


Wessel says his photographs recognize an order in the physical world
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brought from Germany. Wessel,
who’d never owned a camera,
photographed her on a fire escape
and then processed the film in the
college darkroom.

When the image came forth in
the developing tray, “I could feel
myself changing physically,”
Wessel recalls. “It was like some-
thing dropped out of the sky. See-
ing her on the fire escape had giv-
en me a certain feeling, and then
when I saw the photograph of her,
it gave me a similar feeling. And I
thought that was an incredibly
powerful thing — that a photo-
graph could give you a feeling
that was similar to the feeling you

had in the physical world. Nobody
could’ve told me that. I knew what
I was going to do the rest of my
life. The next day, I sold my mo-
torcycle, and three months later I
opened a portrait studio.”

He plunged into picture mak-
ing and absorbed the work of
street photographers like Eugene
Atget, Robert Frank, Lee Frie-
dlander and Garry Winogrand.
He cites the last two as influences,
and also loves the paintings of Ed-
ward Hopper, whose isolated
American figures are brought to
mind by Wessel’s oddly arresting
1981 “Point Richmond, Califor-
nia.” It shows an older gent in a
light suit standing at the weath-
ered garage door of a funky little
house with pipes climbing the fa-

cade, a patch of chain link fence
in the foreground, a small stack of
cinder blocks on the driveway.
This and other solitary people
in his pictures “are singular, but
they’re not necessarily lonely,”
Wessel says. “Contemplative.”
That’s an apt description of the
man in a dark suit standing on the
beach at Aquatic Park in “San
Francisco, California (1973),” his
back to the camera, hand on hip,
as he gazes out to the bay. The
triangle-shaped negative space
made by his bent elbow is as cru-
cial to the picture as the shadow of
his legs spilling across the sand.
Thirty-five years after moving
to California, Wessel, who teaches
at the San Francisco Art Institute,
is still drawn to the brilliant light

of the Golden State. “You can see
everything,” he says. “Every sur-
face is described.” Particularly in
Southern California, where Wes-
sel has photographed sun bathers,
street corners, a cool Hitchcock-
ian blonde seen from one car win-
dow into another in long-shad-
owed late-afternoon light.

“When I printed this, I thought
Kim Novak,” laughs Wessel, who
often makes pictures of man-
made environments empty of
people, like the “Night Walk, Los
Angeles” series. It includes the
image of a huge leafless tree
looming over a little house like
something out of “The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow,” and a darkened
Spanish bungalow that makes you
wonder about the unseen lives

within. Seeing this picture, fellow
photographer Lewis Balz said, “A
couple had some terrible venom-
ous fight 30 years ago and haven’t
spoken since.”

Then there are the sweet little

after dinner mint-colored Rich-

mond houses that comprise “For-
ty Real Estate Photographs.”
These humble homes, with their
tidy lawns, cherry-red shutters or
lime-green trim, were all shot in
early morning or late afternoon
light from the same straight-on
vantage point. They remind Wes-
sel of the pictures on the walls of
his mother’s real estate office.
“You can see the handiwork of
the occupants in every one of
these houses,” Wessel says.
Walking through the exhibi-

tion, he also sees “an aspect of my
life. Fach one of these things
could be a mnemonic device, like
this motel room,” he says, point-
ing to a picture of a generic space
strangely aglow with light from
the sconces above the twin beds.
“I see that the little tray on the
floor has dog food in it. So that
could throw me back to one peri-
od of my life, with that particular
dog, and with that particular
wife.”

But Wessel prefers not to see

.this show as a retrospective of a

life’s work. “No, no, I'm still
young,” he says with a laugh. “I
have another 40 years.”
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