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Synthetic Paradise:
On Nicole Coson’s Camouflage

by Carlomar Arcangel Daoana

In the natural world, camouflage is a biological necessity, an implement
of defense, an act of self-preservation. An immense variety of animals and plants
either blend with their natural environment, making them hard to see (through
a process known as “crypsis”) or assume the coloration of other more fearsome
creatures (“mimicry”). In the battlefield, camouflage makes reconnaissance
missions, stealth maneuvers, and military engagements executable, allowing a
troupe to stun the enemy with its close proximity and firepower.

Featuring nine large-scale works accomplished through monotype
printmaking, Camouflage, Nicole Coson’s solo exhibition at Silverlens Galleries
(2 December 2017 to 6 January 2018), captures and reterritorializes camouflage
within the ambit of the optical, interrogating its capacity to imitate, blend into,
and ultimately subsume reality. By radically repeating this dialect of deception,
Coson re-engineers its idiom as a signifier that slides on—if not entirely repelled
by—the surface of the real.
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In each work, camouflage registers as a language of abstraction, whose
free-floating shapes work within a strict palette of tonalities—gradations of a
certain hue—contrapuntal with spectral, almost translucent whites. The neg-
ative space of the canvas functions as the field that holds the constellation of
forms, whose overlaps create the impression of depth. It is the veracity of the
visible world—shape in conjunction with space—that is being asserted.

While her previous works also share the same preoccupation in evoking
dimensionality, this exhibit is more suggestive in its roundabout strategy of in-
dexing nature. Her earlier works rely on an extractive process of translating Zen
garden stones and Chinese scholar rocks into their elemental outlines, but by
choosing to reference camouflage, Coson this time operates within the mediated
field of a human sign in a daring attempt to transgress its legibility.
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Historicized, the works gesture at the aesthetics of subterfuge employed
by expansionist power. It was in the country when American soldiers, wanting to
quell the growing Philippine revolt, opted for khaki—in lieu of blue—uniforms.
They would eventually strategize this color to become the skin of disguise and
evasion, as ubiquitous as tanks and bombs during wartime. To disappear into the
landscape is to disempower the enemy. To camouflage is to colonize.

As an act of exposure and negation, the exhibit drains camouflage of
its militarized context and its tactical functionality in its capacity of holding a
mirror to what is essentially another mirroring device, thereby canceling out its
insidious agency. Reconfigured as the artist’s own language, employed in her own
terms, Coson’s camouflage emits only the slimmest silhouette of the originating
sign.

In looking at these works, the viewer is led to confront the flatness—and
the bankruptcy—of mimicry, the signifying shapes that constitute it. In the Bau-
drillardian sense of the spectacle, the works foreground and intensify the signs
if only to vivify the real they have replaced: the mottled, unfiltered, unmediated
visible world. Nicole Coson’s works—which are, in her own words, “synthetic par-
adise”— recalibrate and refresh perception so that it may pierce into and inhabit
new clarities.
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SILVERLENS

SILVERLENS (Manila), Through its artist representation,
institutional collaborations,and exhibition programming
including art fairs and gallery partnerships, SILVERLENS
aims to place its artists within the broader framework of
the contemporary art dialogue. Its continuing efforts to
transcend borders across art communities in Asia have
earned it recognition from both artists and collectors
as one of the leading contemporary art galleries
in Southeast Asia. SILVERLENS was founded by Isa
Lorenzo and Rachel Rillo in 2004.



