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Crurvid Maisels recent body of works, Block Maps, is composed of fve series of aeral
phiotegraphs, the subject of which & the undeing of the natural world by wide-scale
hurran interventions. The latest of these series, Temmnal Mirapes - reproduced here -
wis shot from a helicopter flying sbove Grear Sak Lake in Uah. In an interviesy with
John K. Grande, the artist offers an understanding of how be came to this subject
macter and describes his works as personal psychological landscapes of the self, In the
process, he expands on the lirminal positon of his work beween appeal and threar
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John Grands 5 the auher of Balancs:
#r and Magure (Mosceeal Siack Rope
Bogks, 1994 and J004), Intertwining
Landscape, Tu:hnp!“:,-, [FETFT e
1998, and Are Maurs Dibsguey
Imcerviews with ErviFenmantal
Artos (Abamy; SUNWT Press, 20051
e lozst book, Dralogues in Diversity:
Art from Marging to Musstresrn,
hos just been publithed by Pasi
Pubdiching in Il

David Malsel (New Tork, 1961) & 3
pheotographer ared wisual arcas baded
in che San Francico Bay sres. He has
received fellowships fram the
Marnional Enderwenent for th Arra
and the Opsis Foundaon, Hi art-
workl IS represenced in major public
ard privave collections, Hﬁﬁr‘m
Metropolican Huseam of Art, the
Mumeurm of Fne Ars Heasmon, wnd
e Lox Minpeles Councy Plumsism of
Art. Maisels photoprapts hawe been
featured in nurmenous ol and group
enhibitions in the Uaited Scaces,
Carady, and Europe. Ha fir book,
The Loke Progct, was published by
Mazraeli Press in 2004, and wai
selecied a one of the op 25 pho-
tography books of that year by critic
WVince Alect. Makel's second book,
Obdvion, was published by Mazraed
Press in the fall of 20048,
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TAPPING TOPOGRAPHIES

An interview with David Maisel

JOHM K. GRANDE

imang the acsthenic ermitory of the apocalypic

sublime, and addressing themes of loss,

elegy, and memorialization, Black Maps,

David Maisel’s acrial-photography project,

captures the world of narure as it is being
undone as 3 result of extensive intervention in the
environment. His images of these environmentally
damaged sites, where the naural order has been
eradscated, are bosh spectacular and horrifving, The
Luee Progect (2001-03) comprised images made near
Chvens Lake in Californis, which was drained and
depleted in order to hring water 1o the desert city
of Los Angeles, and which became an enormous
environmental disaster in the process. Terminal
Mirage (2003-05) uses scrial images made an the sine
of the Grear Sale Lake a5 8 means 1o cxplore both
abstraction and, as the curator Anne Tucker has
written about this series, “the disturbingly engaging
duality between beauty and repulsion.”

The scale of Massel's prints, at up 1o 48 x %
inches, serves to convey the scemingly limitless
aspect of the sives from which they are made, The
forms of environmental disquier and degradation
function on 2 metaphorical level, and the serial
perspective enables one 1o experience the landscape
like a vast map of rs undoing,

John K. Grande: The P{:rfwmanw. artisy Tadewsz
Kantor once wrote, r-cl:-en'.ing to ]}:uinl:ins.. “hpace
which retraces violently condenses form o dimen-
ssome of meodecules to the limats of the Impossible. In
this dreadful moment the speed of making decisions
and of interventions constamly grazes risk.” Some of
}'D'I.Iri.ﬂ'i.il Phntﬂ-g:l'ipl'l-'l xre as ahmrscy a5 3 Richard
Dicbemkom pamting, beautiful and with an sesthenic
that simply manifests natare’s own patterns, forma,
encroachments, and there is that dynamic of space,
and of speed, 2 macrocosm envisioned as if it were &
fragment of a larger body perhaps.

Davad Maisel: The qlu-nlt |:|:' Tadeusz Kantor links
the body tor the act -r:-:l']'.!.t'inrin!;. and to l'u.-ing loweaned
within the space of painting itself. Photographing
from the air is like thaz, exactly: | become a kind of
disembodied eye, floating in 2 space-time continuum,
Aeral ph:haﬁmph}' Inberesis me mot a5 mﬂmd per
s, but as 2 way to see the otherwise unusable and
unimaginable, and a5 2 way in which time and space
can get strung together. From a moving plane or heli-

copter, naturally, T am never in the same plice twice,
50 N image can be repeaned - it is 2 stream of images
and possible framings chat is pot unlike the stream of
consciousness inself, Motion gers dissected and
reanimated. [t is kind of like an alvered state - leaning
out the window of 3 small plase, or leaning out the
doorway of 2 helicoprer, with the wind rushing,
constant moton and sound, looking through the
viewfinder of 3 camera, with the borizon obscured.

At many of the sites that [ choose to photo-
graph, there is a sense of the landscape as a body
inflicted by various wraumatic events. This is perhaps
most clearly felo ar Owens Lake, thi sive of The Lake
Progect, | was editing film from my first seral shoot
there when the Twin Towers were destroved on =11,
For me, the Blood-red warers remaining in Orwvens
Lake were, from that poing Forward” linked to this
maoamient in contemporary sociery, when thousands of
bnarman bodses had juss been destroved in 4 moment.

In The Lake Projece, there is also the aspect of
seeing the lundscape photograph as a kind of autopsy.
After [ had been making serial images st Orwens Lake
for several vears, 1 reslized char his alien landscape
was sort of an analogue for my mother's death - she had
died dunng open-heart surgery after a rowtine procedure
went awry. Despite, or because of, my conscious
decistons as an artist interested in the environmental
disaster being told through the story of Owens Lake,
[ was, unantentionally perhaps, processing her death
and my own grief by making these images.

JG: Do you intentionally set our v find forms, tex-
tures, colours, things thar exist, thay awaken a sense of
somsthing personal, bus from the theatre of the world
that s cur Earth - so surpnsing in that i surpasses any
art we wounld ot out to creare, and ey hinds its parallels in
owr art, for art surpasses the informarional, the didscric.

DM: Yes, [ suppose that [ do respond vo cenain kinds
of visual splendours, [ wouldn’ call it beauay, exactly,
but rather a sense of dislocsbion = the wnfamilis the
threatening, the sense of beauty and rerror combined -
[ suppase it is “the sublime,” really,

When I was in my cwenties [ was sruck by a
deep, obsessive desire 1o photograph copper mines. [
!FEl'lt |'I|:|1.|.rl= P-D'.tl'l! over l-crl:ln*u.l;iﬂil mlp‘ .ﬁﬂli
obscure mining publications, charting 2 way out of
wherever | was. | took to the air, .:giiri amd again,
photographing from asmall plane the display of copper-



Duvid Musel
Black Mapd: Termisad Mirage Semet. 3040

[- 2
112 = 132 em
Courtey of the vor Lintel Galiery, Mew Tork

hued carth splayved ouwr bepeath me, in mines in
Montana, Urah, Mew Mexico, and Arnzona. It
seermid thar in the repetitve acs of nesearch and circling
over these tes and expoving frame after frame of Alm, 1
absorbed the copper into my skin, into my blood,
Copper gave me a reason; it posed me 2 challenge; it
compelled me w act, Copper offered me & process of
alchemical rransmutation not wnlike merallurgy iself,
by which my own identicy as an arviss was Forged.

All of the aenial images from Black Maps capture
a wide-scale imtervention by humanicy in the land-
scape. From the scrial perspective T ocoupy, the views
that I see of these zones, where human aceivity has
replaced the nagural order, are both beausiful and horn
Fying. Bux, there is also connained in these sites an
ineffable sense thar they correspond o interior psycho-
logical stanes. So, rendering the environmental impact
of these zones in a deadpan, clinkcal, or didactic way
has mot interested me, | experience these tailings
ponds and keaching ficlds as sites of horror that were
reflective of something absolutely murinsic to human
parure. | am not amempting o mizke literal records
of environmental degradation so much as [ am
secking to reveal the landscape as an archerypal
space of destnection and ruin that mirrors the darker
Cormers of OUT CONSCIOUSTESS,

JG: How did vou chooze o gL Into aerial
topographical photography of water, mountains, the
land? These works SUEEest & growing CONSCIOUSNCss
or awarencss thas photography can extend to or
encourage among its sudicnce.

DM Working from the air allows me to see things
tha are secret. The deconstructed landscapes of strp
mines, cyanide keaching ficlds, tailings ponds, and
drained lake beds seem o me 10 be the contemplative
gardens of our tme; they are like subterranean dream
worlds demanding to be brought into the light of day. 1
think of my pictures not simply as documents of these
blighted sites, but as poetic renderings that might some-
how reflect back the human psyche that made them

I firss experienced aerial photography when, as
an undergraduate at Princeton University in the mid-
19835, | accompanied my photography instructer,
Emmet Gowin, on a photographic expedition to the
valcano Mount 56 Helens, The 1982 eruption of
Mount 5t Helens was the deadliest and moss destructive

volcanic event in the history of the United States. 5t
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Helens released encrgy equivalent 1o 353 megaons of
dynamite, or 27,000 atomic blass over Hiroshima, or
seven uimes more than the strongess atomic bomb
ever bunlt and tested. Whar struck me at the timie was
the sense that the clear-cutting of forests by the imber
industry was a destructive force on a par with that of
the volcano: it seemed ahsolucely biblical in scale.

The satellite view and the asrisl view are
instances in which photography is 2 process of mapping,
and of rendening surfaces, and also an aci of selective
surveillance. Satellite imaging and topographical nups
have always been a source of inspiration for me, Buc
the map, by necessity, differs from that which is bang
mapped. It is a paralle] realicy. Garry Winegrand had
this down, even though he was making photographs
on the sireet. He said, *The Phnm[:.:.:ph 1=n't what
was photographed; it's something else, & new faci.”
The photograph examines not reality, but exmstence,
In a way, photographs are like creation myths,
attempts to make sense of the word.

JG: The graphsc sense and aesthetic tension that you
achieve with light and colour using the texture of a
landscape overview 1 nothing if not suggestive of a
larger connectivity to Earth. Can vou comment #

DM Years ago, when [ began my project on open-pat
I11i.11.'il'l|{ in the Amencan West, | was Flhn:!l:n:lg,nphing
exchizively in black and white. Buat the colours at many
of these sites were really so seductively gorgeous and so
awful, simubaneously. | reahzed that char meaning and
potency were transmitted through that uncarthly, mag-
nificent colour, and 5o [ began to consciously work
with l]ﬂil].'ule'ltr.ﬂ'br aerual views and the scale of these
prints {up to 48° x 48°) and the colour combane to
hetghten our serse of what it s we are witnesimg visually

The themes of seduction and betrayal inform
miy thinking and my work ina number of ways. We're
constantly seduced in our daily lives by whatever it 1s
that 13 new, shiny, the next consumer object to be
deared = the SLW, the iPod, the wadetcreen TV, And |
mclusde myself here, quite readily. And [ think we're
betraved by these desives, and these obgects, because
they can't, they don't, really satisfy s existentially,
they just create more longing. Simultaneowsly, we
brl:i:.' the ervirodsment as we thresh II‘.HIJIIHI'I it and iase
i up i a vacant effort to Al those endless longangs that
canmot be quelled. We are compliat in the deseructon
of these 2omes, The seduction yiekls the betrayal.

JG: When vou frse photographed Smithson's Spiral
jrr.'_'r.'.'. Gt Sale Lake i Uvals and l.'a;.lll.lmd the e vamcn-
mental changes taking place, ongoang since Smithson
origanally made the piece, vou must have sensed that you
were capiunng change in prooess, a slow change
Few of us are aware of as we o about our daily lves,

DM: [ loak a h.udb-:?'l.].:-c Ero a l.'l.'lr'u.'r}ﬂual p-.rilll ol
view — it has fuelled my pervading ineerese in the
work of Robert Smithson and Gordon Mara-Clark,
two artists whe explored the undoing of things, the
endgame, the absene, the void. I'm drawn o aspects of
the sublieme, and to 4 certain kind of visceral hosror,
amd in 3 sense | am wsang my landscape imagery in
order 1o get o thar feeling, as much as or even more
than 1 am documenting a specific open-pit mine of

cvanide leaching field or clear-cut forest (and I'1
reacdily admit chat my woork may pot bold up very well
from & documentary standpoint, In Smithson's Spived
Jesty, the landscape is 4 sort of exstential landscape, a
|1|.1.;'r rhar Becker mighs have invenged, Thees is 2 semse
of being threatenad, ban also of being more alive

In Termimal Mivage, a body of work inspired
by Smishson's writings on the Grean Salt Lake, I've
sought out gridded sites around the periphery of the
lake = among the thousands of acres of evaporation
ponds, amidst the militry zone of the Tooele Army
Depot that houses and burns expired chemical
weapons, There is no scale reference inthe imagges, and
the “faas™ of the photographs become inssead 2 serics
nl:-di:'?::.-'ing LrOpes, '.I'.i'r'r:l.lur.d.lf.'r:ugr i5 also concermed
with the limits of ratsonal mapping. The grids of
evaporation ponds are o kind of archivecoore thay
transgresses, 3 libyrinah laid endlessly aver the surface
of the lake and s shoreling, The project Termmma
Mirage gets its namse from the face thas the Great Sals
Lake i, indeed, a permina] Like, with no naousal owclers.
The -c|.1l.|s|:m|1l1cﬂ.1;a:. mm=axit, exisienmalis aspect of
thiz Fact sparked miy cunosity, A ol thes weprd = mirsge”
seems to describe the entire halluanatory quality of
the expanse of the Great Sale Lake, the unflinching
Eght that dluminates iz and chat is reflecied from ns
surface, and the manner m which this 1'!:}1,"}' of work
ql.'":‘il:iﬂm I:ht' ASTre l.'l!- TIIEI'IE .'II'Id J'h!'."\.,'lﬂ'l'll:iﬂ!'l.

JG: There is a photographic tradition of capturing the
American fronter that extends back into the nineteench
century, established by Carleton Watkins and
William Hen::.'_'I.:n:l-:mn, fior instance, Ower fronmser is
row one that involves transgressson, transformation,
and ..'l'i:rur.ll::lnn of environmentz. Do Yo heliave
photography is inked toits own traditsoens, or does it
gor beyond the raditions that 1t has evelved out of?

DL I'm motivated by the notton of discovering and
revealing sites that might otherwise remain unknown
or unseen. In thas way, there 15 2 continuiey berween
the mneteenth-century exploratory photographers
and my wark. However, my photographs are intended
ta be reflective of some sont of internal psychological
state as much as they are documents of 2 pamicular
site. And, | consider myself a wisual artist first and
foremost - as opposad, P{'rl'l:t[H. o3 phn-'.npml:rmlur
or 2 documentanan. ['m most interested i making
amages that have a kind of depih~charge, that have a

certain poctic or metaphoric impact visually.

jﬂ-: [_:l1ima!t'|3.' your work EXpOSes the consciousness
inherent to all human aetivity, and it does so by
documenting landscapes in transiszon, much as the
Mew Topographics photographers ded, bue with a
less antagonistic approach, as if to say, the situation
exists, let's be aware of it, and start 1o work at
imprl.wing the land, with the distance and wizdom
that we obtain from knowledge.

Dl | chink thae is a generous view. | recall feeling
when 1 first viewed works from the work dubbed
*Mew Tl.r].1q.l|.;_ra.p||i|.".-' that there was a kind of
pamebiseness 1o many of the imagss. Now, though,
when | look a1 thoese photographas, 1 feel a kind of
silent scream building in them.



[ don's think thar ey woek is positing any happy
eridimgs! [ don’t really think chas we, the buman race,
have much of a place left on this plancs. If you think
aboaut it from a geologscal perspective (as Smithson
eiaght have), we are just a flicker of light thae vanishes
almast instamly, 50, perhaps we might obtain some
knowledge or wisdom aboun lisd use and abase from
my work (or that of other photographers), though |
think w¢ humans and our fragike lanke history have a
place in the cosmos, but perhaps it is 2 smaller place
than we might like 1o imagine, We still vend co think in a
peocentric way —doesn't the universe revolve around
us? - and the answer is, no, it does ot

JG: The Lake Projece picces are al-encompassing
OVETVIEWwE .*“'Ij Wi F'{'.J.-;! thl’ll J]Iﬂml: FES it- I:I'H:':| wWETS
parts of an organism, These macro-viewsd 1mages
resemble the micro-view subjocts we maght see in the
cameras now used in medicine, When we are informed
of the acmal reasois for the colouradons and wxures -
pollution, algas growth, e, = the subject thae we
I,'H_'ll_-["|l1'i4|!3|' rezd as beauniful, for all s sesthetc and
tramsparent beauty, becomes Lln:e::hrl.g. four there iz a
basic ancagonism berween our reading of the work as a
visual phenomenon and our knowledge of the
somicwhiat bess measurable, invisible cawses for these
effecns, Can you comment?

DM: Owens Lake, the locus of the Lake Propect
images, is the sive of a former 153-square-male lake on
the cast side of the Sicrrz Mountains. If vou know the
mowvie O, then you are familiar with the hstory
of the demise of this lake. H-¢F|i11 rnirn*:l in 1913, the
Oweens River was diverted into the Owens Valley
Aqueduer, to bring water 1o rhe :I'|-!~|:||-:|ir1|:_'| desert city of
Los Angeles. By 1926, the lake was essentially
deconstructed, leaving vast, exposed mineral deposits
aned sale s, Omce the water was gone, high winds chat
swiep through the valley would dislodge microscopic
particles from the dry lakebed, creating carcinogenic
e sgormns, [n fuer, the lakebed has bocome the hib-.;'ht"::
source of particulate-marer pollution in the Uniged
Sqaves, emitning ¥0,000 tons of arsenic, cadmium,
chromium, chlonng, and sulphur a year. The concen-
teation of minerals in what little water remains in
Owens Lake 85 30 J.ni'fi:i:.ﬂ:r |'|||.;]1 that bleoms of
FCTORCOPIC hacearial OFgAnisms result, 1uming the
remaining waser a deep, bloody red.

While 1 was engaged with this project in
200102, the EPA and the Los Angeles Department of
Warer amd I:'qpu-':'r,wr',;-,dm h-:.' the Gireat Basin Unifeed
Adir Polhgson thmnﬂl)is:riﬂ,bcgm :rJ.lLﬂ'n:!rrrlinj.;thc
region vt again. In an effort to reduce the toxe dust
storms, & large area of the lakebed has been turned o
a flood zone, It s infinigely complex, like the Lost Cay
of Aslantis rising from the floor of the lakebed. In face,
afrer T'd .,'nmplmcd this pmi-:ul:, | got down onto the
-'.'.lrl'h;.:- oof chee |.1L.;'11-¢f|. and was able io g:iin acoess o the
eomara] roam cencre thar mainezine and meaneres the
salinity and relaive mossture Ffrom the 63,000 males of
irrigation drip cubang that criss-crosses the flood zone.
There, on their computer screens, were these familiar
:.:"upe-.!. of the flood zone that l|'||::.' i.11uj.-|:' with remote
aerial photography and satellite mapping. Every-
thing in this landscape 15 mediated - it is the maost
replicant lindscape [ can imagmne.

“Working from the air allows me to see things that are secret.
The deconstructed landscapes of strip mines, cyanide leaching
fields, ailings ponds, and drained lake beds seem to me to be the
contemplative gardens of our time; they are like subterranean
dream worlds demanding to be brought into the light of day.”

— David Maisel

The antagarism yio sense — bitween the surface
beauty of the images and the dissurbang convent thar
ursberlies them — is one of the resens the piciures are
compelling. They don't give answers, per s¢; they
don't tell you what to think or feel. In this regard,
Fq:'rhaps 1|1-:3.' work mare like COMnRERTHpirary pninl'iﬁg
than phatography. I'm coming to the somewhar
terrifvang conclusion, rather belatedly perhaps, tha
my work 15 really about representations of modern-
day, man-made holocausts, Of course, represemtations
of holocaust and apocalypse have been part of the
history of art for centunes. What dustanguashes thas
ape From earlier artistie renderangs @ that the means
for accomplishing the destruction of the self and the
workd i no longer in the realm of prophetic mythology,
The human specics has been wechnologically capable
of destroying ieself for decades,
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