Additive Imagery

Los Angeles / Mark Jobnstone
Working with combined imagery in antique processes that suggest an approach akin to print-making was one characteristic of an academic attitude toward the medium of photography that was prevalent in the 1960's. That approach, often realized in light pastel colors, became less popular by the mid 1970's when straight color photography became the rage. A bit later in the decade, color for color's sake was discovered and celebrated by photography. So it is not too surprising now, a few years farther along, to encounter mixed-media work that utilizes those intense colors with a more sophisticated visual vocabulary.
The Visual Dialogues of Richard Felix, at the ARCO Center for Visual Art, are initially 30"x40" color photographs that have been combined with other imagery during the printing stage of the photographic process. He then draws and paints on them and builds up the surface of each image to create a unique piece. The works in his European Portfolio have titles that identify the place pictured as Paris, Amsterdam, Frankfurt or Venice, but the actual location of each depicted site is almost incidental to the piece itself. The interplay that is developed between the painterly and photographic qualities in each work has a freshness that I haven't seen in quite some time.
The photographic information found in the images has qualities that suggest a sensitivity to the way that the camera interprets the world. (Whether or not those characteristics are uniquely photographic will probably continue to be a point of academic speculation for years to come.) Photographers tend to capitalize on certain aspects that are best expressed through photographic means. Some of these qualities are action, point of view and framing. Felix uses an interesting angle, foreshortening or depth within an image, in a manner that could only be accomplished through a photograph. His "dialogue" is built by playing off that information against a surface application of paint and other textural materials that is skillfully done, albeit sometimes crude in appearance. If depth is introduced through the photographic view, then the flatness of the painting that sur​rounds it is emphasized. The surface of the photographic print is in contrast to the ragged applica​tion of strong brushstrokes; planes in the picture are thrown out of focus and become color washes; patterns in the original scene are echoed by, or contrasted with, the patterns of the added tactile surface. The list could go on and on.
The information that Felix adds in the printing stage of a photographic appears designed to con​tribute to the dialog of the image. Musical notation, anatomical diagrams and short descriptions of scientific experiments relating to natural phenomena and forces—all these relate to a technical or technological interpretation of qualities that exist as poetry or mysteries in nature. This particular kind of interpretation becomes the domain of that which is photographic in the work. By com​parison, the painting is gestural and made in relation to the image, not simply on it. The only real criticism that might be leveled at the work is that the flamboyance and complexity built up through the layering of different kinds of information sometimes obscures, rather than creates, a rich, dense and full experience. This is possibly a drawback with work that needs to be "read" in order for the scope of what it attempts to accomplish to be successfully assimilated by the viewer.
It is gratifying to see raw, almost uncontained, energy in an artwork. These pieces don't yet display the mastery and full direction that comes with experience and maturity, but do display a sensitivi​ty, control and sense of experimentation that are likely to carry the work a long way.
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