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The brightly lit studio of renowned portraiture Linda Kooluris
Dobbs is scattered with the works of her lively and colourful career as a painter and photographer. But lately
Kooluris Dobbs has spent more time in front of a computer than a canvas. At 63, she has devoted her
attention to pursuing a career in photography. Milton Glaser, she tells me, “… said that, once an artist masters
something they should move on.” The reference could not speak to her current position any better.

A native of New Jersey, Kooluris Dobbs, has spent more than half of her life living in Canada and currently
calls Toronto home. As an establish artist, she has painted and photographed an impressive list of luminaries
including ballerina Karen Kain, musician Bruce Cockburn and writers Brian Moore and Richard B. Wright.
Kooluris Dobbs was trained as an artist in the prestigious schools of Pine Manor Collage in Chestnut Hill,
Mass., The School of Visual Arts in New York, and La Sorbonne in Paris. With works appearing in national
and international publications and both corporate and private collections around the world it would be hard to
call her career anything but remarkable.
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The busy artist’s latest endeavour is a book of salsa dance photography. The intimidating task of learning to
digitally edit photos seemed daunting to the artist initially. The software no longer feels foreign to Kooluris
Dobbs, who confidently uses aperture to edit her own photos now.

“Anne Leibovitz, that brilliant, brilliant photographer … said she thought it was impossible to photograph
dance. I think she is wrong … you have to understand dance in order to portray it,” says Kooluris Dobbs.  A
dancer herself, since the age of three, Kooluris Dobbs certainly holds a great understanding of dance. Of
salsa, which Kooluris Dobbs first took up in 1998, she says, “… the minute I did those first steps it was like I
had come home, I just loved the form.”

The book, which is currently a maquette, consists of photographs from the Canada Salsa Congress, which is
held once a year in Toronto. Kooluris Dobbs photographs the dancers both during performances and
rehearsals over the four-day event. “It gives me a little bit of an advantage because I have a feel for the
moments,” she says, “and often things happen during the rehearsal, which photographically are just gorgeous
– like the cover of my book.” The photographs are accompanied by informative interviews with the dancers.
Speaking about the dancers in a way that highlights the artistic aspect of the images, she describes one as
moving like a hummingbird and another dancer as liquid silk. Kooluris Dobbs’ mother was an Isadora
Duncan dancer, who danced as an American modern dancer her entire life.  But for Kooluris Dobbs, the
inclusivity and passion associated with salsa is truly inspiring.

Photography is not entirely new to Kooluris Dobbs, as a hyperrealist painter she says, “… colours matter and
light matters, so it was easier for me to use my camera as a sketchpad.” When her husband, award winning
poet and writer, Kildare Dobbs, became quite ill, a friend and producers of the Salsa Congress offered for her
to photograph the dances. “My whole life has been about control, taking a photograph was something I was
going to paint, so it was more or less not moving… with the salsa dancers, they are moving at light speed,”
she says. After taking on this new type of photography, Kooluris Dobbs discovered that she understood the
pivotal accent points that are so important in capturing the intense and energetic movements of salsa. “All my
life I’ve tried to get my photographs to look like paintings and my paintings to look like photographs,” says
Kooluris Dobbs, and her most recent photographs certainly accomplished this great feat.

Often dance photography captures the spectacle. Instead, Kooluris Dobbs is showing the human being, “…
what I’m looking for is the passion … to focus in and show you the intimate moment, and that’s what I do
with my portrait work. I’m always looking for that unguarded moment when that person lets their façade
down,” she says.

Kooluris Dobbs recognizes that her ability to capture these moments in both photography and painting comes
from feeling like an outsider. During her entire life she says she has felt somewhat like an outsider, for one
reason or another. Even living as an immigrant in Canada has influenced this sentiment.  “The position as an
outsider makes you a better artist,” she says, “because if you are in the position to have the limelight on top
of you, you cannot see, you may be blinded by the light, but if you are on the outside looking in, you can
observe.”

Kooluris Dobbs first book, The Gardens of The Vatican, was published in 2009.  Awaiting the publishing
process for her second book to begin, she plans to exhibit the outstanding salsa images.
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