
ItÏs hard to not get caught up in the chaotic turmoil of battle scenes depicted

in medieval and Renaissance tapestries. b
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7KH BDWWOH ZLWK SDJLWWDU\ DQG WKH CRQIHUHQFH DW AFKLOOHVÏ 7HQW (ca. 1470-90,

Tournai, South Netherlands), for example, is a èfteenth centur\ tapestr\ that

is so bus\ and full of movement that itÏs hard to ènd a place to rest oneÏs

e\es.bA spear here, a horse there; trumpets point upward, soldiers brandish

their swords, blows are exchanged, and a centaur shoots his bow with a quiver

of arrows still on his back.bItÏs an interpretation of a scene from 7KH IOOLDG, with

all of the trappings of European medieval pageantr\. The battle is a fren]\. b

7KH BDWWOH ZLWK SDJLWWDU\ DQG WKH CRQIHUHQFH DW AFKLOOHVÏ 7HQW (FD. 1470-90, 7RXUQDL, SRXWK
NHWKHUODQGV). 9LD 7KH MHW. PXEOLF GRPDLQ.



ItÏs scenes like this that contemporar\ artist Bo Joseph draws from in his

current exhibition, FHHGLQJ WKH BHDVW, on view at McClain Galler\,

Houston.bThe exhibition is comprised of two parallel bodies of work Ì JosephÏs

well-known works on paper and his newer exploration of sculptural wall

reliefs.bTogether, the works create a melange of histor\, Classical m\tholog\,

and religious iconograph\.bIn ever\ piece, la\ers of meaning inspired from

these other, earlier works form a 21st -centur\ cultural stratigraph\ as classic

themes and stories are re-told through JosephÏs media.b b
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FHHGLQJ WKH BHDVW is Bo JosephÏs third solo exhibition at the McClain.bThe name

of the exhibition, Joseph explains on an artistÏs Zoom talk hosted b\ the

galler\, carries a double meaning.bOn a personal level, it refers to nourishing

his own artistic passion; on a larger scale, it connotes how societ\ pursues its

insatiable obsession with proèt and progress. b

BR JRVHSK, CRORQ\ CROODSVH, 2019. OLO SDVWHO, DFU\OLF DQG WHPSHUD RQ MRLQHG SDSHU. 55 3/4 [ 86 5/8
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The large-scale works on paper most closel\ resemble the medieval and

Renaissance tapestries that inspired them, in both si]e and in the frantic

tension of conéict that the\ capture.bThese pieces, made in 2019 and 2020, are

all oil pastel, acr\lic, and tempera on joined paper. The ègures, buildings, and

objects in each of JosephÏs scenes are outlined in black, and the Ñempt\Ò space

in and around the ègures is èlled in with monochromatic radiating lines.bIt is

as though Joseph outlined the ègures in 7KH BDWWOH ZLWK SDJLWWDU\ DQG WKH

CRQIHUHQFH DW AFKLOOHVÏ 7HQW, added in classical and iconic s\mbols, and then re-

animated the wild battle scene with the motion of the colored lines.bThe

colored space frames the ègures in some of the works; in others, color èlls

interior spaces, emphasi]ing the silhouetted scenes. b
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ÑThe means of war have changed, but the rules have sta\ed the sameÕ . Battle

leads to the ideological catharsis that comes with war,Ò the galler\Ïs website

quotes Joseph.bIn the artistÏs discussion, Joseph mentioned that the pieces do

not refer to a specièc historical tapestr\ or scene; rather, the\Ïre inspired b\

the genre.bLook at each piece long enough, though, and familiar elements

stand out Í a medieval-esque trumpet in FHHGLQJ WKH BHDVW, the Rod of

Asclepius in CKDVLQJ GKRVWV, weapons like swords and spears held aloft in

CRORQ\ CROODSVH.bThe tension between the silhouetted ègures and the space

around them is palpable. b
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The wall reliefs sculptures in the exhibition are portmanteaus of various global

m\thos and cosmologies.b These works,ball from 2020, are casein and acr\lic on

resin, èberglass, and foam.bAs s\mbolic composites, itÏs eas\ to ènd the non-

Western inspirations and iconograph\ that underscores JosephÏs work, like

West African masks or Persian m\thical creatures.bSLPRUJK, for example, takes

its inspiration from Farid ud-Din AttarÏs 12th-centur\ poem A CRQIHUHQFH RI

WKH BLUGV.bJosephÏs interpretation of the poem and simorgh legend verticall\

juxtaposes four different birds from four different cultural traditions. b
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One of the themes that underscores the exhibition is appropriation,

reinterpretation, and how stories are told and retold over time.b7KH BDWWOH ZLWK

SDJLWWDU\ DQG WKH CRQIHUHQFH DW AFKLOOHVÏ 7HQW, for example, is the ancient Greek

m\th told through the experiences of 15th-centur\ artists; shadows of those

same stories appear in JosephÏs work more than ève and a half centuries

later.bThese oft-told stories form tropes (like 7KH IOOLDG, or the m\th of the

simorgh) that in turn become cultural palimpsests Í social texts where each

telling is superimposed on its previous iteration. b
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In Feeding the Beast, Joseph’s nuanced retellings show up 

in bits and pieces as allusions and fragments. The works 

are full of shadows of a bigger, older, global set of stories. 
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