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Itsa flourishing sibling revelry

The Helnweins are cutting
a wide swath through Los
Angeles’ various cultural
scenes — the kind of
creative energy that seems
to come naturally.

JESSICA GELT

As children of the Austrian-
Irish artist Gottfried Helnwein,
siblings Mercedes and Ali experi-
enced an unconventional and
charmed upbringing. They lived in
castlesin Germany and Ireland, at-
tended a private arts: school in
England and accompanied their
father on trips to America, where
they sold their drawings to hotel
guests to buy stuffed animals at
the gift shop.

When he was little, Ali engaged
in a faux boxing match with his
namesake, Muhammad Ali, and
had Keith Haring draw on his
hand. As a teen, Mercedes fell in
love with the blues and read
“Huckleberry Finn” to her brother
‘because she was afraid he wasn't
reading enough..

These days, Mercedes, 31, and
Al, 29, are drawing on that back-
ground in their own artistic en-
deavors: Mercedes as a novelist
and visual artist and Ali as a com-
poser and musician, with an em-

playfulness to their chosen medi-
wums that has attracted a raucous
group of young fans not typically
assoclated with traditional galler-
fes or classical music concerts. In
this way, they stand at a colorful
intersection of L.A.s literary, pop
culture, visual art and music scene.

COLLABORATION: Sister and brother id Ali
Mercedes with her literary and artistic pursuits and Ah with his

dthey ely , working
on several projects at once and
often collaborating with each other

Al’s violin concerto

“Rain”— hosted by Kat Von D —at

the historic Million Dollar Theater
L.A.

onvideos or

Since moving to Los Angeles
with their parents more than 10
years ago, Mercedes has published
her first novel, “The Potential Haz-
ards of Hester Day,” with Simon &
Schuster, and ‘staged 11 solo art
show in L.A,, London, Dublin and
‘Berlin. This month she opened her
15th group show, “Asleep in the
Wind,” at the Merry Karnowsky
Gallery with Patrick Morrison and
Glen Baxter, which runs through
Nov. 5. Damien Hirst, Wim Wen-
ders and Nicolas Cage are among.
her collectors.

Ali_composes concertos and
film scores and conducts the
avant-garde Traction Avenue
Chamber Orchestra, -which he
founded in 2008. His music has
been heard in both Disney Hall, as
the soundtrack of a film screened
there by Brian Lotti, and af skate
parks and his fans include Beck

Campbell says Alibrings a fresh
perspective to  classical music
that delivers it directly to the “Ev-
eryman and gets it out of the for-
malized
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lly astute following in L.A. —
and musician.

stract,” she says, her red hair shin-
inginthe afternoon sunlight. Sheis
wearing a deep blue skirt and shirt
with thick red thigh-highs and
wedge sandals. “When things get
toofineand detalled theykind ofgo
dead.

The picture is of a group of men

museum
state that exists in alot of concert
halls.”

‘Just because of what
my dad was doing, it
seemed very possible
to become an artist.
Being a lawyer would
have been weird.’

— MERCEDES HELNWEIN

Sitting in Mercedes’ studio in

-director Michel

Arts District on a re-

Gondry. Members of the L.A. Phil-
' harmonic and the Los Angeles
Chamber Orchestra have per-
formed his compositions.
1f their path to this point was
made easier by their privileged be-
ginnings, their talent, will take it
from here, says prominent arrang-
er, composer and conductor David
Campbell. Campbell, whose son is
the musician Beck, collects Merce-
des’ drawings and employed Ali as
his assistant years ago. He also

centwindy Tuesday, Al helps Mer-
cedes unro].l huge sheaths of water-

involved inan un-
savory secret that tickles them.
They appear to be leerihg, and an

!

Gottfried in Ireland and is the only
‘member of the family who is not an
artist. She keeps the business side
of things working, though,

“You need someone to be sane
and organized,” jokes Goftfried
over the phone from his castle in
Ireland, where Mercedes lives part
ofthe time.

Some of their mother’s ground-
ed nature rubbed off on Mercedes

unsettling menace
the page. Gloomy auras of loss or
impending doom are leitmotifs
that run through much of Merce-
des’ work, whether she is drawing
the disembodied legs of a girl in a
short skirt or, as in the series that
can be seen at Me am
chubby Catholic school girls, their
‘hairin braids, peering uneasily into
an open refrigerator.

‘To be powerful, art should be
honest, direct and thought-pro-
'voking, says Mercedes. It should
shake you up, take you out of your
element. Making people uneasy is
one way todojust that.

Her father’s work influenced
the look and feel of her own art.
KnoWn for his dark, often contro-

ed B senes of oil pastels for a solo

vers
photographs and multimedia in-
ottfried Helnwein

next year. She's
Teen working from images on old
posteards that she picks up at flea
markets. For a long time she was
working fairly exclusively in de-
tailed pencil drawings on paper, 5o
this is a new style for her and one
she is excited about.

“These new pieces are more ab-

‘was an inspiration to both chil-
dren.

“Just because of what my dad
was doing, it seemed very possible
to become an artist,” says Merce-
des. “Being a lawyer would have
beenweird.”

‘Theirmother, Renate, lives with

d Ali, say: friend
and col.lxborﬂmr Alex Prager, who
met Mercedes in 2001 and whose
short film “Despair,” scored by Ali,
recently screened at the Museum
of Modern Art. Mercedes is “the
most focused friend I have. I didn’t

0w many people who were

Ing art that seriously and doing it
every di

1t was actually All who began
painting before Mercedes, says
their father. “He sold some of his
paintings and with the first money
he made he bought a violin and
stopped painting, because that
‘was what he pad always wanted.”

By the time he was 23 he had
ccomposed his first string quartet
on an out-of-tune piano in Ireland
while waiting on a new visa. The
music is precise, lilting and edged
with a wistful sense of passing

ime.

“I remember him being a teen-
ager wearing baggy pants and lis-
tening to Rage Against the Ma-
chine,” -says Mercedes, sipping
green tea at an old wooden table
surrounded with jars of colored
pencils and boxes of pastels. She

smilesat Ali, who blushes and runs
a hand through his tousled brown
hair. “Then you gave me one ofyour
classical compositions and I was
like, 'When did thishappen? .

Ali and Mercedes have an easy
backand forththat comes frombe-
ing the siblings closest in age sand-
wiched between an older brother,
Cyril, who works as Gottfried’s as-
sistant, and a younger brother,
Wolfgang Amadeus, who is a bud-
dingessayistand passionate about
Irishpolitics.

The children are named for fig-
ures and people who have been in-
fluential in Gottfried's life. Ali's
full name is actually Ali Elvis Don-
ald Dagobert Lancelot Helnwein,
although Ali says all of those
namesappearonly onhisbirthcer-
tificate. Mercedes has only one
middle name. It's Xenia, which is
Russian. Renateis a fan of Russian
literature and art, so that was her
call

“We're avery close family, every-
body is an artist here,” says Gott-
fried. “At lunch we sit together at
the same table — husbands, girl-
friends, everyone — it’s like an old-
fashioned extended Italian family
withlots of kids and noise, and we
talk about history, philosophy and
politics.”

In a month Ali and his wife will
have a daughter of their own. Will
she be an artist? All shrugs and
smiles, buf the odds would appear
tofavorit.
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