Fonville

 Portrait of the artist

By Futh Laney

Suppi::; itk Fonviile Winsns phetegraphy
stadio - on the commer of Laerel asd Seventh
slzeets s hke snfenmp o fime warp, He has
cocupsed | ibeunmarked, 100-yess-old Imildi=g
snge (he mad-1980= and be Wiy refers to i a8
“an aschibect end intericy. decomators dream”
Phedographs af focal poliscians, the socal efits,
the famcas, fhetalented, k= beastiful and the'nok
0 Beantiful
— Ting (kb= w‘h‘nq*.n]h

Portmits “of former Lowisiany - govemors
hang chesk-by-jovd il sisch natsonal celabaes
o

vode 34 basehal] conel Coanie hisck Resting
atop 20 ancient cooch 15 baliered composite
photo af the' 18.vear-oid Elizabeth Cole just
hafore she laft Baton Rougs for New Yark and
stardeen a8 setresy Elimabeils Askisy.

Tacked op m the odd fes space are crumbhng
aewipaper clippengs. Famville has been coverd
m prnt from oy sneles — 34 ihe wedding
photoppher who conducted’ national semenary
featieieg & bride in 2 Batkung suit and trcepacest
dress (to demonstats propes placement of kness
and feet) as o pourmet ook of soch delicazsss
as Chichen- To-Fiefl-and Hack and Deg-m-a Cast
Flan: a5 3 collsctor of edshle meshrecans: as
Balon F.wpr': premiasr 'bi.l::..'rJ"JI: (2 hit-and-nin
accident

Self-ponrait — Taken at Grand Islein 1935

seciehy secticn with the capon, Wim. Toha
Smith, center . " Hit ohiervations — dalivered
&n the mspiog veice of 3 beavy smoler (which he
15 el ) — arw palbne rneous, Beevesent, oflsd
barady and penchuated bor such spetbets a5
“Loed-aemghty” aned ~ WhikCees”

Foamrlls 15 marmad to the former #Halen Coflms
Helen works i the studsa desng il coloring of
potirats (2 fachoaque mied before oolar Blm),

which i5 effjoyisy a esReEcs i populaty
Bufaeredd for 44 years, the coople bas (kxes
childsen; Bob, who i an enpneerat the
shipasds in Pascagenla’ dies. (and who alen
Bay 3 portrait st thexel Walkey, a2

lw tremics techiticiss for (ke Werlands Resesrel
Ingitute at LEL; and Eu'u;hler?-.!q'gel_ who o
warking in her fathe's siodic umtil the rejos
e hisshand James Tumes, curresily m ' Jordan

wvhile buck Jeft ens haned slghtly impadred); xad
3 o socen b,

The srcentricsty is readily appasent. Thees is Bis
costurss which seldom vaniss froos day bo day.
He dressies, expentialhy, fog the bevele trip from
hes home o Goodwood to hut stisbo. Bght
gemnpe  windbeeakoer, white shor-sleeved shat
(often stamed wath elemacale) ihaln Hermints
shorty, black cr white socks pulled halfoay up
£or his Renses, track shess of the K-St vansty.
Insvitably, there & the wiste Schwann bacycling
eapr -pulbed tightly dewn on bie head, the brm
h.Ln'mduF at ljml}' :.u.E'I-:-.

The fee &5 & shicey one, with beslEsg gy
beoa's ower petroicg hacel Sy an =poied
nese and 8 mouth ofien in metion. As Fonville
puftsrs fom dalecom (o) postas shidio, ooe
netices that the leps winch descend from ks
cycling shorts ame  surprisingly  spandiy
consadening - the - miles | ibey've: “pedaled. ek
Fooyills Wizans has an apppeal that trasmcsnds
begety —of the ek of it Al the ageof 67, he i
walking proof that the ixick is not 1o be in style,
buat £ e @ style,

A.n:l that B has = spadas. Faollowss his com
bent in-sveryibng from oter mear io mmet
thewghts, he & 3 man who was “dei=g his'ovn
thing” as soquestionmphy as 3 chald log bl it
became fashiomable. Ha eschews fhe usnal pokite
emafl cafle which PRomindsd busisessmen
edples oy repiele wath poiste gnestaoms” o
imdicabe infsneat in you.

Fomng his #ves an & wsdor, Fornlle cocks by
Bead mnd fafics. A bati About himeelf, bt a
lsbener feely chamoed and meloded by b
wikingaess io shame his thoughts w0 opendy, He
Eafls abot his mael Dispeessson dags athen be
dssplayed ao ingesious knack for making a3 bk
al everyihiog Som siophons-playmg — °l once
beaf Tex Benske 'm a saxopbone conbest.” — to
filmey  LSU szt seaseemls and sven
phetogrphing - chickens ‘and turkews — “The
Erick {5 to enalos a Joud sound so all thesr Beadh
come op af cece.”

He talkes showst the women b has phodopraphed,
confiding that “this yomng wiomas wantsd 1o be
a Daliss Cowgitl and she was qualified.” He (eils
vots Tikns old 'ral had quite # ensstache® before be
redoinched - ber amd kst o wsll-knowm foremer
povermmend offical was ik bppesl pema
decna T ever knen'” He talks abouf the wealthyy
somewhat asoblich women wiass phate
wriich ke mas flanked by foen Dhalmatesas, mn
i a hesg-agn

o a Fulkasght professoniap,

Fonvalle's secentneaty snténds mio his
business prctices. He has neves advenied
etemiivalyt . (here's ok even 8 S oo (ke doeg
to poltfy a customer tkat ske bas fimally fousd
the srudoa, Stacting aut i the'd0s phetographing
locall sociedy beawhes, be benefiled from the
sosieby edifors’ habit of ronnsy bage photos
wib accommanying



stones mvmg deladls of, for example, a
veung lady wisiting relatves in Flonda
before retumme to Baton Fouge to attend
secretasial school

Times were slower then, the women
pethaps maoré beautifisl because of the
showness, and Fonville had 2 kmack fior
brngme aut that beauty — or charactsr. In
kis expen hands, even mundzne sociery
photes became woaks of an, exqustely bt
studies of faces in repose. Wih nothing in
the way of advenisement 3ve lhs credit
lne om the newspaper p]'u-uln:u:, he soon
found hemself with 2 wakting recm fall of
cusioymers.

Weddings became his specialty, and
an infimite amount of care went info s
:a.sﬂ:.' chched commerazl  ventare, He
became on expert on nuptial eugueie and
with = ] leammed: to' camy an
emegeney wedding kit contamng  such
amensizes as an extra garter for the bode
g

“This ane's called Ten Cenfs &
Dozen because of fhe sign painfed on
the window, The ouy on the lelf s Tony
Krislowich and he fellows on the right
were the Forells boys fom  New
Dieans. | look fhis in: Mogan Criy
1838, on the walernonl Nolfung was
planned | had no flash, 20 | vsed &
Inpod - and look a shight ime exposurs.
This was shol with a x5 Speed
Graphic.”

forgod, bags of noe wath bas name pemied on
them (3 concession to the ad wold), spints
of ‘ammonis for the famt of heat, Bauar
(puapnse not specified) and the never-there-
when-you.aeedivem safely pms. He was a
pianeer of bounce lighting, résultng in a
safter quatity to the beidal portrait.

S50 renovwmed was Fomvalle af the
weddeng portfolie that photopmpher Olan
nills had om flewn te Chattaneoga when
Mals" own daughter was mamied. Fonovlls
new s doan mode weddings than be
shoots and refuses to work 10 color, n-uh'.rg
that "the Black and white photographer is
abmpst 'b:ing forced out of busmess, The
calor photographer does no b wok —
he's ac only, and that's what [ call
& half-assed photoegmpher. 1 dont have
much: enthisiaem for colar, becmiga [have
such complete contred @ black and whize. If
v do cabor woale, you're at the mercy of
the lab, znd they pust grnd it cut.™

Fl:-:rll.-'lfl]:‘s- darkroom 15 anothér tnp

back in tmme, 4 seiting stright out b Bube
Goldberz, wath chemacals decanted m

whiskey bottles, antiquated clothespins
tacked to a shelf to held drving negatives,
A0-vear-old instrachion sheets pinned above
the enlarger. Amid 3 welter of yellow Kodak
bexes, machine parts and geneal bnc-a-
brac, the chemcal trays

are spotless, and the care be lavaches ona
it 5 evident.

[t is in this mad.scientst deabroom, e
mamiams, that he does hes most meportant
wartk, "The &t i5 0 the darkreos" he 5275,
adding that there 15 no such thmg as a
negative (oo bad to print from. An antercos
hotises  his  patented  filmoprocesing
machene, which he envented in the bate 105,
It can hamde 24 eolls of film =t 2 lsme i &
five-guast tank and 15, he says, the reason
hie can EomlEne 1o T A one-man studo, Ml
don't have to spend any time develaping
film, just abaut five mirnates vo load i nta
the machsne ™

A leng, demby kit, pamow hallway
Serves ad & negative fle, with more of the
ubigetous  yellow boxes stzcked to the
ceiEng on makeshift. shelves, An archivist
might get weak i the knees contemplafing
this filing system, but Fonville seems ta
know exzcthy where to, find the stem he
wanis.

A back room contasne a nevaw day
bed and a desk which doubles as a table,
This is where Fonville and Mesiget eat
lunch — bowls of soup cooked up on the
stove @ the machene shop. cmacker with
tastter. The butter s kept on a spare chumk
of wood i the machine-shop refigemior,
and the crackers can be found pust above

the fable, on a- shelf helpfully Libeled
Ycrackers.” And h-u'e.h.ru.ng the walls abowve

stacks of old copies of National Geographis
and Fopadar Mechanics is Fonwille's prvate
ohisto “E“ET.‘-a sefies shotn




soufh Loussaana d'l.:ru'l.g the "30s and and
s, commanly refemed to. by admmers as
his "ant” photographs,

Thas evidence of another mde of
Fonville's talent goes bagely unrecogiazed
bocalihy, :hhﬂug_h the P'hl;ﬁ-:: are nch m
nastalgie vahs, depictng o way of b that
5 dhang fast Ohrster bars along the Mosgan
City  waterfronf. Young  coftengickers
dressed m Sunday fimery for an aftemaon
of shapping. Two black kids; aged sbout
ter, tapdancing m broken shoes om oa
Bowrbron Street sidewnlk, Earl Long wotking
a erowd at a polineal rally m Natchitoches.
Ice floes on the Mississippd,

leain nver, Fab, 1040

Chopoaroties — “This was [oken i
1935 up al Angola when they stilil fad
women prisoners, before they were puf
in Si. Gabmal The guy on e horse hea
a big qun on s ofher side.”




Fomville

faken from Poat Allen, wath the Capetol
kooming in the background. The Port Allen
fomy landing, with dask, boxy cars of the
bate "305 liming the nverbanic,

These photegizphs — @ sxqusile
gradations of black, white and gray - are
wigks of o and bave been recognized as
such and reponted m such publications as
the MNew Yosk Times, Life xnd seveml
boaks: Hamett Bane's Bayous of Lewnsiana,
Aiyron Tassin's Mous Socames Acediens,
and  Willlam  Faulkner Bushtos's The

Ca:i'l.mi.

Mm: rentaifiable, the photagraphs were

made “in the fisld” with lasge, urwieldy
cameras, sometmes under hechc condsitons
— and often processed thee as well
Fanwville SIS he ™ didnt stact ot to make o
collection,” bat e kept shooting snd now
had a groasp of over 100 photographs which
has recently been in demand for exbabats.

Gallery South exfulned Fonyille's
pHotos last year, and he 'I'.n.mg a show i the
Centroplex Theatrs in Oetober o Fighlight
the apenng of the Baton Rouge Symphony
season.,, hedget is cumenthy organizng
zome of her father's photographs Mo an
enbkit calied "Loussigng Look-See"

which has been reguested by the Amencan
ambassador to Jondan a5 part of 3 culbeal
exchange The embassy m Syma has also
cxpressed interest in the cxhi,

This phatogrmphe-amist-masicin-
mventor, who apparenily has never leamed
thve word jaded, appears genunehy
delishted by each new wiave of recogmtion
and cocperates wilEnghy with the smarny
demands for ks Gme. At the doop of a
bicvele cap htll relate the steny behind each
photograph relishing details 35 much an
the humdredth telling as on the first. At
meaily 10, he s cleadly the possessorof a
maj-ar secret — the nehest man 15 he who
can da what he loves and be lucky enough
to make 2 lving from st Fonville had the
goodd fartume to discover photogaphy asa
youngster — and Was smant enough to
sealize that e had found his metier.

The rest ie bdstory; i e lhave awhle,
qust cleas the pil= of clppenas off that
colch, sityoursell down, and bl tell you
all about at,

Futh Laney s a locel frea-iance witer, A
fOMer GREVI-AATIRD SO0 FRDOrTEr for
the Alerandra Ogily Town Talk she s
5o i chivge of pubie relabions for the
Baton Rowuge- Syrmphony.

Takon

Mengel', "Dod cally fhis® his

gl

Shompman - "Ths feflow was in &

bar in Grand (sle. He was pretfy iight- and
was smoking one of fhose roll-your-own
cigarelles. Whoa he sow me leke s
pictine e wanled & copy of il nght away. |
guess ke didnt know he was 23 years
ghead of s Eme. When | couldnf give
him &8 picture, he wanled o fight me, so0 |
gol out of fhers prefly fast

Elizabeth Cole [Ashley] of oge 18 (parf of
composile) — Thess piclures. landed
Elizabeth Fer first job up in New York o
TV, doing 3 Coke commercial, | fook
them: over al fhe old arsenal It was &
jungfe then, a good place fo [ake piciunes.
But then lhey renovated i and nuined it~




