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Arts & Galleries
Many “aficionados” look down their noses at pho-

tography as an art form which requires no real tal-
ent. It’s just point and shoot. Simple. But photogra-
phy is anything but the simple act of pointing and
shooting. It isn’t even about being in the right place
at the right time, though all these things come into
play. Photography, when done well, as Chris Foster
does in his current exhibit at Bravura Art and
Objects, is about capturing moments of power and
grace, displaying depth and action in a two-dimen-
sional still.

Then and Now, Foster’s first show in the United
States, captures that intensity. His shots of rock
icons Tina Turner, Chuck Berry, and Elton John
during the 70s are like loaded guns; cocked with
their ever-present weight, ready to fire.
On the adjacent wall, and on the odd
space here and there, Foster’s contempo-
rary work is shown, taking that intensi-
ty and shifting subject matter to the sea
and fishing. Beachscapes are nothing
new on the East End, but the eye that
captured Elton John chugging a bottle of
champagne now turns its gaze to sein-
ing, fly fishing, and the overall power of
the ocean. These are not the cliché shots
you generally see while bopping in sou-
venir shops, they are not pretty sunsets
and solitary bathers. Here we have
churning tides and old salts.

“Tuna Iridescence,” a tight shot of the
head of a tuna shimming with the colors
of mother of pearl, catches the viewers

attention, first because if its delicate
swirl of colors, but as the eye is drawn
closer, you notice scars, perforations in
the skin and contours of the mouth
that separate the sheen of iridescence
from the textural qualities. In
“Bonaparte Wave,” a flock of
Bonaparte’s gulls sweep across a back-
drop of a cresting wave, their white
feathers blending into the background
of the crashing water, but as the mind
absorbs the image, the crispness of the
birds’ outlines becomes prevalent.
Their presence becomes the primary
focus of the photograph for a minute

before the viewer’s eye
returns to the wave in the
background.

At quick glance, one
could look at these two sets of photo-
graphs and see nothing similar; rock
stars on one side, nature on the other.
But the display of the show and the
positioning of the pieces allows the
viewer to draw connections between the
two. The most outstanding and possibly
beautiful of these correlations is
between “Tall Tina Turner” and “Fresh
Pond Reflection.” The first image, a
black and white, is shot at an upward
angle, capturing a magnificent, powerful
Turner on stage in a white flowing
dress. The second, a swan and its reflec-

tion on a still pond, displayed vertical-
ly with the plumes of the swan on the
bottom, mimics the white dress of
Turner, creating parallels through the
35-year age gap between the collec-
tions.

Perspective plays a strong role in
Foster’s work. It is evident in the “Tall
Tina Turner” piece (where the upward
shot makes her appear to be colossal),
but truly makes a difference when
dealing with the contemporary works.

The strength in “Haul Seiners: The
Lesters” lies in the fact that it was
shot with the camera very low to the
ground, aiming upward, following a
fish-packed seining net from its outer-
lengths toward the men hauling it in.
The focus of the shot lies in the fore-

ground – the fish – and leaves the fishermen
blurred. It offers a startling image of the haul – the
essence and goal of fishing.

The individual sides of Then and Now stand alone
as photographic exhibitions. The rock photography
carries history, youth and counter-culture, whereas
the contemporary works seem to hold a timeless
quality, edging closer to the side of fine art than the
documentary style of the 1970s work. Together,
though, the works show the change in tastes and
subject matter, as well as an evolution of style of
Chris Foster. A chronology of his life through the
images he shoots.

–Christian McLean

review: “then and now” photographs by chris foster

Just as theatergoers left their shoes on the floor
before entering the Watermill Center’s perform-
ance space this past Sunday afternoon, the experi-
ence of seeing Death in Vacant Lot evoked a simi-
lar symbolic act. Individuals were being asked to
forsake their shoes, that very piece of apparel that
provides a “grounding” for most people living in
the western world.

Thus, spectators found themselves shoeless and
groundless as they prepared to watch the play,
their presumptions and perceptions concerning
the universe about to disintegrate before their
very eyes and ears. For the next hour, what view-
ers saw and heard would be confusing, disorient-
ing, and bursting with visual overload, mixed
metaphors, tanka poetry and subtle references to
such wide-ranging European sources as Brecht
and Fellini, even though the work is based on a
1974 Japanese film by Terayama Shuji.

Of course, the establishment of such an ambi-
ence should come as no surprise. This was, after all,
the Watermill Center, Robert Wilson’s avant-garde
theatre laboratory. Off the beaten track, both physi-
cally and philosophically, the Center is hidden away,
like Shangri-La, amidst the pastoral byways of the
Hamptons. While the audience came somewhat pre-
pared, it still needed time to adjust to the work’s
unusual narrative form. The sparse set and lack of
definable characters (who functioned both as a group
and as separate individuals) didn’t provide us with
the theatrical elements we associate with logic and
reason. As the play progressed, however, delineated
characters did emerge, each with their own particu-
lar facial expressions.

The lack of a specific reference to time and place is
another aspect of the play that subverts the conven-
tional laws of story telling. In a nutshell, these fac-
tors signify a non-narrative or non-linear form: the

concept that “What follows what” is replaced by
“What goes with what.”

Such an idea evokes an indirect use of cause and
effect; individual vignettes unfold sporadically, begin-
ning, stopping and continuing again at a later time.
(This plot device was also used by filmmaker Robert
Altman in his film Short Cuts, for example.)

Such non-narrativity establishes an intellectual
distance between the work and the viewers as they
work to put the pieces of the plot together. The audi-
ence feels alienated, as they would while watching a
play by Brecht.

Conversely, the staging positions the spectators on
the same level as the performers as there is no stage
or auditorium. Instead, the audience and actors occu-
py the same space and the physical distance between
them is shortened.

Besides the work’s unconventional narrative,

there’s the matter of the director’s alienating use of
diverse styles, such as Expressionism, exemplified
by extremes in movement, both agitated and fluid,
and Surrealism, with the juxtaposition of incongru-
ent images (i.e. the woman being pumped up.)
There’s even one scene, when the group of actors
cavort like circus performers, that seems Fellini-
esque.

Mixing and matching styles creates an arresting
dynamic that works extremely well, as does the var-
ied art forms employed, such as movement, electric
music, sound effects made by the actors themselves,
and poetry. In a word, the visual, aural, kinetic, and
literary.

The aural aspects are particularly noteworthy,
and involve a myriad of actor-generated accents,
visual tones, and real-life sound effects (a baby
briefly crying from the audience, for example),
blended perfectly with the ongoing dramatic action.

The fact that the ending had not been completed
at the time of the performance also evoked the idea
of a conceptual installation (to use a term applied to
the visual arts). We are fascinated with trying to fig-
ure out how the story ends, although the film’s end-
ing suggests that the hero (a young man experienc-
ing a rite of passage) meets his grown-up self in the
future; a bustling cityscape completes the scene.

No matter the ending, there’s another point to be
made. The work is a master of the principle that con-
tent equals form, and reinforces the idea that life is a
mysterious, often confusing, frightening, and even
humorous journey. It was a “Happening” for sure.

–Marion Wolberg Weiss

Death in Vacant Lot will be playing from Oct. 4 - 14
at Swing Space, 15 Nassau Street, Manhattan
Wednesdays through Fridays at 8 p.m. Saturdays at 7
p.m. and 10 p.m.

Premiere at Robert Wilson’s Watermill Center

“Fresh Pond Reflection”

“Tall Tina Turner”
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