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The current show at Art League Houston has that most violent and dark of all influences among its inspirations: fairy tales. Nearly everyone knows that proper fairy tales, as opposed to the recently regurgitated Disney-concocted versions, are frightening. The artist, Eric Michael Jones, was educated at the University of St. Thomas in Houston and is currently displaying works which reference, he says, both classic fairy tales and short fiction. He describes a phenomenon in which some images had a particular story as a “departure point;” some end products were fairly close to the original story they were inspired by while others took an unexpected turn and became narratives of their own. In the author’s own words: “…it is not important that the viewer recognize the source tale, but rather that they be intrigued enough by the image to want to engage with it.” 

The world that Eric Michael Jones explores in the show Buffalo Hunters has many strong images surrounding children and the strength and perseverance of a child’s spirit. The most compelling of these are perhaps the most disturbing, however. The large, vivid Lambda prints make no apologies for their raw subject matter. The juxtaposition of figures and objects is often confusing, as is his tendency to play with historical eras—some of the characters seem to be archaic while others are easily identified as contemporary. The amalgamation of many images in the digital printmaking process is a popular one, but Jones plies this conceit, as it were, very uniquely. The work Hansel, for instance, has as its focal point not the young boy whose naked chest and wistful face reek of vulnerability, but a black-garbed woman who seems to meet the viewer’s gaze coldly and squarely. Her clothes are Hester Prynne-esque and her expression confrontational. 

The many digital images that were employed to create this figure have a Frankenstein feel to them—her chin is thrown up in a defiant action but her eyes and cheekbones are slightly askew. The arm that hangs from her bell sleeve is covered with sores and her fingers on that hand are disfigured with arthritis or a birth deformity. The Anne Sexton poem, Her Kind seems to inform this character: “Lonely thing, twelve fingered, out of mind/ A woman like that is not a woman quite.” 

Nobody Said Anything, named for Raymond Carver’s short story, is an unsettling scene with two images of identical young girls dressed in white ballet leotards with over-the-elbow black leather gloves. The obvious connotations of sexuality implied in the fabric of the gloves is complicated by the fish which hangs between the two girls, seemingly disemboweled, with many strings of pearls and jewels intertwined in its entrails. The girls’ presence is an enigma. Their calm and studious expressions as they rummage through the fish suddenly give them the air of disinterested factory workers. Perhaps the ease with which they encounter such a graphic and strange object likens them to carnival performers, magician assistants or unruffled explorers who happened upon a disturbing treasure trove in the belly of their catch. Although this work began with the story of a young boy playing hooky to go fishing, the end product is much more ambiguous and compelling.
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