Faith in brands

Local artist Mark Brandvik sees connections between
food product icons and age-old religious stories

By Heidi Walters

n a way, walking into Mark
I Brandvik's studio in southeast Las

Vegas is a bit like walking into the
kitchen in the House of Mirrors.
Specifically, where the magic mirrors
make food brand images detach them-
selves from cans and boxes and float
luminously to the walls where they
settle solidly, and larger than life, as
paintings. Or is it more Jike walking into
the Chureh of Food? And, you wonder,
what's with this seeming worship—in
layers of worked wood and enamel, in
oils and excellent eraftsmanship, in
cartoon clarity and perfect deep
eolors—of food labels? [s Brandvik just
another painter of pop-art idols from
the quaint near past? )

Yes, but really no. These works—a
selection of which is on exhibit through
June 4 at the Las Vegas Art Museum—
represent a body of Brandvik’s work in
which he nses contemporary iconography
to deseribe age-old religious narratives, he
vs. That is, he exposes the religious idols
he says he finds all too easily embedded in
popleommercial art. And given the
opportunity, he will tell you about his
works’ connection to casinos in Las Vegas
(his hometown), to chapels in Italy, to the
Renaissance and Catholicism. And when
arn the titles of the individual pieces,
you “al F 1" the veligious part of
this with an expandec langh begun at first
sight of the cheerful images.

There's “Pieta,” for example, gleaming
: and rizing-sun-like from a gold-leaf

i

: mantle. Yes, it's Mary, but looking
o the fresh-produce steady glante
of the Sun-Maid raisin girl, clasping her

t of grapes in her serene arms while
i sunburst expands from her

n red, vellow, gold and white, She is
n exact replica of the raisin girl,
or the grapes: Instead of the preen
s o1 the box, they are luscious fuschia-
1 and purple-shadowed grapes,

e wine and communion.

The Golden Calf,” from
Genesis, represented by Borden Con-
denzed Milk's Elsie the Cow label (the

newest rendition looks most devilish);
there's "David and Goliath (Dual at High
Noon),” depicted by the Jolly Green

Giant's looming legs and torso in the
foreground of a Westérn shoot-out scene
in an empty town square in front of
Sam's Town, on a glorivus blue-sky-
streaming day; there's "Lord of the
a viewer-participation sculpture
of painted wood and moving parts,
where a crank spins the red devil icon
from the Underwood Deviled Ham label
and moves a fly swatter that spanks the
spinning devil, There's the darkly
translucent “Lot's Wife, Fleeing Sodom,”
depicted by the Morton Salt girl escap-
ing the city found on the back label of a
pack of Camel eipgarettes,

“The possibility exists that its not

accidental that I'm seeing these connec- .,

tions easily in labels,” Brandvik says. |

And that's no surprise. But perhaps
the fact that he finds a connection
between Las Vegas casinos and Catholie
churches—and that the interior narra-
tives exploring the connection emerge
into these works—might render initial
surprise. The connection to Vegas signage
is an easy one, especially knowing that
Brandvik has experience painting
commercial signs and symbols. He points
out his flames, for instance—just like the.
signature, stylized flames found on y
motoveyeles, helmets and hot rods. But
churches? Especially given that Brandvik
does not come across ag a cynie? It’s all in
the special effects.

“I grew up Lutheran, but I have
Catholic tastes,” Brandvik says. “1
think Las Vegas iz a very Catholic town.
The casinos and hotels are very analo-
gous to churches, with their opulence,
their visual language. They both require
dark spaces—and [art eritic and UNLV
professor] David Hickey talks about
this—but they're also visually bright
and dynamie. There are the stained-
glass windows when you go in Gothic
cathedrals, with light pouring in, light
emerging into darkness. And inside
casinos, the overall atmosphere is dark
and what's lighted is what's enticing you
and pulling you in. The Sistine chapel is
Fremont Street, the protective dome.
And even though casino architecture is
designed to keep God out—and David
Hickey argues this—with its low, dark,
cavernous ceiling, whereas a lot of
churches have high ceilings, it's the
same, It's what works, psychologically.”

But is the viewer of Brandvik's
paintings and sculptures really sup-
posed to get all of this, as fascinating as
it is¥ He says no,

“All the subtext, all the narvrative,
the label—how does this relate to Vegas,
to Italy to the Renaissance? It's all just a
means to jump-start me into the picture,
und that's what's important to me,” he
says, “Does it matter what an abstract
painter was thinking? Not really. And I
Ly to build & picture in the way an
abstract painter would, Is it alleporieal?
Il could be, But, ultimately, if the
painting looked bad, it wouldn’t matter.
[cl rather have visual impact., I just want
to make stuff that looks gorgeous, that
lovks great hanging on the wall, And you
might say I have the audacity Lo believe
that art still has a potential to change the
world in smull and big ways."

Murk Brandvik'’s C-Sides: Where
the Glory Meets the Gut, a selection of
older and newer works, is showing
throwgl June the Studio Gallery of
M, i) W Safwera Ave. Details:
K. Bredwik, the first UNLV
t show at LVAM, won
place i fhie jth Annual Los

.,-'iu_{,rm’r:.: Nuationeal Juried Art Exlibi-

“Lot’s Wife, Fleeing Sodom” by Mark Brandvik.

shot this fall at the Contemporary Arts
Collective with fellow Las Vegus artists
Eric Murply and Keith Conley.

tion in February, and iz reward is o
solo show in August of the Brewery in
downtown LA, He also has a group
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