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Checkin’ in to Heartbreak Hotel – Riel Benn’s The Best Man
BY CATHY MATTES

By painting narratives containing his alter ego, the Best Man, Riel Benn

reflects upon his fascination with celibacy while dealing with ignorance,

loneliness and jealousy at the same time.  Armed with a sly and wry

sense of humour, Benn turns the complexities of relationships into jokes,

games and riddles, thus pleasing and satisfying his need to justify and

rationalize his single state. His narratives cause us to concurrently

laugh, feel nostalgia, discomfort, become weary, and maybe even a lit-

tle melancholic. 

Benn exposes his personal views and vulnerabilities through the continu-

ous presence of the cunning and eccentric Best Man. The Best Man is

always clad in a purple tuxedo with an empty blue heart and top hat.

The impact of Catholicism is evident by the rosaries the Best Man holds

and the colour purple which references mourning in Catholicism. He is

usually in transition, often dancing his way across the canvasses, and is

always up to something. He holds a mocking and know-it-all expression

on his face similar to the Joker in Batman. The demeanour of Benn’s

alter ego suggests that he is in control and

guides everything. He holds great powers in

Benn’s modified, dream-like/ nightmarish

world, and a simple gesture can change the

fate of the other figures in the work. 

In Benn’s paintings, the Best Man is excited to

share his views on love and relationships and is

confident in his pessimism. He takes everyday

situations, such as searching for love in person-

al ads, getting married, and realizing the slim

chance of finding the right person and exposes

what Benn might consider truths about rela-

tionships. It is here that Benn’s alter ego

appears to be less of an alter ego and more of

a Trickster. 

In many First Nations, the Trickster is used in

oral stories and art to teach people good judg-

ment through humour and irony. The Trickster

is a creator and a joker, and points out the

flaws in carefully constructed societies.

Trickster disrupts, amuses, disgusts and even

chastises. Trickster has the ability to transform

worlds in bizarre ways and through his cunning

nature, give us insight into our ways of seeing the

world in which we exist. In Benn’s work, the Best Man presents narra-

tives that are warnings or reminders of what can happen if we give in to

societal demands and succumb to the pressure of finding a soul mate. 

Benn creates an alternate reality in his work through the inspiration he

gets from cubism, surrealism and classic mythology. In his first self-por-

trait titled The Romantic Failure, Benn appears to morph into the Best

Man through cubism. Yet instead of being his regular confident self, the

Best Man is lonely and fractured, suggesting to us that he is a coping

mechanism.  

The backdrops for Benn’s stories contain surrealist landscapes where

floor tiles fall apart as the Best Man dances on them and empty blue

skies conjure up visions of being on a fast-moving carousel at a scary

circus side-show.  Architecture that resembles ancient Greek buildings

evokes notions of emptiness and how one might feel when surrounded

by beauty, yet without any one to share it with. 

In Blind Date, the intense sky and Greek architecture is the setting for a

cheeky narrative that puts racist doctrine in its place. Standing by a

street post with two one-way signs, an Aboriginal woman commands a

half dog, half Nazi skinhead figure on a dog-leash. In our world this

would never occur, yet in Benn’s transformed world justice bizarrely pre-

vails and everything is exactly how it should be. 

In Looks That Kill, Benn further exposes his inspiration from mythology

by referencing Medusa, who had the ability to turn men who looked at

her to stone in an instant. Behind the Best Man, holding up the head of

Medusa, is a stone statue of smiling Mr. Right with a woman weeping at

his feet, devastated by the loss of her ideal man. In the distance a

woman stands alone peering up at the sky, now accepting, or perhaps

even relishing her single state. 

In Benn’s work, the Best Man is sometimes noticably cruel. In The Royal

Flush, he flushes a nameless, faceless woman down the toilet head first.

Here the message is more obvious, and affirms

frustration with past love relationships (or the

lack of them), and wanting to flush it all down

the toilet. 

In Mr. Right, the Best Man is perched on a

headstone that states “Mr. Right – Forever in the

Hearts of Women..”  The imaginary Mr. Right

causes problems for both genders, whether we

are searching for him, or feel pressure to be

him. The burial of Mr. Right by the Best Man

allows Benn to relinquish any societal pressures

to strive for romantic perfection. It also lays to

rest the aspirations of women around the world

of finding Mr. Right. Thanks to the Best Man we

no longer have to try to find our Mr. Right,

because he no longer exists. 

Benn’s unusual narratives that exude humour

and irony raises the question as to whether or

not we might all have a bit of Trickster in us. If

the Best Man is indeed a Trickster who has

important insight, the dark cynicism present

through the Best Man series raises questions

about the source. Exactly where does the nega-

tive outlook on love come from? Does it come

from past experiences, being attentive to the world and learning from

others, or from insecurity about entering relationships? An image of a

young silhouetted man running in the background of several paintings

represents Benn as an insecure teenager. Is this figure the alter ego of

the knowledgeable and cunning purple-clad Trickster, and the source of

his cynicism and insecurity?

Many of us at one point become fed up with relationships and societies’

demands to find a soul mate. In our loneliest moments we might have

cruel thoughts and imagine scenarios of revenge, yet we often keep

those thoughts to ourselves. In the case of Benn, he paints them, expos-

ing us to his vulnerability and great ability to cope through creativity.

While some viewers might be weary of the Best Man’s motives, he is

Benn’s faithful sidekick, there for the long haul. However, as things in

the Best Man’s world are strange and never certain, so is the fate of

Benn and his alter ego.  Perhaps the next time we see the Best Man and

Benn, they will be checkin’ out of the Heartbreak Hotel, and dancing

their way off of lonely street.  
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