


Beyond Dolls

The exotic Mockingbirds of Betty Nelson-Daniels make no pretense of
being human figures. They are clearly birds, carefully constructed, extravagantly
costumed in leathers, suedes, and velvets, and posed in dramatic, often swash-
buckling attitudes. Some are dancers; some are simply theatrical figures. One
series is dressed to represent Native Americans, bedecked in thickly feathered
costumes. Each mockingbird is a rich harmony of colors and textures. “Mock-
ingbirds originated from a conglomeration of fanciful trimmings collected over
a span of ten years,” notes the Canadian artist. “Each figure is designed from a
variety of colored and textured materials spontaneously placed, creating a
completely unique piece each time.”

Nelson-Daniels describes the Mockingbird shown here (plate 123) as
being “in a dramatic pose, wings spread, ready to lift offt.” A mere seven
inches high, the compact, vividly colored Mockirgbird is made of wire,
leather, snakeskin, and feathers. “To those who view them, they possess
dramatic qualities, mimicking vestiges of human attitudes,” their creator
notes. She credits her travels to the Caribbean as playing a strong part
in her aesthetic inspiration: “Traveling to the Caribbean and staying
for a period of time had a direct influence on my work. I enjoyed the
freedom of dance and costume throughout the island. A warm carni-
val spirit prevailed.” There is certainly a carnival spirit to Nelsen-

Daniels’s creations, but there is a tight elegance of form, as well, that
lends them a sophistication and cosmopolitan air and distances
them from the primitiveness of much island art.

The Mockingbirds have found favor in art galleries throughout the
United States and Canada and have been commissioned by performing

arts groups such as the Pittsburgh Opera, the National Ballet of Canada,

and the Canadian Stratford Shakespeare Festival to serve as thematic elements.
Nelson-Daniels says that “My aspiration for the future is to continue develop-
ing Mockingbird .designs, always striving to create amusing and wondrous
sculptures more outrageous than yet achieved.”

The Mockingbirds are certainly “beyond dolls.” What is it that gives them
a place in this book? They are, as John Darcy Noble wrote of them in Contempo-
rary Doll Magazine (February 1993) “the outer limits” of dollmaking. More than
any creation featured here, they raise the question of what makes a doll.



