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VISUAL ARTS:
The imperfect eye

BY ELAINE WOLFF 09/09/2004
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In the cause of voyeurism for art, Nathalie Blue Star Art Space
Daoust's Tokyo Girls, curated by Michael Mehl 116 Blue Star
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invoked by the combination of old-fashion
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contemporary looking women scantily dressed
or even nude is hardly titillating anymore, and
Daoust's show plows fertile ground for
discussing provocation, the American dream,
and a host of related topics.
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For the traditionalists in the crowd, Blue Star Art Space has brought a sure-fire home run to
town: a "retrospective" of the work of contemporary Mexican photographer Graciela Iturbide,
showcasing new prints of remote King Ranch land printed by local Alternative Ink. In the
background are scores of gelatin prints drawn from the artist's stash at the Witliff Collection
of Mexican and Southwestern photography at Texas State University-San Marcos. As a
local photo-grapher and fan pointed out to me, there's not much transition between the work
for which lturbide, a student of Manuel Alvarez Bravo, is known - portraits capturing ironic
moments in the transition of Mexican culture from ancient and indigenous to modern and
globalized - to the landscapes, which were commissioned by members of the King Ranch
families. But, for spiritual vagabonds hoping for a glimpse into the soul of Mexico at the
hands of a skilled photographer, the earlier gelatin prints will be plenty enticing on their
own. The images range from poetry, as in the head and shoulders of a smiling woman lying
on a beach, sea shells covering her eyes, to travelogue, as in the well-known portrait of an
Indian woman sporting several large iguanas on her head, to the confrontational
documentation of coiffed women throwing gang signs in front of a mural lauding heroes of
the Mexican revolution.

Hanging in the main gallery,
the large square landscapes
are giclee prints with heavy
brown and red tones, to the
extent that they add a thick
layer of atmosphere to the
sparsely populated frames -
almost the nostalgic tones of
sepia. Among the best are
rolling sand dunes sprouting
the stark remains of trees (As
soon as the state legislature
outlaws driving on Texas'
public beaches, I'm in favor of
the King Ranch going ahead
and donating the seaside
acreage to the public trust)
and a long shot of a circus
leaving town.

One thing that the contrast
between old and new
techniques makes abundantly
clear is that digital printing is
another method for producing
images, not a replacement for
traditional development. For
all the soft beauty of the
landscapes, | hankered for a
gelatin print, its starker
contrasts and greater range of
shadows.

There's tweaking and then
there's tweaking. Local
photographer Al Rendon, who
says he initially felt
ambivalence about the new
photography technology, has
embraced the possibilities
wholesale, exhibiting a series
of color prints that he scanned from negatives and manipulated with Photoshop filters. The
resulting giclee prints almost create an optical illusion: is it a watercolor or a photograph?
The precision of the depth of field, size ratios, and composition bespeak photography, but

Nathalie Daoust employs the playful lenticular
method of printing that gives her Tokyo Girls, on
view at ONE9ZEROG, the illusion of provocative
motion.



the "fresco" and other effects he layers on the original image turn foliage and faces into
softly pixelated approximations.

Rendon grew up on the downtown river, and the images themselves have a dual nature: At
first glance they look ready-made for the tourist crowd, capturing the colorful reflection of
table umbrellas in the river, or the streak of holiday lights below a bridge, but, on longer
reflection, a soft-spoken ambivalence comes through. The water itself is the subject here,
and ultimately many of the images are documentary in the best sense, allowing the subjects
within the frame to tell their own unfinished story.

As for the technique, it is still waiting to be perfected, but what is really interesting is that
the prints reveal the human hand pushing at the technology to achieve a desired outcome,
a struggle that is mostly invisible with traditional darkroom printing. *

By Elaine Wolff
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