
ORWELLIAN OFFSPRING 
 
In recent years, stories about dystopian futures have become mass-media obsessions, such as 
Black Mirror, The Hunger Games, and The Handmaid’s Tale. Although the genre is not new, a 
recent New Yorker article states that we are living through ‘A Golden Age for Dystopian Fiction.’ 
Is it possible that its current prevalence speaks to more than just a passing trend? 
 
While oppressive systems in the U.S. continue to be exposed, people en masse are turning to 
dystopian narratives for answers and the ability to play out mounting fears. As a means of 
unpacking their own inheritance of oppressive systems, the artists in this show mine their 
personal histories, dealing with labor, body, memory, and ancestral ties across time and place. 
Together, the artworks create an avenue where reality and fiction converge--illuminating an 
opportunity for critical reflection on the current socio-political moment and perhaps even action. 

 
“The moral to be drawn from this dangerous nightmare situation is a simple one. 
Don’t let it happen. ” - George Orwell 
 
Published shortly after World War II in 1949, Orwell’s 1984 has become part of the collective 

consciousness. Having grown up with this term, Millennials in particular, seem to possess a 

keen awareness and criticality towards Orwellian characteristics within society. Many Millennials 

believe that American society, specifically, has taken on several of the behaviors and symptoms 

that Orwell and other writers of the genre describe in their novels. From the rise of the one 

percent, manipulation of the media, the mapping of private data, mass shootings, and big 

pharma — there are no shortage of parallels. The recent rise of dystopian media has no doubt 

been influenced by present-day maladies. However, the genre’s popularity also points to a 

growing undercurrent that desires to find an explanation and perhaps alternatives for a complex 

and frightening world.  

 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2017/06/05/a-golden-age-for-dystopian-fiction


Thus, Orwellian Offspring refers to a generation that is acutely aware of society’s defects, and 

whom are simultaneously challenging and coming to terms with how oppressive ideologies and 

systems are transmitted from one generation to the next. Although many dystopian stories take 

root in the future, Orwellian Offspring looks to the past for answers. Artists Jacqueline Surdell, 

Marie Baldwin, and Mitsu Salmon unravel current dystopian complexities and their personal 

disillusionments with society by looking to familial histories—generations that experienced their 

own harsh realities. They recreate and examine objects associated with the lives of their 

families and consider how these objects continue to transmit ideologies and ramifications of the 

past.  

 

 

 

 



Surdell projects a series of scenes that function as fragments of her grandmother’s memory in 

Amsterdam during Nazi occupation in WWII. One of these fragments comes from the 

intermingling of Dutch licorice and her grandmother’s written text, inciting the senses and 

evoking various reactions — nostalgia, distaste, indifference, etc. Licorice is at once deeply 

personal to Surdell and linked to her childhood memories, but in a broader sense, represents 

the act of consuming. Given the wartime context, the idea of consumption becomes violent. 

Furthermore, the licorice is framed and displayed with pins—referencing the urge to re-examine 

something that is perceived as long since passed. A broken Dutch sugar vessel, passed down 

from Surdell’s grandmother, also appears. The vessel representing the fragmented passage of 

stories and knowledge from one generation to the next, and the frivolous attempt to fit pieces of 

the story back together. The display style of these objects astutely references the system of 

historicization and how this practice of transmitting information shapes our everyday 

experiences, beliefs, and affects the ways in which people across time and space recall events.  

 

Another extension of the installation is a large architectural support beam -- reminiscent of the 

beams that held up a crumbling infrastructure during the war in Amsterdam. The sawing away of 

this architectural support further extrapolates a breakdown of systemic structures. 

 



On a similar current, Salmon draws from the research of her great-grandfather Ryozo Kanehira, 

a well-known botanist from Japan, who did extensive work in Taiwan during the Japanese 

occupation. Formosan Wood is a performance and installation piece that looks at plant's 

processes and histories as connected to the body and the complexities of colonization. In 

particular, Salmon researches the Formosan Gum Tree, a tree that is indigenous to Taiwan. The 

Japanese were intent on using the tree as a resource to establish gum and cork production in 

the the former Republic of Formosa. 

 

Through her own travels, Salmon has gathered footage from Taiwan and information from her 

great-grandfather’s plant archives, which have been combined with storytelling, movement, and 

vocal audio-looping. Through her installation, Salmon seeks to recreate fragments of her 

great-grandfather’s herbarium with aspects of both the imagined and real, indicating the faulty 

transference of history from one generation to the next. 

 

Additionally, Salmon presents a video with choreography conveying her Japanese 

grandmother’s experience of being exiled to the countryside in Japan postwar era. The video 

further underscores the complexities of colonization and inter-generational traumas. 

 

Salmon also considers Foucault's concept of heterotopia. Foucault suggests that gardens are 

one of the oldest examples of “different” spaces or heterotopic spaces. Principally, as it relates 

to Taiwan as a garden and colony, the garden is a space that simultaneously encompasses and 

juxtaposes several spaces at once -- plants from all over the world. Nowhere else would these 

varieties of plants all co-exist. As its first overseas colony, Japan sought to create a utopia in 

Taiwan. As such, there was significant effort put into modernizing the economy and culture. 

These changes had significant ramifications for peoples of Taiwan, many of whom were 

subjected to a loss of both land and culture.Thus, the garden/colony becomes another space 

where utopia can only be attempted, but not fulfilled.  

 

Baldwin delves in with a deep object study, replicating the formal qualities of a feather boa, 

which belonged to her mother, on a six-time scale. As an object used for adornment and 

ornamentation as early as the 17th century, the feather boa carries the weight of a long and 

prominent history. Throughout time, fashion has reflected the social zeitgeist supporting gender 

roles and sexism and propagating the message that a feathered boa is the epitome of femininity 



and status.Through this shift in scale, use of textiles, and the density of the sculpture, the object 

becomes both familiar and foreign, secure, and unhinged.  

 

Drawing upon her personal narrative and a shared pop-cultural history, the augmented gesture 

seeks to heighten the aspects of pleasure, sensuality, and fantasy, to such an extent that the 

boa becomes a threatening and cautionary object. Through replication, Baldwin amplifies the 

qualities of the feather boa that we find pleasing, with the intention of turning it into a dystopian 

artifact with enough autonomy and historical weight to be understood in its own language 

entirely. 

 

Recounted through fragments of memory, the imagination, and critical analyses, these stories 

give voice to the historical record through women’s perspectives. Together, Baldwin, Salmon, 

and Surdell shape perceptions and understandings of some of the most trying times in history— 

bringing critical reflection to how past systems and ideologies of human abuse continue to 

function and afflict us today. However, the artists also demonstrate that it is through the process 

of personal and outward reflection of the past and present that seeds of understanding, 

courage, and resistance are found. 

 

If we are telling the story, we are participants that still have the ability to change 

the ending. 

-Margaret Atwood 

 

--Courtney Cintron 

 


