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A self-described “son of the South,” Russell Biles was born, raised, and still lives in the southern 
U.S.  He remembers playing around with clay at a young age, making animals and monsters, 
but it was not until he entered college to study architecture that he was re-introduced to art and 
ultimately to ceramics.  Since his graduation Biles has been a studio artist in Greenville, SC, 
working in sculptural forms that range from large totems reminiscent of Northwestern Indian 
work to small, carefully crafted, colorful porcelain figures.  He is best known for the latter work 
which confronts the direction in which society is moving and finds it severely lacking.  Biles uses 
such American icons as the Cleavers and the Cartwrights as well as contemporary newsmakers 
to satirize social, religious, and political issues and to engage the viewer in the discussion.  Biles 
employs irony and satire in his work and believes that the humor inherent in satire tempers the 
critique and hopefully produces a thoughtful reaction rather than an automatic rejection.  As 
important to Biles as the message is the craftsmanship of his work, the quality that gives the 
work integrity and cements his position as a noted artist whose work is included in a number of 
both private and public collections. 
 
 

 
ARTIST’S STATEMENT – RUSSELL BILES 

 
“My satirical sculpture is a combination of content, imagery, attitude, and humor. These 
elements are expressed through a visual narrative.  This visual narrative allows me to convey 
ideas to a broad audience on different levels. My desire to reach a broad audience reflects my 
belief that my audience is made of individuals with individual perspectives, each one as relevant 
as the other. Their interpretation is only limited by their willingness to open their minds and 
overcome the obstacles I confront them with. These obstacles are manifested in content, 
imagery, attitude and humor.  
 
Content represents the most significant aspect of my work. I strive to develop truthful content 
based on first-hand knowledge or well-researched material. With frequency I will pit these truths 
against preconceived beliefs. Religion and politics are favorite subjects which are often 
polarizing areas for people of conviction.  
 
Another area of polarization is imagery. Imagery is the first punch thrown by a piece of visual 
art. The first reaction from the audience will come from that initial eye contact. The viewer may 
walk away or stay as the result of this first contact. I try to confront the audience right off and 
although my concept is to reach everyone, I relish the times when some individuals walk away. 
At this point my attitude reins in. 
 
My emotional attitude permeates every aspect of my work. I feel for all I do and I enjoy siding 
with the underdog. Experience dictates this methodology may hinder commercial success but I 
personally believe my “heart-over-head” mentality creates richer art.   
 
One element that allows me to make my bitter subjects palatable is satirical humor.  Humor 
breaks down barriers and allows viewers to confront ideas that may arouse unsettling emotions. 
Satire works to manipulate the viewer’s perspective through misdirection by drawing attention to 
the obvious, thus allowing the underlying meaning, when discovered, to hopefully be more 



thought provoking.  
 
Basically this is the gist of my satirical sculpture. But there is one other important element not 
yet mentioned. This element also plays a role in reaching a broad audience by immediately 
connecting with the viewer. It’s craftsmanship and craftsmanship is a finite quality of my work.  
Historically craftsmanship is appreciated in all cultures and in my opinion is an element of 
humanity lacking in a lot of contemporary art.”1 
 
 
1.  “Artist’s Statement.”  Courtesy of the artist. 
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“I’m an artist that’s a born and bred Southerner with close family ties,” Russell Biles has stated.1  
His mother taught special education and his father, in addition to being a businessman, was a 
Boy Scout Leader.  The family also includes a sister, now a successful journalist and writer, and 
his grandmother, whom he calls his best friend.  
 
Some of Russell Biles’ earliest memories were of making things with clay so it is probably not 
surprising that he eventually found his way back and made ceramic art his career.  Once he 
started school, however, art was put aside as it was not offered as part of the curriculum.  His 
interest returned when, following service in the U.S. Navy, he enrolled in college, planning to 
study architecture.  As part of his studies he signed up for a class in painting, making paintings 
of sculpture.  Classes in clay followed and, in a return to those first animals and monsters made 
as a child, he created a suspended two-headed flying dragon – an incredibly complex piece for 
a beginning ceramist.  In a nod to the traditional approach to learning ceramics he followed up 
that sculpture with six cups but that was the extent of his work in functional pottery.  “My artist 
direction began when I was in my mid-twenties and started attending art classes,” said Biles. “I 



had three primary art teachers that were very talented women.  Their philosophy was the same 
as I received growing up which was to be an individual and do your best.”2 From that time 
forward he concentrated on ceramic sculpture producing work that includes large totems 
inspired by Northwestern Indian pieces and his better known work that uses commercial icons 
and celebrities in often biting, frequently dark social and political critiques. 
 
Working in porcelain Biles’ carefully crafted, colorful figures take on religion, politics, and social 
issues in a satiric but unmistakablely pointed way.  Osama bin Laden sits sheltered on Mother 
Teresa’s lap; Jesus pulls Terry Schiavo to heaven in a wagon; JonBenet Ramsey is shown in 
full cowgirl regalia holding pistols; even the Cartwrights and the Cleavers appear but in wildly 
different roles.  His work has been called “subversive,” disturbing, but there is no avoiding 
confronting the issue.  He directly challenges the direction in which society is moving and the 
viewer must address it, however uncomfortable it might be. 
 
In an interview with Kevin T. Hogan, Biles was asked if he saw himself as a craftsman or a 
sculptor.  Biles did not answer the question directly but in his response seems to see himself as 
a blend of both.  “..Craft gives the work integrity… [and] holds the viewer.  It’s like the 
backbone…the work is as finished on the inside as it is on the outside.   [That’s] important to 
me.  I want people to see the quality of the work involved.  But there has to be more to it than 
that.”3  He further states that he had to work very hard to reach the point where he was taken 
seriously as an artist, particularly with slip-cast ceramics, but he appreciates that he can make 
editions of his work, thus keeping them affordable, while retaining his position as a noted artist.  
He has taken the affordability concept a step further in his gumball series, gumball machines 
which hold tiny sculptures in a case.  For only a few coins, an original Russell Biles could be 
had, a popular idea for the young future collectors who already understood the idea that this 
piece is a work of art. 
 
Biles works as a studio artist in Greenville, SC. Working from his home gave him the opportunity 
to be a stay-at-home dad for his three children, an experience, he notes, that “…generated a 
wealth of material for my art.”4  “For the past 19 years my three children have been my world,” 
Biles stated. “They are my greatest source of pride and the glue that holds me together.”5   
 

Russell Biles’ work has been featured in a number of exhibitions and is included in the 
collections of the Museum of Art and Design, NY; the Mint Museum of Craft and Design, 
Charlotte, NC: the Arizona State University Art Museum, Tempe, AZ; Caldwell Arts Council, 
Caldwell County, NC; the Greenville County Museum of Art, Greenville, NC: the Racine Art 
Museum, Racine, WI; and Winthrop University, Rockhill, SC; as well as private collections.  He 
received the Juror’s Choice Award in The Red Clay Survey, Huntsville Museum of Art in 1994 
and a Visual Art Fellowship from the South Carolina Arts Commission in 2000. 
 
 
 
1.  Russell Biles. “Biographical Statement.”  Courtesy of the artist. 
2.  Ibid. 
3.  Kevin t. Hogan.  “Ten-cent Art (and Other Oddities.)” 
http://www.mountainx.con/ae/1998/1007biles.php 
4.  Biles.  “Biographical Statement.” 
5.  Ibid. 
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