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In late July 1609, Sea Venture , an English ship transporting colonists to the New World on her maiden voyage, was steered into a coral 
reef in the aftermath of a tempest, just days away from her destination of Jamestown, Virginia. Somehow, all 150 passengers survived, 
inadvertently settling Bermuda as they waded to shore. Among them was a dog, the ship’s mascot, which, according to the press release 
for this exhibition, later became a symbol of collectiv resistance against the Virginia Company (a corporate entity seeking to establish 
settlements on the coast of North America) and thus, too, an emblem of the settlers’ preference for life on the uninhabited archipelago 
over that in Jamestown, where only chaos, disease, and starvation awited them.

Directly by the entryway to Hamishi Farah’s debut institutional solo exhibition, “Dog Heaven 2: How Sweet the Wound of Jesus 
Tastes,” was Dog Heaven , 2015, a shallow fountain sculpture, bearing a canine head and tail and set atop a wooden table, which spouts 
a modest stream of local tap and so-called international waters. First shown at Mon Chéri, Brussels, six years earlier—in a presentation 
to which this exhibition functions as a sequel—the work serves as an homage to the unnamed hound and is accompanied by three wall-
mounted legal documents: application papers for the animal’s importation into Bermuda, retroactively filed.

Farah’s ongoing scrutiny of racialism was pursued here through an eschatological allegory for the repercussions of forced moral 
subjecthood. The artist identifies the perverse contemporary fascination with imagery of suffering by positioning various depictions of 
the Passion, all made with reference to classical to early-modern devotional paintings and sculptures of Christ, in close proximity to 
portraits of human and nonhuman subjects facing uncertain fates, including, often enough, martyrdom. On an otherwise empty wall, 
Crucifix , 2021, containing a spectral outline of Christ’s languid corpse, was hung beside Farah’s notorious yet tender Representation of 
Arlo , a 2018 portrait of artist Dana Schutz’s son made in response to Schutz’s Open Casket , 2016, depicting the corpse of murdered 
fourteen-year-old African American Emmett Till. In Ostentatio Vulnerum , 2021, which Farah confessed to finishing only after the show 
had opened, sneaking into the Kunsthalle at night to add layers of pigment, Christ appears tortured and dolorous, his pallid skin flaking 
off to reveal patches of red flesh—a miserable, stark image when viewed opposite Black Lena Dunham , 2020, which references a 
paparazzi image of the eponymous white American actress but is painted so that she appears as if originally photographed in full 
blackface, smiling coyly.

Farah extended their ongoing concerns with refusal and scrutiny here. In Ghost Descending a Staircase , 2021, a monochromatic work of 
citrine-colored acrylic and pumice on linen, a disembodied aura descends a heavenly staircase; in Spider Under Glass , 2021, a brown 
arachnid is crudely imprisoned in an upturned glass. Above the latter whirled Spinning Around , 2021, a wooden crucifix purchased 
through a Swiss classified-ad website and attached to the rotating mechanism of a ceiling fan. Keenly aware that the charm of humor lies 
not just in being funny, but in its suggestion of the absurd, Farah used playfully cynical representational proxies to move toward the 
Afropessimistic logic that Christ, too, was Black. How else could his subjects so gleefully reinvoke his lynching in order to stoke their 
faith?

In spite of Farah’s derision, “Dog Heaven 2” served as a crucial meeting point for Black art workers in and around Switzerland. Eager to 
nurture a local discourse on the limitations of representation, curator Mohamed Almusibli commissioned two addenda to the exhibition: 
Window Seat , 2021, an audiovisual installation by Alfatih and Soraya Lutangu Bonaventure in response to Farah’s paintings, and an 
informal workshop, Critique & Care, initiated and organized by artist and curator Deborah Joyce Holman, at which Black art workers 
could exchange concerns, advice, and feedback among peers.

Farah offers a critique, through refusal, of the libidinal obsession with Blackness. By neglecting to paint a “real” Black subject, Farah 
narrowly avoids the humiliation of representation. Instead, they set their terms of engagement through a play of substitutions.

— Olamiju FajemisinAll rights reserved. artforum.com is a registered trademark of Artforum International Magazine, New York, NY.



Hamishi Farah’s first solo exhibition at Château
Shatto, “Antagoni,” cleverly hijacks the banal mores of
portraiture to delightfully nihilistic ends. Six of the
works on view depict closely cropped figures whose faces
are paradoxically both obscured and made all the more
visible by various types of coverings or markings. These
include Joey (all works 2020), a mugshot-esque snap of
a white, blue-eyed adolescent with marker scribbled
over his face. This is rendered in Mr. Farah’s signature
fluttery brushwork — a type of mock, post-impressionistic
looseness that insists on the surface of the painting
rather than indulging in illusionistic depth; it also cuts
through any preciousness, giving the compositions a
slightly informal air. That much is evident in Argyria Blue 
(The Ghost of Paul Karason), a seemingly absurdist splice
of Santa Claus and Violet Beauregarde. A quick web
search, however, identifies the namesake phantom as the
real-life Oregon native who suffered from a rare type
of silver poisoning that tinted his dermis into Smurfian
splendor and launched him into minor Internet fame. He
is flanked by After Vidaperfect, Gogograham and Marykang, an
uncharacteristically solemn, almost devotional depiction
of a veiled icon based on a backstage snap at fashion
label Gogo Graham’s AW!" runway show. Between these
two enigmas protrudes a close-up of a hornet whose
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distorted, fisheye lens effect gives the inhuman eyes 
a slightly quizzical expression as they gaze upon this 
disparate cast of characters. 
Juxtaposed against the paintings is a grouping of 
more cohesive black-and-white charcoal drawings: 
self-portraits commissioned from Rachel Dolezal, the 
controversial figure who achieved her “trans-racial” 
passing through a series of calculated surface signifiers. 
These are on display in her allegorical compositions — 
radical acts of self-fashioning narrativized into concise, 
pictorial psychodramas such as Drowning (all works 2020), 

 which captures her struggle against an unseen undertow 
 just beyond the reach of attendant dolphins; or the 
 more serene Nkechi, an idyllic rendering of her facial 
 features titled after the popular Igbo language name 
 meaning “gift of god.” It is worth noting that initially 
 these commissioned works were intended to be shown as 
 “readymades” over which Farah would claim authorship 
 (think Erased de Kooning Drawing (1953) pitted against the 
 flimsy fantasy of a “post-racial America”). The pieces 
 were ordered through Dolezal’s Instagram art platform 
 but would be signed by Farah, a gesture that invariably 
 led to a dispute between the two parties, with accusations 
 of overreach, unlawful appropriation, and the willful 
coopting of Dolezal’s artistic identity. 

 If we let that sink in for a minute, the punchline 
 basically writes itself, but it is worth unpacking the 
 chiasmic beauty of the perceived violence of Farah’s 
 localized defacement as it comes up against Dolezal’s 
 more pervasive and much more corrosive violence in her 
 performance of black face. And the joke doesn’t stop there 
 (although at that point it might stop being funny): more 
 than a personal indictment against a single perpetrator, 
 the juxtaposition between these two sets of images and 
 their modes of production highlights the nefarious ways 
 in which the medium of painting — and more specifically 
portraiture — is dependent on the circulation of so many 
extractable signs of “authenticity.” In fact, these form 
the shining core of a currency that can be funneled, not 
unlike offshore assets, into various nefarious usages. 
These range from Dolezal’s “problematic” conjuring of her 
inner biracial self, rendered most poignantly in a self-
portrait holding a totemic black and white cookie (and 
topped off with a generic tribal head wrap) all the way to 
the whims of a gluttonous art market that indiscriminately 
devours certain modes of painting that, in the process, 
become stand-ins not just for monetary value but real 
lived experiences.  The belief in this false equivalence 
bestows these pictures with almost talismanic properties, 
able to absolve its owner of any potential social sins. In 
light of this, a soaring auction premium seems like a small 
price to pay. What Farah makes aptly clear, however, is 
that, rather than diametrically opposed positions, these 
are all part and parcel of the same neoliberal endgame 
— something which, once glimpsed, like say the image of 
Nancy Pelosi kneeling in Ghanaian kente cloth, cannot be 
unseen.

#  Rachel Dolezal, Black & White Cookie, 2020. Acrylic on 
canvas. 38.74 $ 30.48 cm. Photography by Ed Mumford. 
Courtesy of the artist and Château Shatto, Los Angeles.

% Hamishi Farah,&Now Then, 2020. Detail.&Acrylic and 
volcanic rock on linen.&76.2 $ 94 cm. Photography by&Ed 
Mumford. Courtesy of the artist and Château Shatto, Los 
Angeles.

 “Antagoni”�Château Shatto, 
Los Angeles
by Franklin Melendez



Portraiture is almost certainly the artistic genre in which power and 
privilege imprint themselves most legibly. To “represent” can mean to 
depict, but also the right to speak on behalf of a group. The tension
between these two meanings is at the heart of Hamishi Farah’s debut 
solo show at Chateau Shatto. Two distinct groups of portraits make up 
this conceptually ambitious exhibition: oil paintings of people who have, 
by one means or another, altered their face, and five self-portraits in 
charcoal, pastel and acrylic commissioned from Rachel Dolezal. Farah’s 
approach prioritizes the referential capabilities of portraiture over 
formal innovation. These paintings point to compelling issues, but their 
pictorial language is conventional.

Two of Farah’s paintings depict white men who have drawn on their 
faces with a black marker. A man with a scruffy beard sports an
amateurish version of a batman mask across his forehead, nose and 
cheeks, while a more youthful guy stares blankly towards the viewer 
with what looks like half-assed blackface. Both images feel like 
mugshots, evoking the specter of criminal archetypes. So-called
“black” markers actually contain deep purple ink, and these racially-

Hamishi Farah, Joey (2020). Courtesy Chateau 
Shatto.
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tinged facial alterations come off as unambiguously pathetic. However, 
these jagged purple lines are the most visually exciting parts of the
paintings. Rendered with energetic brushstrokes into wet paint, these 
passages stand out from the static, at times stiff quality of portraits
painted from photographs. Farah’s other paintings depart from this
racial binary: a bearded man with entirely purple skin, a sumo wrestler 
wearing a sheet mask, a woman with her head covered by a stocking, 
and a closeup of a bee. These portraits add complexity and humor to 
the theme of self-presentation while sticking to a relatively 
conservative painterly technique.

Hamishi Farah, Now Then (2020). Courtesy Chateau 
Shatto.

Rachel Dolezal, whose claims of Blackness have been widely rebuked 
and ridiculed, makes self-portraits that are as strange as you would 
expect them to be. She deploys clumsy metaphors to emphasize her 
own victimhood and uses a Jewish cookie to claim bi-racial identity. 
Black and White Cookie (2020) portrays Dolezal in a black headwrap 
holding the titular cookie in front of her, having just taken a bite—you 
guessed it—right down the middle. I spent the most time looking at 
Banished (2020), a charcoal drawing that reads as a surrealist allegory 
for depression. It shows a somber Dolezal standing next to a fence with a 
large hole missing from her abdomen. A black sun the size of her 
missing section looms ominously above. These amateurish works are 
‘interesting’, in that they ask you to look more as a sociologist or 
psychologist. As with some of Farah’s own portraits, they illustrate how 
fixated humans can be on visual markers of identity, positing race as a 
particularly dangerous type of formalism. 
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What subjects are appropriate for which artists—and what is simply appropriation?
For +DPLVKL�)DUDK��KWWSV���ZZZ�DUWQHZV�FRP�W�KDPLVKL�IDUDK��, portraiture rushes 
to the heart of the�question. His exhibition “Antagoni,” at Château�Shatto, includes 
five works (all 2020) made by�the hand of 5DFKHO�'ROH]DO�
�KWWSV���ZZZ�DUWQHZV�FRP�W�UDFKHO�GROH]DO��.�In 2015, it emerged that Dolezal, 
whose parents�are both white, had passed as Black for years,�during which she earned 
an MFA from Howard�University and briefly headed a chapter of the�NAACP. Raked 
over in public opinion and�shunned by activists, Dolezal has apparently�retreated into 
art to express her trans-racial sense�of self. In Black & White Cookie, she presents�
herself in a head wrap, holding a black-and-white cookie bitten at the midline. The 
painting�is uncontrite; so are Banished, a standing self-portrait in charcoal, in which 
she appears with a�KROH�GUDZQ�LQ�KHU�EHOO\�WKH�VDPH�VL]H�DQG�VKDSH�DV�WKH�GHQVH�EODFN�
VXQ�SLFWXUHG�RYHUKHDG��DQG�'URZQLQJ��D�VHOI�SRUWUDLW�RI�WKH�DUWLVW�HQFLUFOHG�E\�VKDUNV��

)DUDK�KDG�WKH�JDOOHU\�FRPPLVVLRQ�WKHVH�SLFWXUHV��DQG�WKHQ²ZLWKRXW�'ROH]DO¶V�
SHUPLVVLRQ²FRXQWHUVLJQHG�HDFK�RQH��FODLPLQJ�WKHP�DV�UHDG\PDGHV��,Q�PLG�
'HFHPEHU��'ROH]DO¶V�ODZ\HU�GHPDQGHG�WKDW�)DUDK¶V�VLJQDWXUH�EH�UHPRYHG��7KH�
UHDVRQLQJ��KRZHYHU��UHYHDOV�D�SHGHVWULDQ�YLHZ�RI�DXWKRUVKLS��'ROH]DO�ZDQWHG�WR�HQVXUH�
WKDW�SRWHQWLDO�EX\HUV�NQHZ�ZKRP�WR�FRQWDFW�IRU�IUHVK�FRPPLVVLRQV�

$QRWKHU�VXLWH�RI�VL[�SRUWUDLWV��SDLQWHG�E\�)DUDK�EDVHG�RQ�LPDJHV�SXOOHG�IURP�WKH�ZHE��
LV�MXVW�DV�IUDXJKW��-RH\�DQG�0DWWKHZ�SRUWUD\�ILJXUHV�LQ�KDSOHVV�EODFNIDFH��PXJ�VKRWV�RI�
D�SDLU�RI�ZKLWH�EXUJODUV�ZKR�GUXQNHQO\�REVFXUHG�WKHLU�IDFHV�ZLWK�6KDUSLH��$IWHU�
9LGDSHUIHFW��*RJRJUDKDP�	�0DU\NDQJ�HPSOR\V�D�EDFNVWDJH�VKRW�IURP�WKH�GHVLJQHU�
*RJR�*UDKDP¶V�):���UXQZD\�VKRZ��LW�GHSLFWV�D�PRGHO�PDVNHG�E\�D�WDXSH�VWRFNLQJ��
DV�LI�UHDG\�WR�EXUJOH��7KHVH�SKRWRV�KDYH�WKHLU�RZQ�HWKLFV��EXW�LQ�DSSURSULDWLQJ�RU�
UHSURGXFLQJ�WKH�LPDJH²DV�WKH�SKRWRJUDSK�EUHDNV�LQWR�EUXVKVWURNHV²WKH�EXUGHQ�RI�
UHSUHVHQWLQJ�LII\�VXEMHFWV�VKLIWV�RQWR�WKH�SDLQWHU��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��)DUDK¶V�ILGHOLW\�WR�
KLV�VRXUFHV�UHWDLQV�WKH�LGLRV\QFUDWLF�RU�LGLRWLF�ZD\V�HDFK�VXEMHFW�WKZDUWV�WKH�EODFN�
ZKLWH�ELQDU\��:HLUGHVW�DQG�VDGGHVW�LV�$UJ\ULD�%OXH��7KH�*KRVW�RI�3DXO�.DUDVRQ���
GHSLFWLQJ�D�PDQ�ZKRVH�LQJHVWLRQ�RI�KRPHPDGH�FROORLGDO�VLOYHU�WXUQHG�KLV�VNLQ�D�ZHDU\�
QDY\��WKURXJK�WKH�VDPH�FKHPLFDO�UHDFWLRQ�XQGHUO\LQJ�VLOYHU�EDVHG��LQGHHG��EODFN�DQG�
ZKLWH��SKRWRJUDSK\��.DUDVRQ�VSHQW�D�FKXQN�RI�KLV�ILQDO�\HDUV�KRPHOHVV��VKXQQHG�IRU�
WKH�FRORU�RI�KLV�VNLQ��(DFK�SDLQWLQJ�PXGGOHV�LGHDV�RI�IDFLDO�UHFRJQLWLRQ��UDFH��DQG�WKH�
2WKHU��LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�WKH�WZR�WRQHG�REVHVVLRQ�EHKLQG�'ROH]DO¶V�VHOI�SRUWUDLWV��DOO�EXW�
RQH�RI�ZKLFK�DUH�JUD\VFDOH��)DUDK¶V�VL[�HPSKDVL]H�WKH�IXOO�YLVLEOH�VSHFWUXP�

(YHQ�VR��)DUDK¶V�VKRZ�DOVR�PRFNHG�WKH�IDFLOH�UDLQERZ�OLEHUDOLVP�WKDW�GRHVQ¶W�FDUH�LI�
\RX¶UH�%ODFN�RU�ZKLWH��EOXH�RU�JUHHQ��8QWLWOHG��%HH���VDQGZLFKHG�EHWZHHQ�$UJ\ULD�DQG�
$IWHU�9LGDSHUIHFW��LV�EDVHG�RQ�D�SKRWR�WKDW�DFFRPSDQLHG�D�'DLO\�0DLO�DUWLFOH�GHWDLOLQJ�
KRZ�D�ZDVS¶V�IDFLDO�PDUNLQJV�DGYHUWLVH�LWV�ILJKWLQJ�SURZHVV��2QO\�UDFLVW�
SVHXGRVFLHQWLVWV�FODLP�WR�SUHGLFW�DJJUHVVLYHQHVV��LQWHOOLJHQFH��RU�YLULOLW\�LQ�WKH�KXPDQ�
VSHFLHV�EDVHG�RQ�SK\VLRJQRP\��%XW�)DUDK¶V�DSSURSULDWLRQ�RI�'ROH]DO��KHU�DUWZRUN�DQG�
PHVV\�HWKLFV�ERWK��QHLWKHU�DEVROYHV�QRU�FRQGHPQV�KHU��,QVWHDG��
³$QWDJRQL´²D�VKRZ�ZLWK�D�WLWOH�DPELYDOHQWO\�VK\�RI�DQWDJRQLVP²HQYHORSV�DUWLVW��
VXEMHFW��DQG�YLHZHU�LQ�D�FDVFDGH�RI�VWLFN\�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�DQG�UHSUHVHQWLQJ��)DUDK�KDV�EHHQ�
KHUH�EHIRUH��+LV�SDLQWLQJ�5HSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�$UOR��������SXVKHG�WKH�FRQWURYHUV\�RYHU�
WKH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�'DQD�6FKXW]¶V�H[SUHVVLRQLVW�ULII�RQ�WKH�PXUGHUHG�(PPHWW�7LOO�LQ�WKH�
�����:KLWQH\�%LHQQLDO�LQ�GLVFRPILWLQJ��SURGXFWLYH�GLUHFWLRQV��6FKXW]�PDLQWDLQHG�WKDW�
KHU�SDLQWLQJ�VSRNH�WR�WKH�VLQFHUH��XQLYHUVDO�HPSDWK\�RI�PRWKHUKRRG��)DUDK�GXO\�EDVHG�
KLV�RQ�D�SKRWRJUDSK�RI�6FKXW]¶V�VRQ��$ODV��FULWLFV�WRRN�)DUDK¶V�JDX]\��DOPRVW�
VDFFKDULQH�SRUWUDLW�RI�D�ZKLWH�DUWLVW¶V�ZKLWH�VRQ�DV�DQ�DJJUHVVLYH��HYHQ�YLROHQW�DFW��,Q�
RWKHU�ZRUGV��WKH\�UHSULVHG�6FKXW]�DQG�KHU�GHIHQGHUV¶�IDLOXUH�WR�JLYH�SDLQWLQJ�LWV�GXH�
DORQJVLGH�SKRWRJUDSK\�DV�D�WHFKQRORJ\�RI�UDFH��
³$QWDJRQL´�WHVWV�WKH�VDPH�KXPDQLVW�WHQHW�WKDW�P\�IUHHGRP�HQGV�ZKHUH�LW�UHVWULFWV�
\RXUV��+HUH��LW�KROGV��,Q�³$QWDJRQL�´�WKHUH�LV�DQRWKHU�SLFWXUH�RI�D�PRWKHU�DQG�FKLOG��
0RWKHUKRRG��E\�5DFKHO�'ROH]DO�
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