
Transforming

About twenty years ago, I attended an exhibition in Soho.

What would be described as conventional art was 
arranged around the periphery.

In the center of the enormous loft space, there was an
extensive set-up of folding chairs. They were in rows and
columns in a very ordinary “meeting hall” sort of way, with 
an aisle in the middle of two sections.  No one sat in them.
It was curious.

After a time, it became clear that something was about to 
happen in regard to the chairs, so I decided to find out.
A man walked in front of the array, looked at those of us 
who had gathered round, and then furiously, but very 
deliberately, started to move every chair in what appeared 
to be an unintelligible way.

His molten hot energy was riveting.

He moved every chair; intertwining…balancing…somehow
manipulating every one of them.  It was a puzzlement, and 
proved to be exactly that…a puzzle.  In relatively short 
order, his wild movements started to take some form.

He put the last few chairs in place, and there appeared a 
grand archway.  He walked through it and smiled broadly.



Then he went around again and beaming, proclaimed,
“Transforming!”  Like an impresario, he gestured for us to 
walk through as well, which we all did, completely 
captivated by this madcap and delightful experience.

***********
What great artists do is transform…the ordinary into the
special, the mundane into the fanciful, the pedestrian into 
the memorable.

They are always ahead of us.

They take the material of their dreams and dualities that 
exist all around, and transform them in order to “work them 
out” and share them with others.

Leon Bibel created art for more than six decades, across
stylistic and media divides, but the interior life, the dream 
life, was, to some extent, always present.

In the 1960s, it became almost an obsession to explore 
these internal adventures.

Early in his career, Bibel was moved by several threads.
There was the immigrant experience of his childhood, 
being “the other” at a fragile age, trying to assimilate 
despite the strong pull of memory.



Coming of age in the Depression, experiencing what most
Americans were feeling, he turned his attention to notions 
of injustice, poverty, racism…the human condition in 
turbulent times.

His midlife break from “before” was long…a seventeen-
year break from creating.

But, as we have come to learn, there was a lot percolating.

Away from the intensity of city life of his early and highly
productive WPA days, when he picked up a brush again, 
he was a different man.

He was now a husband, a father, a member of a tightly-
knit rural community.

Now, so many of the early threads morphed into 
introspection.

In this new exhibition of works, many of which have not
previously been shown, it will be quite startling to those 
familiar with his earlier work.

Complexity abounds.

Expressing this interior multiplicity, Bibel explores 
tenderness, mortality, duality…seeing in many ways…
being connected, being fragmented.



It is a revelation.


