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The artist is a little uneasy with his panoramic drawing of 1,124 tiny TVs and their on-screen
images. It's a friction between symbolic and literal, a collection of cultural touch points.

By Leah Ollman, Special to the Los Angeles
Times
April 8, 2012
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In the Studio: Joe Biel embraces the 'Veil'

Joe Biel seems quite at ease on a recent

Saturday morning, sitting for a

conversation in his Chinatown live-work

studio, sipping iced coffee. He faces a

panoramic drawing of 1,124 tiny

televisions aligned in towering stacks,

each set with a meticulously rendered

and often recognizable image on-screen.

Biel, 45, has been working on the piece

for two years and expects it will take him

an additional year to complete. As

eloquent and enthusiastic as he is about

the work's sources and his process, "Veil,"

he admits, also makes him

uncomfortable.

"It's almost hard to look at it," he says.

"The space is so not unified. I've spent

some of my career trying to escape my

training and some of it trying to embrace

it. This is the first piece that I'm aware of

where there's a real dual goal. This feels

like the biggest watershed change in my

work in years."

The drawing stretches 12 feet across the

studio's back wall. Working from right to left (resulting in

fewer smudges, since he's left-handed), Biel has detailed

about a third of the television sets, in pencil, and painted

their bluish-gray screen images in watercolor and gouache.
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"Veil" by artist Joe Biel. Each tiny television has a detailed painting in
the screen. (Francine Orr, Los Angeles Times / March 6, 2012)
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The eye pinballs from a glimpse of Elvis to a snippet from a

Velázquez portrait, from Stalin's stern visage to Dorothy's

ruby slippers, from a trio of hooded Ku Klux Klan thugs to a

sex scene, a car crash, the planting of the American flag at

Iwo Jima. The images — tight, legible extractions from our

collective cultural memory bank — range from the size of a

thumbnail to a postage stamp.

It's the friction between symbolic and literal, the frontal,

gridlike mosaic of appliances and each screen's spatially

convincing view that makes Biel uneasy — but it's a

productive discomfort that comes from venturing into new

territory. In the piece, he says, "there's a real postmodern schizophrenia in terms of visual strategies,

but it's somewhat intentional, because there's a strange power to the real/unreal combination that it

creates."

A related sort of "poetic dislocation," as he puts it, has long run through Biel's psychologically

ambiguous, technically precise drawings. He often makes the space in his tableaux indeterminate,

and the actions depicted vaguely unsettling (a young girl with rabbit ears and a whip in her hand

peeks out of a cardboard box) or darkly absurd (a Kafkaesque young man holds a portable radio to

his ear with one hand; in the other hand, a candle burns at both ends), but he always defines the

characters and their props with crisp clarity. Allegory, myth and metaphor meet exquisite illustrative

veracity. Lightness converges with gravity, humor with vulnerability.

The training that has such a vexed grip on Biel started when he was 7, growing up in Des Moines. A

colleague of his father (a music professor), saw one of Biel's drawings at a faculty party and took him

on as an independent student, somewhat like an apprentice. The professor, Jules Kirschenbaum, was

dedicated to old-master methods, and the psychic complexity of his own work likely also made a

lasting impression on Biel. Biel studied with him almost continuously up through his undergraduate

years at Drake University in Des Moines.

He is aware now, he says, of how unusual his background is, what "a different kind of animal" it

created. When he left Iowa for the University of Michigan, his "whole world got flipped upside

down."

"I discovered Joseph Beuys," he adds. "I got an MFA in painting, and I didn't make any paintings for

my thesis show."

After graduating, he moved to Portland, Ore., and began making collaborative work in video,

performance and installation art with Richard Kraft (now also based in L.A.).

After a decade of exploring multiple media, Biel returned to drawing — in a sense, righting himself

after being upended. "It's like one of those snow globes you shake up and eventually the flakes come

right back down to where they were. Clearly, I'm somebody who wants to make images."

In 2000, Biel and his wife, artist Hilary Hopkins, moved to L.A., where he had several solo shows as

well as at galleries in New York, Seattle, London and Berlin. (His work can be seen through April 19

in "Obscured Lines: Contemporary Drawing in Los Angeles" at L.A. Valley College.) For eight years,

he has taught at Cal State Fullerton.

And since early 2010, he's been diligently bringing "Veil" to fruition. Inspiration to make something

similarly dense came while reading "Finnegans Wake." "I had the idea for the piece in a flash — this

wall of televisions," he recalls. "That happened very quickly, which is often how pieces start for me.

What took a long time was to work out the specific perspective, or lack of perspective."

Biel spent eight or nine months researching and gathering a pool of around 5,000 images. He began

developing categories of images, as if writing "an encyclopedic poem or list, like a Walt Whitman list-

poem on steroids," he says with a laugh.

He broadened his sources, from television only to photographs, works from the history of art and

film and from the news, inserting the banal and generic as counterweights to the iconic and

personally significant. He deliberately mixed the recognizable and the obscure, wanting to give

viewers some traction, but not too much. The panoply should pose a bit of a challenge, Biel hopes,

agreeing with the late writer David Foster Wallace that "it's the job of literature, of art, to get the

Most Viewed Most Emailed Latest News

Movies & Television

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Movie Showtimes  ZIP Code  GO

TV Listings  ZIP Code  GO

Hollywood Headlines:
Week in review

Report: Teen sells kidney
to buy iPhone, iPad

Painter Thomas Kinkade
dies at 54

Cooking hard-boiled eggs,
the right way

Ads by Google

$60 for $100 toward
Handcrafted Jewelry + Free
Shipping

http://www.latimes.com/topic/unrest-conflicts-war/terrorism/ku-klux-klan-ORCIG000003.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/health/behavioral-conditions/schizophrenia-HEBEC00007.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/education/colleges-universities/drake-university-OREDU0000654.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/education/colleges-universities/university-of-michigan-OREDU000044.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/arts-culture/joseph-beuys-PEHST000209.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/economy-business-finance/consumer-goods-industries/food-industry/kraft-foods-inc.-ORCRP017279.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/education/colleges-universities/california-state-university-fullerton-OREDU000794.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/arts-culture/walt-whitman-PEHST002107.topic
http://www.latimes.com/topic/arts-culture/literature/david-foster-wallace-PECLB00000161218.topic
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/la-ca-biel-20120408,0,6482290.story#
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/la-ca-biel-20120408,0,6482290.story#
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/la-ca-biel-20120408,0,6482290.story#
http://www.latimes.com/shopping/dailydeal/signup/
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/movies/
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/tv/
http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/la-et-hollywood-headlines-april-6-20120406,0,1237075.photogallery
http://www.latimes.com/business/technology/la-fi-tn-report-chinese-teenager-sells-kidney-to-buy-iphone-ipad-20120407,0,4022566.story?track=icymi
http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2012/04/thomas-kinkade-dies.html?track=icymi
http://www.latimes.com/features/food/la-fo-calcook-20120407,0,2809915.story?track=icymi
http://www.google.com/url?ct=abg&q=https://www.google.com/adsense/support/bin/request.py%3Fcontact%3Dabg_afc%26url%3Dhttp://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/la-ca-biel-20120408,0,6482290.story%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dca-pub-0227802054925200%26adU%3Dwww.catalinaconservancy.org%26adT%3DArt%2BShow%2Band%2BSale%26adU%3Dwww.ChemersGallery.com%26adT%3DOrange%2BCounty%2BArt%2BGalley%2B%26gl%3DUS&usg=AFQjCNEgkObRDJ28c8Rlqd1vwP0JhKtcBg
http://dailydeals.latimes.com/la-central-hollywood/offers/1158?r=lat
http://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=l&ai=BzIKC9XiAT-2kCqSPlAKCm-GxAve6s8AC39jAgBvAjbcBkNYnEAEYASDHip4IOABQwdvx2gdgyd7ohsijkBmgAZGY2-oDsgEPd3d3LmxhdGltZXMuY29tugEKMjAweDIwMF9qc8gBAtoBTWh0dHA6Ly93d3cubGF0aW1lcy5jb20vZW50ZXJ0YWlubWVudC9uZXdzL2xhLWNhLWJpZWwtMjAxMjA0MDgsMCw2NDgyMjkwLnN0b3J5yAK_-NYPqAMB6AMY6AMO6APaA_UDAAgABPUDIAAAAKAGAg&num=1&sig=AOD64_2MqWCV-199vy3mN_otcxmztzJ_TA&client=ca-pub-0227802054925200&adurl=http://tracker.marinsm.com/rd%3Fcid%3Daqon1jdtz0%26mkwid%3Dcvcx4KLrW%26pcrid%3D7141587287%26kword%3Dstudio%26lp%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.archstoneapartments.com%252FSearch_Results.htm%253Fstate%253DCA%2526market%253D96%2526utm_source%253Dgoogle%2526utm_medium%253Dcontent%2526utm_term%253Dstudio%2526utm_campaign%253DLos%252BAngeles%252BContent


4/7/12 10:31 AMBehind the 'Veil' with Joe Biel: In the Studio - latimes.com

Page 3 of 4http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/news/la-ca-biel-20120408,0,6482290.story

Comments 0 0 TweetTweet 0 Recommend

 

Comments are filtered for language and registration is required. The Times makes no
guarantee of comments' factual accuracy. Readers may report inappropriate comments by
clicking the Report Abuse link next to a comment. Here are the full legal terms you agree to by
using this comment form.

viewer to want to do the work."

As an accretion of optical and cultural touch points, "Veil" resonates with both Wallace Berman's

Verifax collages and Christian Marclay's recent 24-hour-long tour-de-force, "The Clock."

Autobiography, social critique and nostalgia converge in all of them. Ironically, Biel no longer owns a

television, but he modeled the quaint clunkers in his drawing on the black-and-white set he had in

his room as a kid. The physical obsolescence of the monitors makes a nice contradiction to the

enduring quality of the images, just as the immediacy of those screen shots contrasts with the slow,

manual process of Biel's rendering.

His methods are strikingly labor-intensive, but "Veil" isn't about the effort.

"I'm not a storyteller, and there's really not a narrative, except in as much as the world is one big set

of them. This is my weird attempt at encapsulating my time. The idea is of craft being wedded to

meaning. To me, they're always together."
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