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Off the canvas 

Inspiration for `Million Dollar Baby' bounces back as an artist 
ELISABETH KIRSCH 
In the 2004 Academy Award-winning movie of the year, "Million Dollar Baby," heroine Maggie Fitzgerald is a poor Missouri girl who fights her way up in the world of women's boxing to compete for a million-dollar purse, only to end up suicidal because of horrendous injuries. 

The real-life inspiration for the film, based on a short story by boxing writer F.X. Toole, is Missourian Katie Dallam. 

Dallam also struggled early in life. She joined the Air Force and after that trained briefly as a fighter. She fought one bout in St. Joseph in 1996 for $300 and, after 150 blows to the head, ended up with severe brain injuries. 

Dallam was expected to either die or be totally dependent on others for care. She survived. After surgery, however, she could no longer talk, walk or remember events clearly, and she, like Fitzgerald, became suicidal. 

Maggie Fitzgerald, played by Hilary Swank, chose death rather than continue disabled. 

Katie Dallam chose life, albeit one filled, at first, with unimaginable pain and despair. 

"That guy in the movie played by Clint Eastwood took the easy way out, killing her rather than having to deal with what her life would have been like," Stephanie Dallam, Katie's sister, told the New York Times in a front page article about Dallam that appeared March 9 after the success of "Million Dollar Baby." 

Stephanie Dallam is a nurse and her sister's closest companion. They both live in Spring Hill in Johnson County, a few blocks apart. After months of agonizing rehabilitation for Katie, Stephanie took her sister to a class called "Paint or Die," taught by a Spring Hill woman in her garage. 

Katie actually had a bachelor's degree in art from the University of Missouri-Columbia, but she had assumed that she'd never make money as an artist. 

Some of the astonishingly powerful and moving artworks Dallam has made since then are now on view, for the first time, at the Bank, an art space at 11th and Baltimore run by the Urban Culture Project. The exhibit, "Katie Dallam: Shadowboxing," includes a room of landscapes Katie made before the fight and artwork, including paintings, works on paper and sculptures, she made after her surgery. 

The difference between the two bodies of work is telling. 

"`Paint or Die' became a safe haven for me," Katie, 46, said recently while gallery-sitting her exhibit. "It was a place where I could express what I was feeling but couldn't understand or put into words." 

Although Dallam literally had to relearn how to speak, she is articulate, though she worries that she doesn't always remember the right word. 

Katie's pre-boxing works are bright, colorful, even jubilant landscapes that would be appropriate on sophisticated greeting cards. The post-surgery artwork includes monsters, skeletons and anthropomorphic animals that exist, for the most part, in an agonized state. Some viewers to the show have had difficulty dealing with the intensity of the art. 

One of the most powerful works in the exhibit is called, simply, "Rage." It is a brilliant red on red painting/collage of some kind of dinosaur-like monster that is genuinely terrifying. 

A viewer asked Dallam if she had been inspired by Emil Nolde, a German expressionist artist who made vivid paintings of masks, flowers and archaic-looking creatures in the early decades of the 20th century. Dallam had never heard of Nolde or the German Expressionists. 

"When I do my artwork, I have no preconceived ideas," Dallam said. "When I make art, there is no story; I'm just a vessel." 

Dallam explained that before her injury, she could plan ahead. Because it was the left side of her brain, the part that deals with linear thinking, that suffered the injury, she now paints "with no thinking involved." 

In other words, it's pure feeling poured forth in her art. 

It's important to note that while artmaking may be therapeutic for Dallam, her innate ability and her art background push her work far beyond the category of art therapy. 

"Torn," the largest piece in the show, is an eight-panel orange/red painting with a striped centaur, a horse and other figures that could be related to mythological creatures. Once again, Dallam said she had no idea what she was making when she created it. 

"I just started with one piece of paper," she explained, "and then kept adding piece after piece; I didn't know where it was going or how it would end up." 

Stephanie Dallam took the pieces that resulted and had them mounted on canvas for her sister. 

Dallam's skeleton images were created for an art class she took at Johnson County Community College. 

What was a routine, academic assignment resulted, for Dallam, in a host of extremely compelling images of bone structures. One of these pieces pictures the head of a woman looking at a skeleton. 

Dallam relates this directly to a near-death experience during her post-fight days. She left her body, which felt liberating to her, but then encountered her mother, who had previously died from breast cancer. Dallam's mother insisted that Katie return to her body. They argued, but Katie eventually obeyed. Katie related this story to Stone Phillips on the April 25 edition of "Dateline NBC." 

Another arresting skeletal work in the exhibit is the life-sized sculpture "Boneman," composed from driftwood. 

"This was actually for a painting class requiring a self-portrait," Dallam said, "but I was really into bones. I became fascinated with pieces of driftwood from Hillsdale Lake (near Spring Hill); I interpreted them as bones. I started dragging pieces of wood morning and night to my sister's pool. When I found what I call "the screaming head" piece, I knew I had my self-portrait." 

Her sister helped construct the frame for the driftwood self-portrait. 

"This is how I feel I look like on the inside," Dallam explained to the members of her startled class when she brought it to school. 

On a much smaller scale, but equally moving, is Dallam's lost wax bronze, "Seated Minotaur," an image of the bull-like animal tied up and bellowing. 

"This is how I envision myself," Dallam says; "down, but not giving up." 

Dallam resides in a basement apartment and lives on disability funds. Her Web site, www.kddallam.com, assembled by her sister, shows pictures of her works, which are for sale, many priced at $500-$600. 

On exhibit 

The show: "Katie Dallam: Shadowboxing" 

Where: The Bank, northwest corner, 11th and Baltimore 

When: Noon to 3 p.m. Thursdays and Saturdays through Aug. 30. 

How much: Free 

For more information: contact the Urban Culture Project (816) 221-5115 or send e-mail to sjdscout@earthlink.net 
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Katie Dallam also makes sculptures. 

Warner Bros. 

Maggie Fitzgerald, played by Hilary Swank in Million Dollar Baby, chose to die after a boxing injury left her paralyzed. Katie Dallam, the real-life inspiration for Maggie, eventually recovered after a $300 fight in St. Joseph left her with severe brain injuries. 

Visual art 

Missourian Katie Dallam suffered severe brain injuries in a 1996 boxing match in St. Joseph. Before the fight she painted pretty landscapes; afterward the work turned dark and anxious as seen above in Torn, part of her exhibit at the Bank gallery downtown. 

Katie Dallam's Dreamscape I and all of the works reproduced on this page were painted after her recovery from brain surgery. Monsters and human-animal hybrids in agonized states appear in many of the paintings, made all the more arresting by the artist's expressionist handling. 

In Conflict by Katie Dallam 

Rage by Katie Dallam 

Mother Where Art Thou? by Katie Dallam
