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For my families;
for Lucinda.
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Mrs. Delia Flood to George Webber, weeks
before the stock market crash of 1929, in Thomas
Wolfe’s You Can’t Go Home Again.1

4

…Mrs. Flood stopped and laid her hand on George’s shoulder in a warm
and easy gesture.

“Young man,” she said, “I’ve been a long time livin’ on this earth, and as
the fellow says, the world do move! You’ve got your life ahead of you, and
lots to learn and many things to do — but let me tell you somethin’, boy!”
and all at once she looked at him in a straight and deadly fashion. “Go out
and see the world and get your fill of wanderin’,” she cried, “and then
come back and tell me if you’ve found a better place than home! I’ve seen
great changes in my time, and I’ll see more before I die. There are great
things yet in store for us — great progress, great inventions — it will all
come true. Perhaps I’ll not live to see it, but you will! We’ve got a fine
town here, and fine people to make it go — and we’re not done yet. I’ve
seen it all grow up out of a country village — and some day we will have
a great city here.”

She waited an instant as if she expected him to answer and corroborate
her judgment, and when he merely nodded to show that he had heard her,
she took it for agreement and went on:

“Your Aunt Maw always hoped that you’d come home again. And you will,”
she said. “There’s no better or more beautiful place on earth than in these
mountains — and some day you’ll come home again to stay.”
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Agrarian philosopher Wendell Berry, describing
a New York University faculty response to his
resignation and impending return to Kentucky.2
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…The elder of the faculty began the conversation by alluding to Thomas
Wolfe, who once taught at the same institution. “Young man,” he said,
“don’t you know you can’t go home again?” And he went on to speak
of the advantages, for a young writer, of living in New York among
the writers and the editors and the publishers.

The conversation that followed was a persistence of politeness in the face
of impossibility. I knew as well as Wolfe that there is a certain metaphorical
sense in which you can’t go home again — that is, the past is lost to the
extent that it cannot be lived in again. I knew perfectly well that I could
not return home and be a child, or recover the secure pleasures of
childhood. But I knew also that as the sentence was spoken to me it bore
a self-dramatizing sentimentality that was absurd. Home — the place,
the countryside — was still there, still pretty much as I left it, and there
was no reason I could not go back to it if I wanted to.

As for the literary world, I had ventured some distance into that, and liked
it well enough. I knew that because I was a writer the literary world would
always have an importance for me and would always attract my interest.
But I never doubted that the world was more important to me than the
literary world; and the world would always be most fully and clearly present
to me in the place I was fated by birth to know better than any other.
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Abstract

This thesis explores a personal and cultural tension between rootedness
and restlessness, set against the backdrop of my native Midwest.
The large-format portrait and landscape photographs reflect a paradoxical
longing to pull up stakes and put down roots, and the liminal state
we often dwell in as a result. Playing on the conception of the Midwest
as a transient zone to be passed through en route to somewhere else,
the work refers to the pervasive belief that our greatest hopes and
potentials can only be realized in some other place, at some future
or past time. It’s a syndrome I grapple with myself, centrifugally
lapping the country in perpetual search for an impossible landing pad.
As American society drifts increasingly towards untethered mobility
and develops a homogenized temporary landscape in its wake, our
identifications with distinct regional home places are more likely
to reach mythical proportions. As such, the Midwest becomes not just
my centripetal anchor, but also my stage — a metaphorical intersection
between movement and stasis drawing from observation, experience,
memory and fantasy. Here, my personal myth of place unfolds.
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Introduction

I grew up in personal limbo within the grounded American Midwest

So in a twist on the exploratory road-trip tradition, I point my route back

and left home when I turned eighteen. I’ve spent the last two decades

towards middle. I travel to ancestral farms and towns and points

moving from one city to the next outside my native region, during

in between, accessing the familiar terms of a place I recognize as home,

a time when society at large has become increasingly mobile and

while also taking symbolic advantage of the region’s transitional

homogenized. As a result, my mythical identification with a smaller-

reputation. I search both for people still grounded in place and those

town Midwest only grows stronger and more difficult to articulate

just passing through, as well as those who reside in a more dogged

or retrieve. I can no sooner tell you what qualities make me

limbo, always on the precipice of a possible move, but caught some-

a Midwesterner than I can tell you where the borders of the Midwest

where between desire and hesitation.

lie. It is simply a gut feeling, an anchor, a reserved longing for
the settled allegorical Home.

Return forces a reckoning. Confronted with the realities of a home
place I left years ago, I make sense of my path. I focus on the isolated

In my travels I encounter a dissonant view of the Midwest, one more

spaces resonant of my early childhood. The remote landscape shaped

popularly shared by the rest of the country. For many, the middle states

me fundamentally, and it is where I have greatest access to my most

are not a potential rooting ground, but a place to be passed through

primitive experience: feeling cut off from the physical world,

on the way to somewhere better in our restless pursuit of greatness.

but surrounded by the desolation necessary to feed my vivid interior
one. Some of my most complex travels happened right inside my head,

In Country of Exiles: The Destruction of Place in American Life, historian

before I ever left the countryside.

William Leach describes two competing and regulatory forces at play
in our national relocation. A centrifugal force pushes us each outward

Of course, the figurative road back to rural America is well worn.

into the world (think Thomas Wolfe’s truth-seeking-through-worldly-

As David Campany writes in The Open Road: Photography and the

experience George Webber, in You Can’t Go Home Again), while

American Road Trip:

a centripetal one pulls us back into center, to our vital connectedness
to place (as epitomized by Wendell Berry, agrarian philosopher and

American culture still finds it difficult to shake the idea that its big

hometown Kentucky farmer).3 Together, and over time, the two forces

cities embody the present and its small towns the past. Consequently,

have delicately balanced our conflicting desires to pull up roots and

one of the major attractions of the road has become the fantasy

put down stakes.4 Yet my own modern-day placelessness has run amok.

of time travel. The open road leads back to what was, or at least
to someplace where time passes more slowly.5

12

I deliberately frame out the urban — not to favor nostalgia — but because
provincial backdrops suggest that the events of the external world are
happening elsewhere, just beyond reach. Edges of towns and the seemingly
empty spaces between them are often passed unnoticed on the way
to the City: that implied destination of opportunity and varied experience.
By excluding visual reference to such an endpoint, the highway remains
the most active space, allowing the smaller town stage to both seduce with
the secure comforts of a familiar home and inflict a sort of restless tension.
It is within this passed-over landscape that we can most clearly visualize
the dislocation dilemma: Do I stay or do I go?

In my adult life, this question evolves into the more definitive but equally
destabilizing Where do I go next? and repeats every few years. I confront
it again now, living in Providence Rhode Island, for a two-year stint
in school. My lease is up weeks after I graduate. It will be time to move
on again soon.

13
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PART I

Push

Fig. 1. Photograph by my father of my early
childhood home, c. 1983.
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Fig. 2. Elise Kirk, Untitled Attic, 2014
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The Space Between

In the beginning, and throughout my developmental years, I was an

Remote life could be liberating: alone, I didn’t yet sense that I was

only child in the middle of nowhere. I lived alone, with my unhappily

other. I talked, even sang, to myself freely, unnoticed. But the isolation

married parents and imaginary friends, in an isolated house in rural

could also be terrifying. Every night, my mind’s eye watched as two

central Missouri, no television or telephone, shouting distance from

men emerged from the woods to spy on me through my bedroom window.

nobody. Some days I would hear the crunch of gravel — a car rambling

They would debate, amongst themselves, whether to come in and take

from over the hill and by our house on its way to someplace else. I’d run

me. “No,” one would finally say, “I think she’s already dead.” My ruse was

to the porch to catch the sight of strangers passing, fingers lifting subtly

always achieved through extreme effort: my breath so shallow as to be

off the steering wheel in a quick nod hello. But most of the time my

undetectable; blankets layered over my head and face, even in the stickiest

world was internal, my reality just a space in my head.

of summers. I would eventually pass out that way, drenched in sweat and
short of oxygen, but left to live another night.

I had the best-educated dolls and stuffed animals. I taught them
reading, writing and arithmetic. During the day, natural order dictated

Hours later, I would shoot back awake, like clockwork, propelled by the

that their bodies remained paralyzed, and we communicated with each

compulsion to run for the relative safety of my parents’ bed, even against

other telepathically, or through my voice. But during the night, when

my father’s wishes. One night, fed up, he lunged for a hand saw and, as my

no human could see, I knew that their bodies came to life, giving them

mom and I stood silently, severed off the two-foot edge of bed where I had

freedom to interact with each other without my mediation. One night,

just lain. The next night I showed up again, compulsively, and the space

Lucinda, the somewhat gregarious curly-headed blonde, ran away.

we all shared was that much more uncomfortable.

I found her, days later, tucked away in a closet, where I had laid her
down for a nap.
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Limbo

When I was eight we moved to Columbia, a bona fide town; my parents
split, and an unsettledness stuck around. My dad would marry Louese,
mother to three daughters, and my mom would marry John, father
to two. I would shuttle between the households on a daily basis, the one
part-time member of two full-time families. Christmas with one family,
Thanksgiving with the other. Next year, switch.

I longed to be granted full membership to the family club, even as
I remained hesitantly on the periphery. I was intrigued by my new
stepsisters, and, through close observation, I was sure I was more
attuned to their sibling dynamics than they were. I saw who was
dominant, who was a pleaser, who was favored by her mom. I watched,
an outsider, a wallflower, a young photographer using my camera
to engage, usually feeling the point of connection just as it was time
to leave for the other house. Formal family photos would be taken while
I was away, my dad and Louese’s wedding announcement made when
I was at my mom’s, the girls’ shopping trip for flower girl dresses already
complete by the time I returned. The feeling that I was constantly
missing out on something — that, I carried with me, like the black
overnight bag I always kept packed.

18
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L: Fig. 3. Mom’s family, c. 1994;
R: Fig. 4. Dad’s family, c. 1992
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Moving

We are a nation founded upon the promise of mobility. Ambition,

	After Spain, I am in Washington D.C., a town of transplants

exploration, the pioneering spirit. Prospectors, westward expanders.

like myself. Waves of outsiders ebb and flow with each election,

Manifest Destiny. Greener grass just down the way. As Alexis de

setting a citywide tone of constant changeover, even though

Tocqueville and Nathaniel Hawthorne observed early in our history:

my life never crosses with those on Capitol Hill. I am steeped

No one moves around like an American.6

in the city’s other big industry: television.

It seems simple enough to believe that we will move on when we should

	I work my way up, becoming an associate producer and eventually

and settle down in due course, leaving the nests of our childhood to build

a producer, traveling relentlessly. A month on the road, overseas,

new ones. But what of those of us who gravitate towards the extremes

in hotels, followed by weeks of editing in D.C., where I don’t

of the centripetal/centrifugal spectrum — never going anywhere or never

bother to unpack my bags or make social plans. Life is thrilling,

touching down at all. Or perhaps worse, those who fall smack dab in the

experiences new. But I become completely disconnected from

middle, paralyzed by our own ambivalence, left to either daydream

any sense of stability or continuity or future. I am isolated,

in place or to somnambulate around the world, unable to connect.

alienated. Unsettled. So I move to New York.

Since leaving Missouri for college two decades ago, I have lived in half

William Leach would call this anomie a direct result of the wearing

a dozen cities on two continents and worked strings of freelance jobs

away of connectedness to place in exchange for the landscape of the

for weeks and months at a time across the globe. They all stick with me:

temporary. It is a soul-selling that, while rooted in our history, has
reached dangerous proportion in today’s post-industrial, knowledge-

	At twenty-two, I’m standing in a grocery aisle in Missouri,

driven economy, and particularly since the surge of telecommunication-

melodramatically forecasting my solitary future. I’ve just

based commerce in the mid-1990s — the contemporary version

graduated college with a documentary film degree. I have

of a mass movement first spawned by the 1950s interstate transport

also just parted with my hometown boyfriend, who had followed

system. Whereas once we remained tied to locality through agriculture

me to school in Chicago but now declines the ride to my next

or industry — physical jobs that settled us down after a period adrift —

stop: a year in Madrid on a Fulbright grant where I’ll investigate

we now trade in intangibles: ideas, education, information, none

representations of the family in Spanish Cinema, from the safest

of which require our presence in any particular place, or at least not

of distances.

for more than a few months or years at a time. Today we are not just
road-trip drifters and long-haul truck drivers, but freelancers, adjunct
professors, contract workers, computer commuters, the next best
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opportunity always leading us somewhere else, but never to a final

you leave Providence, you never actually leave town, you just drive right

destination. To feel at home wherever we go, we build cookie-cutter

into another city’s limits with barely a placard to tell you so. I drove for

temporary-quality houses and chain restaurants and malls so that we

miles and days and weeks and all of my first semester futilely looking

can sleep in the same rooms and buy the same things and eat the same

for what I wouldn’t find: the edge of town that would then give way

food no matter where we are. Yet these supposed conveniences of home

to the emptiness, that would eventually run in to the country town,

no longer point to an actual, specific home place, but rather to a homo-

and finally to a certain sort of isolated rural home: the island of my

genization of American culture. Leach calls the result a “weakening

childhood afloat in a vast sea of fallow land. That didn’t exist here.

of place as a centering presence in the lives of ordinary people. . . .
We live longer but emptier, without those nurturing habitats or places

Photographers can be especially vulnerable to dislocation. It is not possible

which remind us where we came from and, therefore, who we are...

for them to carry to a new country, as can writers or even in some cases

(M)any people seem more at sea than they have ever been.”7

painters, the fundamental ingredient of their particular art — the surface
of life. A photographer is impelled first by a love of the appearance of things,

We’re losing the centripetal anchor; I float on centrifugally

and this affectionate interest in outer fact cannot always be quickly

searching for it.

rekindled in a new place.8
—ROBE RT A DA M S ,

essayist and photographer

I came to Rhode Island to go to school, but also to move on from
New York in pursuit of a place that felt more like the home I came from.

[T]he world would always be most fully and clearly present to me

Providence, I figured, would be more college town than city, more

in the place I was fated by birth to know better than any other.9

akin to the Columbia, Missouri, of my adolescent years. Therefore,
it would be ripe with photographic opportunity.

At 35, a first-time car owner in yet another new town, I started driving
around looking for something to moor me, something familiar, something to photograph. Providence is an inviting enough place, similar

—W ENDELL BER RY

All roads lead downhill to Columbia, Missouri. You can climb out
but you will roll back in.
—M Y DA D

to Columbia in its vibrant culture of education and ideas, even
if the young minds it attracts gravitate from other East Coast cities

So I point my car (Mid) West, not sure what exactly I am looking

more than from outlying farm towns. Unlike Columbia, it is a state

for, or even at first, where to look.

capital with high-rise buildings and population density. And when

21
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PART II

Pull

Fig. 5. Dorothea Lange, Advertisement
for current movie in town. The child is
a flood refugee of March 1938 from southeast
Missouri, Westley, California, April 1939.
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Road Trip (In Reverse)

Since the invention of the car and the postwar interstate system, the

on the Midwest. Prior to the publication of his 2004 book Sleeping

road trip has been the quintessential symbol of America’s untethered

by the Mississippi, Soth spent several years driving and making pictures

restlessness. And for as long as people have been hitting the road,

in the states bordered by the river. In an interview with Aaron Schuman

they have been photographing what they found along the way.10

in SeeSaw Magazine, Soth describes the meandering genesis of the work:

I refer to my work as a reverse road trip, both as a nod to the rich history
of American road trip photography (from Robert Frank to Stephen

When I began this project, it actually had nothing to do with the river.

Shore, Joel Sternfeld and Alec Soth) and to intimate a parallel (albeit

It was originally titled ‘From Here To There’. The idea was that one picture

backward) exploration in my own centripetal voyage. Most importantly,

would lead to the next… While making these pictures, I made a trip down

the road trip is the best description of my project’s improvised structure.

the Mississippi. I began to think that the river itself could function as
a metaphor for that kind of wandering. If you look at a map, the river

When Swiss-born Robert Frank applied for a 1954 Guggenheim grant

doesn’t go strictly north to south. It carves this crazy path all over the place.

to photograph the country from the perspective of a foreign national,

That is really what I wanted to do — just wander…13

he defined the road trip as an open-ended process of discovery. Says
Frank: “I wanted to follow my own intuition and do it my way, and not

But to wander, it helps to at least have an entry point, and as I hit the

make any concession — not to make a Life story... Those goddamned

highway, I am as lost as ever. I am fleeing the anxieties of unsettled life

stories with a beginning and an end.”11 As stated in his application,

in yet another new place and my failure at finding a local photographic

the project, which would ultimately be published as The Americans,

subject of any real resonance. Fears run laps in my head across the

had to be “essentially elastic” and would “shape itself as it proceeds.”12

country. I am inadequate as a photographer. Connecticut. I gambled
everything on my dreams. New Jersey, New York. And I’m about to lose

As Frank thus established, the road trip inherently begins with more

it all. Pennsylvania. What is my work about? Ohio.

curiosity than preconceived notion. It is to wonder, and to wander,
in search. The tradition continues some fifty years later in the work
of Alec Soth, for example, one of few noted photographers to focus

24

I don’t know where the Midwest begins.
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Locating The Anchor

Most Americans, it could be argued, want

If regional affiliation is critical to secure connection and belonging,

or need some kind of bond to the country

I face a homeland identity crisis. Many people who are not from

(or region of the country) they know and have
grown up in, some larger sense of place among
all places to admire, love, and defend.14
-W I L L I A M L E ACH

Missouri argue that Missouri is not the Midwest but the South,
citing a figurative extension of the Mason-Dixon line and the Civil
War (during which Missouri was a split state) over considerations
of contemporary regional identity. This flusters me when I try to argue
back, armed only with intuition and my vulnerable pride, no hard
data. But, but… I stammer. I am Midwestern.

Regions remain important because people

I don’t struggle with this alone. Historians and academics writing

often feel isolated, rootless, and alone

on the topic of Midwestern regional history openly toil to identify

in the sprawling, fast-paced, mass culture

the kind of geographic coherence, historical narrative and cultural
signifiers that much more clearly define the American South, West

of the United States. As a result, regional

and Northeast.16 The findings are ambiguous and lacking in consensus.

identity fosters a subnational loyalty

As a consequence, the Midwest becomes defined by what it is not.

to areas where people feel comfortable

It is the anti-region. And thus identification with the region often

and a sense of belonging.15

carries an ardent defensiveness.17

-R . DOUGL A S H U RT
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The Middle

Impressions of the Midwest by non-Midwesterners.

I haven’t spent much time in the Midwest, I don’t think.
I know “west” is qualified by “Mid,” so it’s definitely

I asked thirteen colleagues in a graduate studies class to write their

in the middle. It isn’t east, north, or south. I actually

response to the word Midwest.18 It’s a small and unscientific sample size,

do not know which parts of the U.S. qualify as Midwest.

but the results are unsurprising, representative of a certain legacy
I have been aware of since my first trips to visit relatives in California

Blurry (borders).

as a kid. Of the responses, half refer, at least in part, to the ambiguous
nature of the region or relegate it as a place to be passed through:

The in-between land.

Highways.

Takes a long time to drive across it… Going through
on my way west or east.

Driving through Midwest at times has felt like life in
slow motion. The repetition of the landscape and the
continual horizon line is a great backdrop to reflection
and meditation. But also when in a rush to get to the
other side — it drags on making every part of my body
ache in the driver’s seat.

26
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Fig. 6. Emmanuel Leutze, Westward
the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,
1862. Stereochrome, 20 x 30 ft.
United States Capitol.

Indeed, it doesn’t take a regional historian to tell you that the Midwest

In 1930, the number of people living in Los Angeles but born in Illinois,

today is best known as the “flyover states” — a mere pit stop for a nation

Missouri, Ohio and Iowa made up about one-sixth of the population.

on the move. The most transitory of our temporary places. A seemingly

For these 200,000 great westward migrators, the Midwest was indeed

unimportant midpoint on a journey. Certainly not a destination. It is

just a temporary stopping ground on their bloodline’s way to the

limbo, our metaphorical liminal state.

promised land. And the trend kept on. In the 1950s, when my paternal
grandfather was out of work, he uprooted his young family, my father

It’s a common depiction that sounds hostile and perverse (fighting

included, from Oskaloosa, Iowa, and took them to Fullerton, California,

words, to me, a Midwesterner), but, I must reluctantly concede, is not

to settle in a tract house beside an orange grove that would soon

unprecedented. The mid-continent’s transitional status extends as far

become a freeway. At the same time, my maternal grandfather, at odds

back as the 19th century, as illustrated in Emmanuel Leutze’s mural

with his extended family in Kansas, picked up his wife and my mom

Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way, in which a group of

and her siblings and their house and all of their farm buildings and

pioneers look across the central landmass to their sublime California

moved them one state west to Colorado and a pre-purchased sight-

destination. And some hundred years later, one of the greatest

unseen plot of bone-dry land. It would take them months to find water,

migrations of the 20th century would be the flight of Middle Westerners

and they would never have plumbing indoors. The grass is not always

to southern California, as historian and Iowa-native Jon Gjerde

greener on the other side. But still we look.

recounts in his essay “Middleness and the Middle West.”19
27
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Dorothea Lange’s (1895-1965) early work with
the Farm Security Administration documented
displaced farm families and migrant workers
during the Great Depression.

Fig. 7. Dorothea Lange, Once a Missouri
farmer, now a migratory farm laborer
on the Pacific Coast, California, Feb 1936.

28
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L: Fig. 8. Dorothea Lange, Missouri family
of five, seven months from the drought area,
on U.S. Highway 99 near Tracy, California,
February 1937.

R: Fig. 9. Dorothea Lange, Entered
California the fall of 1938, en-route to pea
harvest in Imperial Valley, car broke down,
“Want to get back to Missouri if they ever get
the money,” Near Tulare, California, 1939.

L: Fig. 10. Dorothea Lange, Bean Picker’s
child, just arrived from near Joplin,
Missouri, Marion County, Oregon,
August 1939.

R: Fig. 11. Dorothea Lange, Grandmother
and grandchild, migrants to California
originally from a farm family in Missouri,
then Iowa, California, April 1939.
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The Heartland

And yet, this is not the full story. For nearly every unemployed son

Broad, flat, monocultures.

who left home for the West or the cities of great promise, there was
a brother who inherited the family farm and stayed. Three of my four

Large skies, huge plots of farmland.

parents come from small-farm families; two of those farms,
miraculously, are still somewhere in the family today, though the rise

It’s flat out there and it’s bleak.

of agri-business works mightily to stamp them out. For now, though,
there is still a house to return to, where I can trace five generations

Mostly I think about open spaces, about small towns

of lineage within four walls. And outside the farm, I find people equally

that share similar layouts, so that when you drive down

as settled. My childhood friends and stepsisters have stayed in their

a small (not interstate) highway, it seems like the same

hometowns, if not their natal houses, starting families of their own

town keeps flashing by — grain silo on the left, main

while maintaining daily ties to community. The Midwest, therefore,

street on the right, houses dense together then peter

is also a place of extreme rootedness.

out around the town’s edges.

What I find most significant is this intersection. Here is an area

I think of farms, corn, vast beautiful skies, loneliness.

of the country where interstate highways speed travelers and truckers
past the homesteads and small towns that have sustained kinships

Humility, hard working, large families, genuinely

for time immemorial. Right in the heart of the country, the centrifugal

conservative values.

and centripetal forces beat in time with unobserved vascular strength.
This is what I am looking for.

Isolated from the major changes and happenings.
A part of America that stays true to herself.

What does it look like?
People steeped in American tradition, proud, happy,
I refer back to the responses of my graduate studies colleagues.

simple. Hard working.

At worst, their impressions are austere. At best, they conjure
a generic land of mediocrity:

Open and friendly people.

Again, none of these impressions surprise me,
though as a matter of identity, I don’t always relate.

30
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Perhaps the most conflicted are those —
and there are many of us — who are Middle
Western natives, who identify with the
Middle West, but who don’t live there
anymore. For them, the middleness defines
the region and creates a cognitive dissonance
experienced neither by non-Middle
Westerners nor Middle Western natives
who remained at home.20
-JON GJ ER DE
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Historical Representations

Perhaps nowhere is a regional cognitive dissonance more clearly evident
than in the visual representations of the Midwest in the 1930s — that period
of great migration out of the heartland and onward to the West or upward
to the cities. It was also a time of the Great Depression, of drought
and dust, of increasing industrialization and urbanization, of pervasive
anxiety and national doubt. We could look the collective problems
of a nation in the face, or we could look for an antidote. The Midwest
became a stage for doing both.

In 1935, the Farm Security Administration (FSA) was founded to provide
loans for destitute farmers and needed evidence of the hardest hit areas
for national publication. Roy Stryker, the first director of the government
agency’s Historical Section, hired a battery of photographers (Walker
Evans, Dorothea Lange, Russell Lee, Arthur Rothstein, John Vachon,
among them) to spread out across the country and document rural areas,
so prevalent in the Midwest. “Our basic concern,” Stryker described,
“was with agriculture — with dust, migrants, sharecroppers. Our job was
to educate the city dweller to the needs of the rural population.” This
education occurred through photographic “documents”— straight,
prosaic images of desolation, physical labor and poverty.21 Many migrant
farmers were photographed in squalid living conditions with their
families, the latter often illustrating a quantity of mouths to feed more
than networks of support against hardship. In the age-old battle between
man and nature, man maybe wasn’t throwing in the towel, but nature
sure looked to be winning.
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Above: Fig. 12. Russell Lee, Family

Below: Fig. 13. Russell Lee, Untitled,

Above: Fig. 14. Russell Lee, FSA client

Below: Fig. 15. Carl Mydans, Part of John

of sharecropper, cut-over farmer

New Madrid County, Missouri,

who will become owner-operator under

Cain family who live in this three-room

of Mississippi bottoms, May 1938.

May 1938.

tenant purchase program, Caruthersville,

house, near Ashland, Missouri, May 1936.

Missouri, August 1938.

33

MID—

Fig. 16. Grant Wood, Approaching Storm,

Above: Fig. 17. Thomas Hart Benton,

Below: Fig. 18. John Steuart Curry,

1940. Lithograph, 11 13/16 x 8 7/8 in.

The Hailstorm, 1940. Tempera on canvas

Tornado Over Kansas, 1929. Oil on canvas,

mounted on panel, 33 x 40 in.

48 x 36 in. Muskegon Museum of Art.

Saint Louis Art Museum.

Joslyn Art Museum.
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At the same time, a very different view of the Midwest
was gaining popularity thanks to three area painters
who would come to be grouped as The Regionalists:
Thomas Hart Benton (Missouri), John Steuart Curry
(Kansas) and Grant Wood (Iowa). Like the FSA
photographers, the Regionalists depicted agricultural
scenes of hardship and labor. But here, the protagonists are presented as mythological agrarian heroes,
resolutely taming the land even in the face of natural
disaster. To the hundreds of thousands who had fled
the Midwest for the city only to experience dislocation
and alienation (see Edward Hopper’s isolated urban
figures of the same period), the Regionalist’s romantic
images provided a more stable sense of old-world
order — a portal back home.

But the scenes depicted were almost too romantic,
such that the painters would be accused both
of extolling nationalistic propaganda and of failing
to keep up with the modern art movement of the day.
Why was their work so different from that of their
contemporary East Coast painters and the FSA
photographs of the same region and time?

Above: Fig. 19. Edward Hopper, Nighthawks,

Below: Fig. 20. Edward Hopper, New York

1942. Oil on canvas, 33 3/16 x 60 1/8 in.

Movie, 1939. Oil on canvas, 32 ¼ x 40 1/8”.

The Art Institute of Chicago.

The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Midwestern Defensiveness
& Regional Romance
Before they were a trifecta, Benton, Curry and Wood had each studied
and worked afar. They eventually returned to the Midwest to make
their most resonant art, not necessarily because of sentiment, as Wood
said, but as “utilization… of native materials — an honest reliance
by the artist upon subject matter which he can best interpret because
he knows it best.”22

Even if it was not sentiment that drove them home, the trio’s perspective
had been shaped by having left and returned to a place that they now
understood to be perceived as culturally irrelevant — that dirty roadside
bathroom of a nation on the go. (See Curry’s The Great American Roadside,
an illustrated map of the United States in which he identifies his own
native Kansas as the bypassed “Transient Belt.”)23 Perhaps it is a Midwestern defensiveness that translates into an overcorrecting bucolic
view. Or maybe our mythological attachments to home place simply
cannot be denied. As historian Andrew R. L. Cayton states in “The AntiRegion: Place and Identity in the History of the American Midwest”:

The origins of regionalism lie in a romantic, sentimental conception
of an organic and unique relationship between a people and a place,
their homeland, the world that nurtured and defined them.24

Thus implying an inseparable relationship between regional identity —
that vital centripetal attachment to place — and romanticism.

Fig. 21. John Steuart Curry, pages from
“The Great American Roadside,” featured
in Fortune Magazine, September 1934.
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I grew up exposed to the Regionalists’ work. Thomas Hart Benton’s
A Social History of the State of Missouri murals in the state capitol
building were etched in my mind during childhood field trips, and Grant
Wood’s American Gothic is of course ubiquitous fare. But it was only
in the research for my thesis work, in my desperate attempts to locate
the Midwest both geographically and psychologically, that I came
to understand the artists as a group specifically tied to Midwestern
identity and representation. It has been an exciting and important
discovery, and as a result, the Regionalists lend my project two key
elements. First: a beginning framework for my wandering trip. Their
home states also happen to be the home states of myself and my parents,
helping me define the borders of an ambiguous anti-region at least for
this search. And second: permission to return to the Midwest as a native
absconded, to see it anew with the perspective of distance, and to reinterpret it accordingly.

Above: Fig. 22. Elise Kirk, photograph

Below: Fig. 23. Grant Wood, American

of Thomas Hart Benton’s A Social History

Gothic, 1930. Oil on Beaver Board,

of the State of Missouri (1936) mural in the

30 ¾ x 25 ¾ in. The Art Institute of Chicago.

Missouri State Capitol Building, 2014.
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Center

As my car nears the middle of the country, I am reminded of a common
outside interpretation of the Midwest, as described again by a graduate
studies colleague:

I can’t imagine what it feels like being in the middle. Being somewhat near
the coast has always given me a sense of relief from my anxiety. Knowing
that the ocean is near, and I’m not trapped.

My own anxiety playlist has repeated throughout the industrial and
verdant undulating East. Why am I here again? But something happens
when I hit Indiana. I’m on the homestretch, and Bam! It’s land as far
as the eye can see. Flat, wide, infinite, beautiful land, spreading open
in front of me. Cruise-control land. Barely-sharing-the-road land.
Change-the-dial land.

I am not trapped here, on this stretch of I-70 through Illinois and
eventually Missouri. Quite the opposite. My mind lets go of its
rumination, making room for visions of photographs. My heart
swells with unanticipated joy. This love for this in-between space
that cannot be described — this is what makes me a Midwesterner.

Despite its flatness, the road leads just ever so slightly downhill.
I come rolling back in.
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The Work

Fig. 24. Elise Kirk, Early Childhood Home, 2015
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Before Columbia, Missouri, my home was Rural Route 1, a couple miles
outside a dying country town called Speed. The nearest restaurant,
serving up cheeseburgers and onion rings on Friday night, was ten miles
away by gravel road, in Bunceton or Pilot Grove. My stepfather and
stepmother are also from Missouri: Moberly and Meadville, respectively.
My father’s family is from Iowa: Oskaloosa and What Cheer. My mother’s
is from Kansas: Ransom and Ness City. What all of these towns have in
common, is that they are all just that: towns. Not suburbs to urban hubs,
or magnates to sprawl. They grew up as autonomous communities with
local businesses that catered to surrounding farms. They are separated
from other similar towns by undeveloped land as far as the eye can see —
that in-between space in which so many people fear getting stuck.

I set out for these ancestral farms and towns as a matter of structure and
access but allow for discoveries and spontaneous turns at points in between.
I direct my camera both at places I once knew and at new-to-me places
that strike with a sensorial resemblance. I drive alone or with alternating
parents, long hours in the car vacillating between awkward or easy silences,
and conversations revealing of the emotions we confront by going home
again. We track down the family farms that have been passed through
the lineage of a grandparent’s sibling, a parent’s cousin, my second-cousin,
where we now find a fifth generation — my would-be children — rooted
in the same homestead that our German ancestors first settled in America.
I first make their portrait in the backyard — the boy with his twig-andduct-tape slingshot and the girl with her kittens — and then ask if they
would like another photograph made in their favorite spot.
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I should have known they would lead me to the front porch, where
they like to spend time watching for the rare car to pass by.

My mom revisits the plot in Kansas from which her restless father
uprooted the family sixty years ago. She plants her bare feet in the
ground, accepts the hot prairie wind in her hair and face and limbs
and is at once transported by the landscape to the particular pains
and pleasures of a particular childhood in a particular place; making
peace with it.

My dad and I recall a game we used to play at family reunions in What
Cheer, Iowa — Stayed or Left. Looking around the county fairground
cafeteria our family overtook for the triennial event, we identify those
who have inherited the family land versus those who have gone on
to the bigger towns and cities of promise, returning only for these
ceremonial occasions.
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My stepmom and I visit her mother at the farm where she has always
lived. Losing track of the present, she remains grounded in the viscera
of a lifetime of memory.

My stepfather and I comb his hometown;
none of his family or friends remain.

I return to my own early childhood home, now falling in on itself
in the fading spotlight of sunset. The roofless vessel no longer threatens,
comforts or even contains, and I can see the space around it for what
it is: innocuous woods. I make a picture, but my fantasy world of living
dolls and nefarious men will not show itself in my photograph.

Instead, I have to figure out a way to show something else. If my work
is motivated by my own conflicting desire and failure to commit to
place, how do I translate that tension visually?
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The Stage

To begin, I use a large format 4x5 camera, a new tool for me. First,

Now, with the 4x5, I have little choice but to tell people where to stand,

the cumbersome instrument forces a deceleration — a longer look

how to look. Often this is inspired by observation; I notice a natural

at the places and people with which I long to connect. Second, the

expression or gesture, and ask my subject to re-create it for the camera.

camera movements allow me to better articulate the land, drawing

But because the reenactment is already an artifice, I go ahead and push

tangencies and relationships within the frame, ultimately producing

the ploy further, directing portrait subjects to engage with their

a structural calmness that belies any conflict I feel. Third, the relic

environment or recede into their heads, mannerisms more reflective

aids my approach to strangers, invited by the deliberate act of having

of my own view. Lately, I’ve even found locations — a particular highway

a portrait made with a seemingly anachronistic tool. But finally, and

overpass or country road — and mulled them over for days before

perhaps most importantly, the whole operation forces my complete

identifying the right people to place into them. No longer a passive

engagement as photographer — granting permission to play in a way

spectator, I engage as active participant. Still, my greatest excitement

that I did not allow with my smaller, faster digital camera.

comes when my hand is slight: I set up a shot and wait; an unwitting
person enters the frame, activating the scene without my direction.

Maybe it is because of my nature (a self-professed wallflower) or my

Straight observation and patience pay the greatest rewards. As such,

education (documentary film, with a passion for direct cinema and

it’s difficult to speak conclusively about my process, better described

vérité), that when I shot digitally, I barely interfered with the action —

as a fluid work in progress, a practical experiment. But as it stands,

apart from the unavoidable influence of my presence with a camera.

candid observations, formal portraits and staged fantasies live

Like my filmmaker hero Frederick Wiseman, I was present in the

indiscriminately side-by-side, and photographs made throughout

pictures insomuch as I made deliberate choices through the processes

Missouri, Kansas and Iowa morph into one mythological town.

of observation, framing, editing and sequencing. But I rarely directed
and I didn’t stage. This way of working served me well when embedded
in a group of people — my family in Missouri, close friends in New York.
It failed me when working passingly with strangers. Stuck in my comfort
zone of watching and waiting for a fleeting glance or posture, I had
difficulty accomplishing a formal portrait. I decided a new tool might
force me into terrifying, perhaps fruitful terrain.
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The point of art has never
been to make something
synonymous with life …
but to make something
of reduced complexity that
is nonetheless analogous
to life and that can thereby
clarify it.25
-ROBE RT A DA M S

Robert Adams is an essayist and photographer whose work chronicles the modern
development of the American West of his youth. I greatly admire his philosophy
on place and art, as evidenced by how often I quote him. While Adams photographs
modern topography in the places he loves and remembers as a way to come to terms
with loss, I also photograph the places I love and left, often seeking evidence of my
memories more than reflection of recent change.

Fig. 25. Robert Adams. From the series
Along Some Rivers. Boulder County,
Colorado, 1984–87.
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Fig. 26. Jo Ann Walters, from the series
Vanity & Consolation, 1986–1994.
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The displaced Midwestern photographer Jo Ann Walters also embraces
this tangling of memory and observation. I am struck by the confluence
of our approaches: the return to the worlds of our childhood, born out
of a feeling of placelessness; the subsequent grappling with memory
and what might’ve been; the use of the physical landscape as a metaphor
for the internal one and of stand-in sitters to explore personal experience.

When Walters returns to her hometown of Alton, Illinois, and its
surrounding small towns and suburbs, the result, she says, is a selfexploration using surrogates “charged with questions of possibility,
paths not taken, lives unlived or forgotten.”26

In her artist statement for Vanity & Consolation, Walters describes
the impetus:

I grew up in the Middle West in a small blue-collar town on the Mississippi
River and experienced estrangement and shock as I moved farther and
farther away from home. After photographing the landscape in the small
villages and towns where I had once lived, I began my portraits of women,
girls, children and their families as a way to look inward and remember,
to question my surroundings and to examine what felt like a kind of
homelessness. My imaginative response was to retreat inside. I rarely
ventured outside homes, backyards and private gardens intent on showing
the complexities and forcefulness of inner life... After all, the world
I photograph remains the world of my childhood. I have tried to make
pictures from this place, the place of an insider, with all of the
contradictions and ambivalence this implies.27
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While Walters focuses on private spaces and backyards, her most direct
links to personal thoughts and inner worlds, I take a different path to the
interior, opting for the isolated spaces of my childhood. And while
Walters investigates women, girls and children as proxies for her paths
not taken, I photograph family members, acquaintances and strangers
that span age, gender and role. Children are often stand-ins for personal
experience; people my age represent an examination of what my life
would look like if I’d stayed or my prospects for community if I were
to return today. Those older than me often signify stability, though
not without reckoning or reflection. But the age I’m most interested
in is adolescence: that literal embodiment of the threshold, where roots
give way to a restless questioning — potential energy not yet kinetic.
Collectively, the characters form the cast of a bypassed town and all
of the possible compromise or consolation therein.

In contrast to Walters’ sensual evocations of spirit, my photos exude
stillness — a suspended animation suggesting the action remains frozen
beyond the moment of shutter release. Suspension evokes anticipation,
a tense uncertainty of what comes next and a sense that the real story
is happening somewhere outside the frame.
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Fig. 27. Elise Kirk, from the series
Mid—, 2013–2015.

51

MID—

Tropes

I do not shy away from the inclusion of tropes.
Not to perpetuate stereotypes but to explore a
mythical patina that ushers us back from the
homogenized landscape of the temporary and
reconnects us to specific place — in this case the
Midwest. Symbols of agrarianism — farm animals,
chickens, corn crops — represent rootedness or stasis
(fig. 35), while restlessness or movement is expressed
through the highway and semi-trucks, my
contemporary equivalents to Thomas Hart Benton’s
freight trains.

In Benton’s work, trains indicate industrial progress,
often in juxtaposition to or competition with
old-world agrarian strength. As they pass through
rural country, trains also become harbingers of
outside existence — a world beyond the isolated local
experience. In my photographs, the interstate and
the semi-truck are the off-screen action breaking
into the frame, movement less indicative of progress
than of change, unknown and mysterious, fleeting
promises of other.

Fig. 28. Elise Kirk, Untitled Highways, 2014–2015.
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Fig. 29. Thomas Hart Benton, The Wreck
of the Ole ’97, 1943. Egg tempera on gessoed
masonite, 20 x 25 in.

Fig. 30. Thomas Hart Benton, The Race,
1942. Lithograph on paper mounted
on paperboard, 8 15/16 x 13 3/16 in.
Smithsonian American Art Museum.
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Fig. 31. Alec Soth, Charles Lindbergh’s

Fig. 32. Alec Soth, Herman’s bed, Kenner,

boyhood bed, Little Falls, Minnesota, 1999.

Louisiana, 2002.

The trucks and highways repeat, serving as a narrative leitmotif similar
to Alec Soth’s beds in Sleeping by the Mississippi. The structural device,
common in literature and music, provides a periodic grounding that
permits greater flexibility in the rest of the work.28 In Sleeping by the
Mississippi, the bed first appears in the third photograph, “Charles
Lindbergh’s boyhood bed, Little Falls, Minnesota, 1999.” Subsequent
beds then punctuate the sequence, ending with “Herman’s bed,
Kenner, Louisiana, 2002.” Not insignificantly, but easily overlooked,
a toy airplane rests nearby, bookending the aviator theme activated
in that initial photograph of a pilot’s childhood bed.
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Fig. 33. Alec Soth, Buena Vista, Iowa, 2002.

Fig. 34. Alec Soth, Leach Lake Indian
Reservation, Minnesota, 2000.

The passage from one bed to the next can then remain loose and
subjective, allowing Soth to wander between pictures at his own
discretion, pairing images based on subtle formal or conceptual
qualities, like a photograph of a crucifix next to a portrait of a Christian
student standing arms outstretched. I draw on this framework myself,
pairing, for instance, a living room scene that subtly includes a blanket
emblazoned with a chicken next to a portrait of my stepmom embracing
a hen. While Soth’s beds symbolize both home and the journey
of dreams,29 my trucks and highways signal the voyage that contrasts
with home. Fences often separate the two worlds, and, as children
age through adolescence, their position (inside or outside of the fence)
shifts. They move closer to the road (fig. 36).
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Fig. 35. Elise Kirk, Untitled Chickens, 2014–2015.
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Fig. 36. Elise Kirk, Untitled
Fences & Roads, 2014–2015.
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The Sequence

The opening sequence begins with an adolescent boy
on an empty country road. Is he standing in place
or going somewhere? The next image reveals gravel
drive meeting paved municipal highway, dusty tire
tracks marking well-tread paths in two directions —
both away from and towards the barely perceptible
interstate on the horizon. The following photograph
places us within the temporary landscape of the
interstate system; an older couple and their dog
consume a fast food picnic on a paved island, amid
fuel pumps and parking lot. Are they taking a pit
stop, passing through on their way to someplace else?
Or are they locals, out for an afternoon in the
country town’s main artery? Finally, in the last image
of the opening sequence, we are on the interstate,
witnessing the passer’s view. A billboard, speaking
for an oft-bypassed town, pleads for our attention.
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It’s more than an exit. It’s a trip.
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As the main sequence begins, we are off the highway,
observing the town, but with a distance suggestive
of a slow drive-by view. A woman stands in her yard,
returning the gaze. A young boy on a four-wheeler
stops his trajectory, setting his sights on the stranger
passing. Two adolescent girls, sisters maybe, pause
their interaction to look as well. Of course, in this
case, I am that stranger — the photographer, the
daughter, the second-cousin-twice-removed, the
step-aunt. I’ve come home, but going inside will
only happen with time. When it does, perspective
shifts to that of the insider, looking out at the road.
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The Result

The result is an imagined reconciliation of place.
On the surface, the photographs are often undeniably
romantic. As in the case of the Regionalist Painters,

[A]rt is a discovery of harmony, a vision
of disparities reconciled, of shape beneath

this could be attributed to my Midwestern defensive-

confusion... An artist, in other words, “invents”

ness or my mythologizing of native ground, both

from the confusion of life a simplification,

undoubtedly true. But I also hope that this initial

a picture with more order than the literal

seduction operates as something more complicated —
an invitation to come inside the photograph and stay

subject apparently has, so as to suggest

awhile, until a subtle undercurrent of tension

by analogy a wider coherence throughout

or uncertainty begins its reveal. The photographs,

life. The artist intuits this “understanding”

I hope, both double as the dilemma and operate

of life. Art is not science, and isn’t content

as the conciliation. They are the trappings of home,
a mythical place that for most of us is never wholly

mechanically to record just what is objectively

good or bad but nevertheless desirable, ambivalent,

verifiable. Art does not in fact prove anything.

unresolvable and ultimately inescapable.

What it does do is record one of those brief
times, such as we each have and then each
forget, when we are allowed to understand
that the Creation is whole. 30
—ROBE RT A DA M S
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Criticism

Of course in framing out parts of the Midwest, particularly the city and

Here we have again the archetypal Midwesterner who has left home

its sprawl, and in focusing on selective personal memory and experience,

only to loyally attach himself to its agrarian past. It’s a pattern at least

I am not fully representing an entire region or its inhabitants. It has

as old as the great migration and regionalist depictions, but Wolfson

been suggested that I am romanticizing a pastoral ideal. I, in turn, point

goes on to argue that today’s rural escapist fare exceeds harmless

out that I am a product of my time, in which our increasing detachment

romantic sentiment, adversely disregarding a population by aestheti-

from place triggers an impulse to reground, if even superficially. I find

cizing it. Wolfson is mostly talking about contemporary movies and

many accounts — both historical and contemporary — indicating that

television shows, from Winter’s Bone to Duck Dynasty. But he points

the act of leaving and returning to place often creates a temporal

to a genesis in photography, calling it “The Walker Evans problem”:

dissonance most commonly translated as nostalgia, and in the Midwest
this is specifically tied to pastoralism or agrarianism.31 It is perhaps

[T]he photographer who tried to bring attention to rural Americans’

a snare into which fellow-Midwesterner and cultural critic Matthew

Depression-era poverty created images of suffering that were, in a sense,

Wolfson also trips, as he writes in The American Reader:

too compelling, too romantic, too magnetic. To be captivated by one
of his photographic accounts of poverty was to be ensnared in a perverse,

I’m from Springfield, Illinois, which is not rural, not poor … But when

moral-aesthetic dilemma, since it’s hard to alleviate a socioeconomic

I arrived at a liberal arts college near Los Angeles and realized that most

problem while also fetishizing it.33

people there thought the center … of the country were valleys of racist
conservatives and pleasant under-sophisticates, my view of the place

I don’t inherently focus on either poverty or decline. Yet I have been

shifted. Transplanted west, I attached myself to where I came from,

surprised to find some viewers read a discussion of socio-economic

not the city but the country surrounding it: beautiful, under-appreciated

class in my work, leading me to examine the same depictions of rural

country that now seemed to me to have qualities its critics manifestly

poverty in photography, film and reality TV that Wolfson describes.

ignored. Not least significantly, the rural Midwest was the antidote

The popular destitute countryside trope may in fact contribute to

to Southern California’s sheer size—its centrally planned sprawl

a reflexive read of rural imagery as underprivileged, even when such

and wild commodification… 32

a connotation is not implied. The view may also come from having
an audience for the work (so far) that is primarily urban or suburban
and often upper-middle class, effectuating in some cases a perspective
of socio-economic relativity. But I would point out here that less than
does not always mean not enough.
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When I encounter someone working land that has passed through

Instead, I concede that I am projecting my own self on to the person

generations, I don’t see lack but rather enviable commitment to place.

in front of me as much as I am quickly and superficially interpreting her.

When I photograph a young boy on a rural porch playing with his

While this may bring its own set of problems, I move forward at least

homemade slingshot, I don’t portray inability to keep up with modern

with the certitude that I genuinely care for and am curious about the

consumption; instead I locate myself at that age — someone inspired

people I photograph, a sentiment that Alec Soth has similarly described.

by open space to imagine an inner world. It is a position less indicative

When I photograph others, I am sweaty-palmed with nerves, humbled

of class than of human aspiration: most of us have room to desire

by their generosity and vulnerability, and honored yet terrified by the

for something else, or to take greater advantage of where we are.

opportunity to connect with another human being. I believe that what
we all desire most is to know and to be known. That’s a difficult feat

My interpretation would be problematic if I were alleging a documentary

to achieve in a lifetime and impossible in the relative moment it takes

stance. Photographer and documentary ethicist Gregory Halpern

to make a photograph. Still, it is my wish that both my sitter and I can

warns that aesthetic pronouncements of goodness on portrait subjects

revel in the hopelessly awkward act of trying.

reflect a photographer’s doubly false premise: that she is both morally
equipped herself and familiar enough with her subject to make such

Similarly, the scope of my work cannot represent the Midwest in its

a character judgment.34 I claim neither moral stature nor expertise.

complex entirety, nor does it attempt to address the many problems

I still struggle with understanding my relationship to the places and

that plague contemporary life in the region. I know the Midwest

people I photograph; my work is a reflection of that toil. I know well

to be a thriving land of industry, urbanism and diversity. And the rise

that fully comprehended and accurately depicted representations

of agribusiness and death of the family farm and small town; unbridled

of other people are impossible.

development; unemployment and addiction; brutality and injustice —
all affect me profoundly, even if they don’t appear here. I invite viewers
to read the work not as documentation of complete fact but as expression
through fiction of a subjective truth. It is a contemporary displacement
myth set against the metaphorical smaller-town transient belt of my
return— a story perhaps common to anyone in any town or city nationwide always considering the next move. I can only hope to toss a line
through shared recognition of our collective drift.
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For me personally, a secondary and unanticipated outcome reveals
itself only late in the process, in the review and sequencing of the work.
I start to see photographs from disparate sides of my family appear
as one cohesive body. Having grown up straddling relations, households
and histories, I suddenly find that this project allows me to create unity
out of bifurcated experience. While I never intended the project to be
specifically about my family, they are here, in my reconstructed town:
my mother and stepmother, my father and stepfather, their respective
homes and ancestral lands, varied components of my story that would
never otherwise intersect. Finally, I see the different limbs of my
fragmented whole coexist easily in one place as an amalgamated
fantasy world. To be able to acknowledge all parts of me as one provides
unexpected relief. Maybe this is what I was looking for all along.
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Anchoring

Planting my tripod in the ground, I have selected my frame. I unfold
my 4x5 camera, adjusting knobs, tilting my lens left or right, forward
or back, millimeters at a time. Bubbles level out, indicating straightness,

Were you and I to drive the plains together, and the
day turned out to be a good one, we might not say much.

flatness, satisfying an itch in my brain. I am drawn to a detail without

We might get out of the truck at a crossroads, stretch,

consciously knowing why: a live bunny trapped under a fake swan,

walk a little ways, and then walk back. Maybe the lark

a painted buffalo grazing on a planted tree. I build my frame outward,

would sing. Maybe we would stand for a while, all views

using front rise or fall, refining my edges without allowing unruly
distortion. With stage set, I wait for the element of chance to enter,

to the horizon, all roads interesting. We might find there

to activate the scene. This is where the world and my voices quiet.

a balance of form and openness, even of community

My breath stills, I barely blink. I am focused, rooted. Finding order

and freedom. It would be the world as we had hoped,

in the chaos, I am both anchored and free.

and we would recognize it together.35

The sun emerges from a cloud to illuminate the side of the farmhouse
just as a girl in a tire swing sets sail; a car pulls up between the grazing
buffalo and a grain elevator. I release the shutter; I hope not a moment
too soon or late. It won’t be until weeks later, when I print the pictures,
that I discover the details I couldn’t observe at the original moment:
the pink sheet on a clothesline mimicking the girl’s shirt on the swing;
the driver in the car watching me watch him. These are the very points
that will make the picture stick, that despite all of my obsessing, I could
not control. Somewhere in this space between intention and surrender,
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I come to recognize that when I photograph, when I witness fully,
my centripetal and centrifugal forces locate their balance, beat against
each other with equal rhythmic strength, connecting me to place with
an open heart and settling my restless mind. My native home is a part
of my being that I will never hope to shake. Regardless of where I go
next, and for however temporary a stay, presence is the home place
I can choose to carry with me.

is where the magic happens.
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