given the spectre of death a central place 
in her work. That same year, for example, Dean pro-
duced a series of acrylic murals in the lobby of Los 
Angeles’ Hammer Museum titled ‘Les Simulachres’,  
in which a rascally skeleton – a personification of  
death the artist gleaned from 16th-century German 
Renaissance woodcuts – visits European nobles, such as 
politicians, clergy and scientists. Similarly, in her video 
A River Called Death, 2017, which flips between shots  
of a river and a black screen, we hear a story told in 
subtitles of a hollow-eyed ghost whose translucent body 
‘caught the sun through a mist of smog so that he looked 
like smoke’.

Death, for Dean, is intimately linked to questions of 
subjecthood, figuration and violence, particularly for 
those whose lives have been rendered simultaneously 
invisible and hyper-visible in the eyes of the state. For 
example, in her digital video (meta)models ‘I’ is a crowd 
(demo), 2019, the camera circles a mirrored rectangular 
plinth sited on numerous US city streets and, oddly –  
if not suggestive of a vampiric gaze – reflects neither  
a camera operator nor any discernible entity there to 
perceive it. Meanwhile, speakers in a voice-over, banter-
ing like radio DJs, pontificate on being and nothingness, 
tying such ontological questions to that of black libera-
tion. In another of Dean’s works, the video-cum-instal-
lation King of the Loop, 2020, actor Edem Dela-Seshie 
delivers a monologue inside an industrially produced 
metal cube bisected diagonally by mirrors as if an 
existential funhouse, while several cameras surveil the 
actor’s movements from various angles and distances.

Dean o�en presents philosophical meditations in the 
form of digitally rendered hypotheticals, warping 
images beyond recognition in order to figure violence 
without viscera. This politicised type of abstraction is 
apparent in the video Suite!, 2021, where we see a group 
of animated tree trunks covered in kudzu vines dance  
on a black-and-white grid. The tree-like figures, whose 
choreography was made using motion capture from 
Dean’s own body and videos from the web, resemble 
anything from humans in ghillie suits to surrealist 
chess pieces, or the chroma-key-cloaked figures that 
twirl on a photo calibration target – figures reminiscent 
of Hito Steyerl’s famous anti-surveillance film How Not 
to be Seen, 2013. But at the end of Suite!, Dean’s dancers 
spontaneously combust and writhe, burning on the 
chequerboard floor.

Following and refining the sensibility of these earlier 
works, Dean’s recent single-channel video Abattoir, 
2023, takes place in a fictional slaughterhouse. 
Commissioned by the Renaissance Society in Chicago,  
a city that was historically the headquarters of the US’s 
meatpacking industry, and made using Unreal Engine,  
a game development tool used to simulate immersive 
experiences, the ten-minute video grapples with the  
way in which industrialised killing, on both literal and 
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mooing. The metal hooks subtly sway, as if dancing  
in their own aloof way.

Abattoir is le� open-ended, but it nevertheless orbits  
a central, troublesome question: when did you die?  
Was it during the staticky interval in which your  
brain desperately fired its last signals and, if so, why  
did perception linger long a�er the blade fell, à la Dr 
Gabriel Beaurieux’s 1905 guillotine observations. Or  
had death already placed a seal on you somewhere in the 
world outside the slaughterhouse and, if so, what made 
the events inside the slaughterhouse exceptional?

By connecting Bataille’s thoughts on slaughterhouses 
with those of Afropessimist thinker Frank B Wilderson 
III, Dean invites viewers to consider the ways in which 
sanctioned killing extends beyond cattle to humans. 
Furthermore, in a 2021 essay titled ‘Black Bataille’, Dean 
laid the theoretical groundwork for Abattoir, mapping 
Wilderson’s formulation of blackness – ‘There are no 
Blacks in the world, but there is no world without Blacks.’ 
– onto Bataille’s notion of ‘base matter’ and his ideas of 
the formless, fluctuating materiality, decomposing flesh, 
excrement and the like that disrupts western epistemolo-
gy’s high-low binary from outside its known framework. 
Dean’s computer-generated slaughterhouse likewise 
represents those wilfully ignored spaces, real and virtual, 
that lie outside liberal humanism’s strictures and that,  
by virtue of their banishment, constitute the rationally 
ordered ‘inside’. In other words, Dean’s Abattoir makes 
visible the very structures of socially sanctioned violence.

Eclectic in her choice of interlocutors both as an artist 
and as a writer, Dean concludes ‘Black Bataille’ with  
an extended discussion of US artist David Hammons’s 
sculpture Untitled (dung), 1983–85, a six-inch-cubed lump 
of elephant dung decorated with metal pins, specks of 
paint and peanuts (currently housed at the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art). Noting the way the compact 
scatological object destabilises notions of art, value and 
the African diaspora, Dean writes: ‘It’s an object that 
asks you a lot of questions all at once – the most frighten-
ing of which might be, who are you?’ This question could 
just as easily apply to Abattoir and, indeed, when the 
first-person point of view is pressed upon and taken 
apart, something frightening does occur: a vacuum  
opens briefly, in which the viewer’s own consciousness  
is thrown into relief.

Aria Dean’s exhibition ‘Abattoir’ is at the  
Institute of Contemporary Arts, London to 5 May.

Jenny Wu is a writer based in New York.

metaphorical levels, has long haunted the art and 
architecture of western modernity. Dean guides – or, 
rather, coerces – viewers through the innards of the 
unsavoury and scorned structure: a site once compared 
by French philosopher Georges Bataille to ‘a boat with 
cholera aboard’. The slaughterhouse, Dean tells me, 
‘crops up throughout the West – and globally – both  
in actuality and as an allegorical model’ that runs 
‘parallel to the settler colonial state, replicated  
across history and geographies’.

The uncanniness of the computer-generated  
mise-en-scène, an amalgamation of images taken from 
YouTube narrated by historical texts, is compounded  
by the absence of human and animal actors therein. The 
video opens with a first-person perspective, the camera 
moving as if treading slowly and hesitantly between the 
rust-coloured walls (an environment reminiscent for art 
goers of Richard Serra’s spatially disorienting weather-
ing steel sculptures). I-beams overhead give way  
to glimpses of a glass ceiling filtering a hazy light.  
A rubber floor is revealed to be underfoot and what 
appears to be patches of dirt, dung and hay are crushed 
into its grooves. The passageway is curved rather than 
angular; this architectural decision appears to control 
the direction and speed of your movement. Up ahead,  
we see the slaughterhouse’s guillotine, which resembles 
a narrow metal elevator sha�. The passageway termi-
nates bluntly here, having delivered us to death’s door. 
The scene goes black. Flashes of amber light glow and 
fill the screen. This dizzying interlude is perhaps a 
visualisation of the electrical signals that can continue 
to fire in the brain a�er death, lasting for over a minute. 

Surprisingly, the video does not end there: we wake 
up, in stunned silence, in a syrupy puddle of blood. A set 
of double doors bursts open. Beyond it is the slaughter-
house’s cooler room, where meat is hung to age on shiny 
metal hooks. Again, we see no hanging carcasses, 
though there is undeniably more blood on the floor; 
could it be that all that blood is yours? At first, we hang 
and move with the hooks, but soon we become detached 
and float freely around the room, as if now in death 
– ‘cursed and quarantined’, to again use Bataille’s words 
– we have somehow eluded the mechanisms of control 
that scripted our march to the guillotine. In the final 
minutes of the work, a saccharine instrumental cover 
of Tommy James and the Shondells’ 1967 pop hit ‘I 
Think We’re Alone Now’ comes swelling in. The strange 
timbre of the melody, which calls to mind a melancholy 
kazoo, is in fact the sound of a cello played by musician 
Nick Wetherell mixed with field recordings of a cow 

But as one… (rework, feat.), 2019 


