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Anecdote: the depiction of a minor narrative incident in a painting
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“A sense of belonging has always evaded me. For as long as I can remember, I have felt myself 
to be not quite in the right spot, not exactly where I should be. In the wrong place, uneasy 
where I am but uncertain where I ought to be” - Jenny Diski from ‘Stranger on a Train’

Those words, it suggests to me, describe the feeling one has delving into the work of Chris 
Friel. I have the sense, too, that this is perhaps how he might feel as he makes the images. 
There is a particular ambiguity contained within them, a sense of subjects being essentially as 
they ought to be, but not entirely. Perhaps as things are during those brief waking moments, 
emerging disoriented from a half-remembered dream into an unfamiliar room. He presents 
to us his Frielesque view of the world through altered perspectives, from the shadows and 
peripheries, as if floating or falling - never as things wholly are. His images may unsettle, 
beguile, intrigue, or fascinate us, but they will never bore us. His work is about as far from the 
mundane as it is conceivable to get. No wonder so many fall under his spell.

When embarking on a conversation about this style of photography, it won’t be long before 
someone introduces the name ‘Chris Friel’. He is the one who, for so many of us, was the 
spark that ignited our fire, the one who showed us just what was achievable with a camera 
and software. Indeed, he continues at the very vanguard of this creative movement, ever 
restless, constantly innovating, never content unless he is pushing away at the frontiers, 
experimenting with new ideas. Therefore, whenever I explore his photographs, I am reminded 
of the words of Rebecca Solnit, in her book ‘The Faraway Nearby’ where she writes, “Creation 
is always in the dark because you can only do the work of making by not quite knowing what 
you are doing, by walking into the darkness, not staying in the light. Ideas emerge from edges 
and shadows to arrive in the light”. This is where Chris loves to play - fearlessly, right at the 
edges of the possible, stretching into the darkness with his creative mind to see what he 
might discover for us. Just when you think he can’t conceivably come up with anything fresh, 
he startles with a body of previously unhinted at work.

Seeing this work for the first time was a major epiphany for me. To discover that which I 
hadn’t even realised I was searching was a revelation. To recognize that photographs could be 
so much more than the rule-bound representational images I had been led to believe were 
expected of me, was liberating. Like so many others, my photography suddenly had a renewed 
purpose. I will always be beholden to Chris for raising the veil from my eyes and setting me 
on an alternative course.

Once we start talking or writing about this genre of photography, it becomes evident that it 
eludes adequate definition. ‘Abstract?’ ‘Impressionistic?’ ‘Painterly?’ None seem to describe 
to a satisfactory degree what it is we do - what Chris does, even though all of those terms 
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and more come into play when talking about his work. Clearly, Chris is motivated to give an 
impression of what he sees, rather than a truthful depiction of it. His work is more about 
stirring up our feelings than presenting us with a realistic representation of the world. He 
uses the fact that he is a red/green dichromat to render his images in colours which deviate 
from the norm. It is this which results in the extraordinary hues we see in his work. Thus, the 
mundane take on an other-worldly and surprising character. Nor is Chris afraid of black (the 
delicious, ‘sloeblack, slow, black, crowblack’ of Dylan Thomas, perhaps) which gives us space 
to let our minds rest, or to fill in the blanks. He also uses abstraction to elicit an emotional 
response from us, leaving us with no sense of scale, material, or perspective - and thus, our 
imaginations may roam unfettered. His compositions are multi-layered, textured, scratched, 
glitched, blurred, and aged. By exploring the expressive potential of unconventional focus, he 
invites us to be involved in the narrative of his work, creating our own stories, evoking our 
own memories. 

Speaking from experience, if you were to ask Chris what the photographs in this collection 
mean, what they are about (and allowing for the fact that you had cornered him with no 
escape route, because he is notably reticent to talk about his own work), he would respond 
along the lines that ‘they are just some photos of flowers from the garden’ before adroitly 
shifting the subject to something else. In truth, I would have no issue with most of this 
description. They are, indeed, ‘some photos of flowers’ from his garden. Where I would take a 
stand and dissent is over his use of the word ‘just’. Chris has the endearing quality of showing 
humility about his talents as an artist and the influence his work has on us. To him, it is the 
most natural thing to make pictures like these. Hence the ‘just’. But for anyone who has tried 
to emulate him will find out (and many try - obsessed with the ‘how’ of what he does), to 
make work of such sublime beauty and variety takes someone with a rare gift. They may be 
simple for Chris to create, but for his audience they are penetrating, many-layered objects, 
laden with symbolic narrative.

I can’t think of a more prolific photographer than Chris. At the time of writing, his website 
contains well over a million images. The over-arching ‘Anecdotes’ project from which the 
photographs in this book have been selected alone comprises over 50,000. Careful analysis of 
them reveals this vast number has been made from just a handful of basic images. Chris then 
takes these starting files and works with them in unconventional ways, layering, distressing, 
blending, painting on them, erasing, and distorting them, with each result saved multiple 
times with slight variations. It seems Chris wants to show us just how far he can take an image 
and how many diverse versions he can produce from it. This is another classic attribute of him 
as an artist - that he runs against the received wisdom in just about all he undertakes. Most 
artists and photographers will preach the virtue in being a ruthless self-editor of their work 

and then only presenting to the world the very finest pieces they make. This will elevate their 
skills and value of their work in the eyes of their audience. Chris takes a rather different path. 
He is fearless in showing us all of his experiments and the subtle variations in what he does - 
entrusting us to decide for ourselves what we do and don’t like. I respect his spirit as a bold 
disruptive innovator, surprising us with fresh ideas and concepts. 

Paradoxically, Chris, while prodigious in his output, is far less so with publishing books. With 
such an abundance of images at his disposal, he could have chosen to make many more. 
However, a new book is somewhat of a rarity. Hence, I expect great excitement from his 
collectors on the release of this selection. But why ‘Anecdotes?’ On his website in the 
‘Anecdotes’ gallery, Chris gives us little to go on in answer to that question. He quotes one 
of the more obscure definitions of the word from the Oxford Dictionary - “the depiction of 
a minor narrative in a painting” along with the lyrics to a 2015 song of the same name by 
Joanna Newsom. It leaves us little the wiser, and this is something else I admire about Chris 
and his approach to his art. Not only does he leave us room in his photographs to find our 
own stories, to stir our own memories, and to feel whatever we want to feel - neither does 
he take the regular path and launch on lengthy (often contrived) artists statements, filling in 
all the blanks and telling us what to think. He allows his work to speak far louder than words 
ever could. Thus, he remains somewhat of an enigma as a man, and he allows his work to be 
similarly enigmatic. I don’t know about you, but I would have it no other way.
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