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THE ART OF LETTING GO

by Lisa Paul Streitfeld

At the close of the twentieth century, art and high culture were declared at an end. We now know the reason.
Western civilization had reached the point where we were filled up with too much stuff; we had to empty ourselves
to allow a new paradigm to emerge.

Given this perspective, the artist's current task is to create a vacancy where art can come alive again. Barbara
Rachko’s recent trajectory has been precisely this: to empty out her crowded picture frame and -- like the whole of
western civilization -- reduce her reliance on her proficient technical skill to allow mystery to arise through a gradual
unfolding. This process bore fruit a few years ago with a leap into a new medium of photography resulting in the
compelling new series, Gods and Monsters.

A commercial pilot who subsequently became a naval officer, Rachko made frequent trips to Mexico and Central
America, where became entranced by folk figures: “an amalgam of childhood memories, half-forgotten dreams, and
images encountered in literature, pre-Columbian art, mythology, and cinema.” With these powerful visual elements,
the artist’s hyper-real portraiture was transplanted by a mysterious “cast of characters” serving as connections

to the universal unconscious. She began with pastels of small tableaus and worked into life size sets that would
frequently incorporate her self-portrait.

This award-winning artist, who studied psychology in college, describes her pastel paintings as “methodical, labor-
intensive, and highly representational.” Yet, the thematic subject matter evolved to reveal the infiltration of the
unconscious into daily life, a universal millennial theme that became horrifyingly personal and real when her husband
died on September 11 on board of the plane hitting the Pentagon.

The subsequent Gods and Monsters experiment, which — unlike so much new photography - rejects digital
manipulation in favor of the “synchronistic accident,” required a conscious embrace of the Uncertainty Principle.
The purpose is to release the very mechanism of control. “These images are created inside the camera and in the
darkroom. To blur the scene, | pick a focal length and leave it on that setting as | work, moving in and out and around
the setup,” she writes in her statement. “Sometimes | position the camera flat on the floor or tilt it up at an angle,
pressing the shutter release without looking through the rangefinder.”
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Every image is unique, a surprise that cannot be repeated, which tears away at ego expectation. “Always | am
letting go,” she writes, “breaking habits learned as a painter and a photographer, exploring, and seeing what
will happen.” The unconscious production is completed with the conscious act of observation, thereby marrying
opposites of left and right brain inherent in the meshing of a new process with the emerging archetype of Self.

Rachko has simplified both her process and her vision. Using gels on the lens, she is experimenting with color
and ridding herself of excess design elements, as well as abandoning photography techniques such as focusing
and composing through the rangefinder, to penetrate into the mysteries that these folk art figures represent in
their native culture. Her earlier pastels foreshadowed this gradual unfolding of the mystical in daily life, thereby
enabling the mind to spontaneously prioritize what is revealed of figure and symbol. The happy result is the
viewer can access the image in a manner that Rachko’s earlier works, for all their excessive detail, could not.

The artist refers to her new technique as “painting with a camera.” The thematic variations resulting from crossing
these disciplinary boundaries frees the unconscious material into its own mysterious dance. There is an ironic
twist at work here; the artist’s pastel paintings were composed from photographs. This ouroboric interchange
between mediums requires a metamorphosis of soul. Such an achievement is approached by dissolving realism
(the representational painting) via the darkroom into the dreamscape of the photograph, thereby achieving a
post-digital transformation of the medium into the vehicle, once again, for pondering the very nature of reality.

In freeing her subjects to perform as phantasms and faeries of heaven and earth. Barbara Rachko has transformed
herself into a human filter for the Paradigm Leap. Subsequently, Gods and Monsters reveals the new promise
for art: mysterious narratives that enthrall the viewer as participant in a communal rite of passage into global
transformation.

Lisa Paul Streitfeld is a critic, curator and novelist publishing a book about her 21st century art theory. Ms. Streitfeld's credits include
The New York Times and Sculpture magazine among other publications.
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