~ THE TAINTED

DESERT

Richard Misrach’s Photographs
Document the Beauty and Ruin
of the American West

BY SEAN ELDER

Richard Misrach, as reflected in his
8x10-inch view camera.

N JUNE OF 1986, photographer Rich-
ard Misrach and his German shepherd,
Kodak, took a walk through the desert.
It was not unusual terrain for them,
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how to distinguish between the live ones
and the dummies. Live bombs were oov-
ered with what looked like alligator skin,
or were painted with blue stripes, or had
fuses on one end. But Misrach noticed
that the alligator skin was peeling off of
some, that the blue stripes had faded on
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the sand. Even the dummies, powder hlue
and Day-Glo orange, contained a smoke
mthatmldhhmlﬂnduﬂi
several nmawrm:kmgbm.
Misrach's confidence increased, his phe

tographer's
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began capturing images of the blighted
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earth; craters, large and small, some
bleeding a brilliant red fluid; demolished
tanks, jesps and trucks—even a yellow
school bus, its insides charred black.

This stretch of the Carson Sink Desert
in Nevada was not a military site, This
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was public land that the Navy had been
bombing illegally since World War IL
Although Misrach lmew that he had every
right to be there, he strained his ears
listening for Navy jets, which could return
at any moment, strafing and shelling as
they pleased.

Richard Misrach has been photograph-
ing the desert of the American West for
more than 15 years, He has been hailed by
critics as one of America’s most distinctive.
and ofiginal mature photographers be-
caise, among other things, he is not afraid
to document the realities of the planet.

Man has left his mark on Misrach's
landscapes: Power lines cut across the
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~ was a homemaker. Many of his school-

mates at MoV
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].m.'ﬂlm, 1967, Misrach enrolled in
U Berkeley.

b was going: through tremen-
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never grown as quickly as 1 did in that
year; it sent me on aspiral of chaflenging &
lot of the values my parents held.”

Though he entered the university 25 a
math major, Misrach soon switched to
pesychology and began a thesis on “altered

"“'- states of consciousness.” He also fell in

iwamﬂ:

photography.
His role models were Dorothea Lange
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Sean Elder is a free-lance writer living
in New York.

AM" (i ia Press).

"Inﬂmadmdn'tmﬂydﬂw-
that affected social change, and my art
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At 24, Misrach gave up his graduate
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phy full-time—but not the art/propa-

ganda he had dabbled in. Like many '-'
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his concerns were turning |
“It sounds sort of hokey,” he says, “but
1 just sort of discovered the desert.”
Scouring California, Nevada and Ari-
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Ansel Adams, and
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taking photos of the landscape, always at
dusk or dawn, which he calls “the crack
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doing exactly the op-
pusite of what he would do,” he says. “T
was vandalizing with artificial ight.”
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different way,” he says. “And that became m’tmmﬁmmmihﬂ&' ach’s works a da
more important than showing the ills of graphic show upstairs that was mobbed.”  things going awry in the natural world. “I
society. But 1 think all those elements By 1981, Misrach had married and be- became ve ure-conscious once my:
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"'lh&tﬁﬂ-lmhmwkhm_ ﬂwmtﬂm That  looked, particularly in the desert, I starte
W@Pﬁﬂmnmhuufmﬂlmmﬂ vear, he received a Gi  seeing these i ol e
6o gain recognition, but Misrach subsisted  ship, which funded a h‘mhﬂmmda__ failed stewardsh environment.”
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