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Not just divided but violently ripped apart 
By DAVID PAGEL 
 
 
 

evin Appel's new paintings 
depict a world so fractured 
that it's hard to imagine the 

damage ever being repaired. 
Psychological trauma and social 
unrest ripple across the smooth 
surfaces of his canvases, revealing 
the artist to be a sharp-eyed Realist 
whose uncompromising work is all 
the stronger for being metaphorical 
and suggestive. 
     Appel made a name for himself 
seven years ago with impeccably 
painted pictures of imaginary 
midcentury homes afloat in 
ethereal settings. In 2002, he 
abandoned the stylish idealism of 
Modernist architecture and the 
squeaky-clean functionalism of 
streamlined design for the 
depiction of unfinished cabins set 
in icy-white forests. Raw anxiety 
and gut-tightening dread percolate 
beneath the deceptively antiseptic 
surfaces of those loaded paintings, 
suggesting a diabolical alliance 
between Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe and the Unabomber. 
     Appel's new paintings at the 
Angles Gallery dive deeper into the 
potential for violence -- both 
natural and otherwise -- that 
defines a nation gripped by fear 
and driven by the desire to 
obliterate terrorism. Stretched taut 
over wood panels, each canvas 
depicts one, two or three little 
cabins that appear to have been 
uprooted by a hurricane and hurled 
through the sky before crash-
landing in trees whose thick limbs 
have been broken. 
     Some of the least damaged 
structures appear to be treehouses 
made by people far more desperate 

than the Swiss Family Robinson. 
Others are so shattered they recall 
newspaper photos of plane wrecks 
(not to mention the exploded space 
shuttle). Still others are the visual 
equivalent of family trees whose 
various branches have been feuding 
for generations. 
     As for art, Appel's works recall 
Synthetic Cubist paintings by Pablo 
Picasso, Georges Braque, Juan Gris 
and Diego Rivera, as well as Philip 
Guston's images of densely packed 
piles of detritus. Gordon Matta-
Clark, who dissected real buildings 
scheduled for demolition, haunts 
Appel's art, as do Nancy Rubins' 
gargantuan sculptures made of 
small airplane parts, water heaters, 
mattresses and trailer homes. In all, 
beauty and destruction are too 
close for comfort. 
     The most apposite real-life 
precedent for Appel's paintings 
may be President Lincoln's speech 
about America being a house torn 
asunder by the Civil War. Both 
sober assessments counterbalance 
unimaginable tragedy with battle-
scarred optimism. 
     The blunt-force trauma that 
Appel's paintings make palpable is 
not the whole story. He crafts his 
canvases with consummate care 
and labor-intensive devotion, 
building their compositions with 
considerable delicacy, unassuming 
felicity and formal sophistication. 
Their circle-the-wagons atmos-
phere attests to a type of go-it-
alone defiance made famous by all 
types of survivors, both real and 
mythical. 
     Like the work of many talented 
artists -- including Monique Prieto, 

Michael Minelli and Evan 
Holloway -- that once seemed as if 
it had little to do with 
contemporary social issues, Appel's 
poignant pictures engage politics 
indirectly. They lay out their 
argument about what's at stake 
while giving viewers the freedom 
to make up our own minds. 
 
 
 
Angles Gallery, 2230 Main St., Santa 
Monica, (310) 396-5019, through Nov. 
27. Closed Sunday and Monday. 
anglesgallery@aol.com 
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Kevin Appel's paintings, including "The Unholding Center," depict 
homes that have crash-landed after a mighty hurl.; 
PHOTOGRAPHER: Brian Forrest Angles Gallery 


