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Model Profile: Dion Mills
Malin Gallery is pleased to present a solo
exhibition of recent paintings by the Brooklynbased artist Sylvia Maier: About Sangomas and
Soothsayers and Mischief. A lifelong devotee of
portraiture, Maier’s focuses her attention in the
current exhibition on the Flatbush neighborhood of
Brooklyn, where she has lived for three decades,
and the adjacent Prospect Park area. The
paintings in the exhibition modulate between fairly
faithful depictions of the area and its denizens and
a more fantastical framework with notes of magical
realism. Maier typically employs an iterative
process where she works both using live models
and photographed images from the area. The
models are typically intimates or friends, who
spend hours sitting for the artist. For her more
elaborate tableaux, Maier has her models, many of
whom are artists or performers themselves, act out
scenes she has constructed from photographic
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images or imagined de novo. Maier’s close relationship with her models lend the
portraits a startling degree of intimacy and psychological engagement.
Two of the key works in About Sangomas and Soothsayers and Mischief, The Bicycle
Thief (2020) and The Beheading (2020), features the image of Dion Mills - a
photographer whom Maier considers to be “family.” Maier employs her portraiture as a
means of discerning and appreciating the identity of her models on an intimate level describing her goal as serving as a “witness to the personhood” of the model. When
asked what qualities she is drawn to in Mills as a subject, Maier replies with three
words: mischief, transformation and magic.

Mills, who self-identifies as Black, Trans and Non-Binary, feels that the process of
serving as a model for Maier has been a process of self discovery. Mills (who prefers
the pronoun “they”) describes their relationship with Maier as an embodiment of “the
essence and power of black sisterhood” and characterizes their personal connection as
“enlightened by a divine femininity.” They believe this quality of “divine femininity” to be
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the central theme of Maier’s monumental painting The Beheading (2020), but also
perceive the notion as being central to Maier’s own identity and artistic practice. “Divine
femininity,” in Mills’ conception, is not a religious quality but rather an “awareness of the
feminine power at the core of [Maier’s] identity.”

Mills is particularly proud of their inclusion in Maier’s work The Beheading (2020), as
they believe the work strives to re-write traditional, exclusionary art historical narratives.
Mills values The Beheading (2020) for its reformulation of the traditional art historical
subject of Judith slaying Holofernes using powerful Black female figures as the
protagonists. In Mills’ view, the painting captures “the sense of strength that both [they]
and Sylvia have found in their black femme identities.” Noting that both they and the
artist are bi-racial, Mills feels deeply that their depictions in The Beheading claim a
shared sense of agency and power derived from their respective identifications with
“black sisterhood.”

In discussing The Beheading (2020), Mills emphasizes the ways in the role of Black
Trans women as creators have been erased from history and their central roles in

dance, music, and fashion effaced. By placing a Black Trans woman as the central
protagonist in The Beheading (2020) who conjures a phantasmagorical dreamscape,
Mills believes that Maier has forged a vision of a Black Trans woman wielding profound,
generative force. For her part, Maier attributes much of the vigor and intensity of the
painting to the sense of “magic and mischief” that Mills’ figure conveys.
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Sylvia Maier (b. 1969, New York, NY) is
a Brooklyn-based painter known for her
portraiture. Much of her work focuses on
depicting residents of the Flatbush area of
Brooklyn, where she has lived for three
decades. Maier studied at the School of
Visual Arts in NYC and also attended the
National Academy of Design and the New
York Academy of Art. Maier also studied
extensively at the Art Student’s League
under the tutelage of Ron Sherr and as a
protege of the influential figurative painter
Harvey Dinnerstein. Maier is a recipient of
the Greenshield Award. Previous
exhibitions included presentations at the
Parrish Art Museum (Southampton, New
York); Bernaducci Meisel Gallery
(New York); Bernaducci Gallery
(New York, NY); Forum Gallery
(Frankfurt, Germany); and Fairleigh
Dickinson University (Teaneck, NJ).
She lives in the Flatbush area of
Brooklyn with her family and dogs.
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Malin Gallery (formerly Burning in Water Gallery) is a New York-based contemporary
art gallery. With a close-knit group of roster artists and industry professionals, Malin
Gallery is a 21st century gallery that still maintains a classical value system of integrity,
scholarship, and long-term support of individual artists.
Founded in 2015 by Dr. Barry Thomas Malin as
Burning in Water, Malin Gallery actively
represents a diverse roster of living artists. The
curatorial program combines exhibitions by
roster artists with historically-oriented shows,
particularly of work by previously underrecognized artists. The gallery’s progressive
approach to curation has earned it a reputation
in both introducing and re-introducing important
artists to a NY audience. Malin Gallery
exhibitions have been reviewed in multiple
national publications, including The New York
Times, The New Yorker, Artforum, The Wall
Street Journal, ARTnews, Time Out - New
York, Galerie, The San Francisco Chronicle,
The London Review of Books and Artnet
News. Gallery artists are included in renowned
public collections worldwide, including the
Museum of Modern Art, New York; the
Metropolitan Museum of Art; the Whitney
Museum of American Art; the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum; the San
Francisco Museum of Modern Art; the National Gallery of Art (Washington D.C.);
the Saint Louis Art Museum; and the New Orleans Museum of Art. Gallery artists
have also received important grants and awards including the Pollock-Krasner
Foundation Grant, a New York Foundation for the Arts Grant, National Endowment for
the Arts Award, Robert Rauschenberg Fellowship and the Art for Justice Fund Grant.
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