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bedtime fairy tales these are not

Words: Tom Morcis



At first glance, joe Biers water colours
ae oslensibly sweel, prefty bul rather sparse
composilions, In one, a gill wears a pay frock
and bunny ears; in ancther, a itlle toddier plays
in whai seems to be a sandpit. They are sketched
in graphila, wih this bare and taulless delail of
children’s illustrations. Look a littke closer, thaugh,
and a fascinaling workd of haor and disquiet
renveals itself. Badtime faenyTales these ans nol
The girl in the Alice in Wonderiand dress

Ficdcds @ pestol and & skull; B boy is aclually
rooting ansund in a pile of detrbus, boying with

& bone and dagger,

*| bk hormor and hmical Swietniess as egual
comgonents in telling a story,” Bial says.

The result is imeless images of the type found
in picture Books bul wilh a spail that is wholly
menacing. ¥When seeing Pistol for the fiest time,
one of Biel's fiends said, "Poor Yorck, she blew
his fucking beains oul.”

Biel's interest in contredictorny imagery is not
an isolaled event: @ growing number of anists
working on papar Seem (0 shase this attribule
with him. Tracy Maksyama, for example,
with hie explicilly pomographic ink drawsngs in
a pubascant skefchy shyle. Anoiher is Danial
Johnston, who borrows childhood scons such as
Casper the Frendly Ghost and Caplain Amenca
and transfers them into a context thal is hardoone
and totally adul in i3 essenoe,

It ol b that thirse dravings ang i
nearest things we have o modem-day Dada;
the selecton of & fxed aristc categony and its
simultanaous rewisal and re-appropnation,
in Biel's caze, conventional imagery s umed on
is head, with beautifully unsettling — sometmes
sickening — results, Biel: “For ma that bringing
iogether of opposies gives the woek a richness
and a possibilly 10 exast on manmy levels, both
frorm a formal and interpretatioe el

So what is il aboul works-on-paper that
heas ingpined S0 many adistisiouse das a
springbaard from which 1o approach senous
sulbgact matler ke poverty, death, sexnsal identity
and, yies, paedophilia? Hislofically, the medium
has abways been considered lightwaight and
lemporary, things nol concemed, in Biel's own
words, “with thise cwn elemity”, Yed, Iregile and
degradable, i makes sense thal works-on-
paper discuss conlemnporary issues. [t aliows the
antist 1o sip in this punch when the viewer leasl
axpacts i, or b take on a bolstenus subject and
dhscuss it in @ very quiet wany. Biel compares this
bo they resurgenca i populanty of Basic singer
songwrbers, explaining a cultural yeaming
o inleract with arl in a more basic way”

And indeed, drawing has an immediate quality,
a minimalism, whech doks not owe-comphcile
its relaticnship with i audienca. This comas
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after decades of heavy conceplualism which
slivady managed to “disendranchise a good
deal of the viewang pulbic’, Biel's works-on-
papar & nol annowicn hemsehes 100 hedaly,
despite thelr size (mosi ae al keast 170 cm tall).
They représent a return to simple stonteling

— contemporary, dificull slones. Paradoacal o
ihe exireme, Bial i at once iame in his methods,
and yed iolally solemn in hig inbentions,
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“I take horror and lyrical

sweetness as equal

components in telling a story”
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