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FOREWORD

The Anxiety of Influence weighs heavily upon contemporary photographers of the American West. All artists, literary or visual, confront the challenge of finding original insight or expression amid the work of their predecessors. Western photographers must navigate between the master-works of pioneer photographers like Carleton E. Watkins and Timothy H. O’Sullivan and their mid-twentieth-century successors, such as Ansel Adams and Edward Weston, on the one hand, and the popular, if often inaccurate, iconography of the western landscape created by Hollywood, television, and the advertising industry. They face the challenge of creating distinctive work for an audience saturated with images of “the West,” past and present. They grapple with popular nostalgia for an imagined past and the extraordinary corpus of outstanding work compiled by those who came before them. To create a portfolio of images that make us look anew at the West requires a mix of courage and patience, persistence and imagination.

For over four decades, Richard Buswell has shown just these qualities as he has turned a youthful hobby into a powerful means for exploring the past and present of his Montana homeland. Schooled by his father’s fascination with the remnants of Montana’s pioneer days, Buswell has explored not the theme-park environments of famous “ghost towns” but the quiet, sober reality of truly abandoned mills, mines, ranches, and homes, places that were probably no more than marginally successful in their heyday and that today are isolated from the currents of everyday life. The places that Buswell visits often exhibit an understated natural beauty, but they are not scenes of majestic grandeur from places like the Yellowstone Valley, whose image was burned into the American consciousness by the work of William Henry Jackson, Frank Jay Haynes, and their colleagues. Nor does Buswell focus on places of urban exuberance, such as Virginia City, whose street fronts have been re-created and reimagined in countless western movies and television shows. Instead, Buswell has explored the out-of-the-way Montana places in which pioneers from America, Europe, and Asia hoped to find a new, more prosperous life. His places reflect the astonishing energy of pioneers who thought no spot was too remote to be a potential home. They are places once full of human ambition that now lie fallow, in which human intervention on the landscape is being reclaimed by wind and weather, plants and animals. Buswell’s photographs capture their remnants for our contemplation. As they provoke us to think about the people and institutions that came before us, they challenge our complacency about the permanence of our contemporary marks upon the land.

Buswell’s photographs of such places are neither sentimental evocations of a lost past nor coldly analytic depictions of an archaeological site. While his photographs remind us of what once was and now is gone, they also compel us to focus on the beauty of what survives. A photographer since his youth, Buswell has developed an eye for composition, for framing what he wants us to see, which draws us toward the tangible qualities of the objects he photographs. His photographs convey their heft, texture, and form. We recognize them as remnants, relics, as it were, of a bygone era, but it is their immediate, current presence—not their origin—upon which we focus: the corroded surface of a discarded stove top; the frayed cords of a worn-out tire; the shattered, warped shingles of a failing roof; rusty nailheads in a rough-hewn log wall; crumbling sod atop a collapsing dugout; the tattered edges of a worn burlap window curtain; the splay of leaves through the taught wire frame of a slumping lean-to; the layers of grime that have accumulated on scattered playing cards. These and many other surfaces are palpable in Buswell’s photographs. We can almost feel them in our hands, on our fingers. The objects may be from a long time ago, but now, through Buswell’s images, they are here with us, and we, in a psychological if not physical sense, are able to move back in time to be with them when they were fresh and new.

Buswell’s photographs also explore timeless qualities of form that allow us to span the chronological gap that separates us from Montana’s pioneer population. He highlights the formal beauty that inheres in his rediscovered remnants. The graceful arc of the tines of a potato shovel, the complex curves sculpted in the wooden hooves of carousel horses, the elegant simplicity of blown-glass elixir bottles, the intricate jigsaw-puzzle pattern of sutures in an animal’s skull, the symmetrical circles of coffee pot lids framed by the outlines of a rectangular storage box all pull our eye and mind out of time to see and think about what endures, about the persistent expression of shapes and forms that enchant and enthrall across generations. We find an intimate connection to the people who made and used those things.

In the two decades since his work was initially exhibited and published, Richard Buswell’s photographs may be said to have grown more abstract. He has moved from studies of buildings on the land and depictions of interior rooms to more tightly framed compositions of smaller pieces of the past. But his early work fully reflects the interest in shape, form, and light that become especially prominent in his more recent work. At the same time, Buswell’s newer images remain closely linked to the concrete qualities of a particular time, place, and object. Whereas Edward Weston seemed to delight in making us wonder whether we were looking at a nude figure, a seashell, or a pepper, Buswell’s images—even at their most abstract—seem to exult in revealing to us the qualities of a particular thing or place. His work bridges Montana’s past and present by making historical artifacts a part of contemporary contemplation and conversation.

There is a whimsy in Buswell’s work that reflects his approach to Montana’s history. He is respectful without being reverent, amused by what he finds without being patronizing. He appreciates the accomplishments of early pioneers even as his photographs document how frail those achievements are in the face of natural forces. It is, perhaps, an extension of his training as a medical doctor that he seems to understand the ephemeral quality of human “success” measured across history. And yes, his images, which powerfully convey the beauty he has found in Montana’s historical landscape, testify to photography’s ability to embody time, to capture in a momentary exposure the complexity of history. They resist the tide of time by making it apparent to us. They remind us of our roots and humanely warn us of our likely fate. They are a wonderful addition to the visual record of the American West.

—George Miles

William Robertson Coe Curator

Yale Collection of Western Americana

Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library



INTRODUCTION

Photography is a Naturally elegiac medium, eulogizing what is past by preserving a trace of it. Photographs are permanent imprints of a time and a place, of the once-was. They are the truths of unexplained remainders, and they convey time both thievishly and generously. But they can also be as malleable and as symbolic as our own ever-shifting perceptions. Richard Buswell’s photographs show the effects of change but not necessarily the cause. By turns plucking an instant from the flow of instants and prolonging the duration of the visible well beyond the momentary, they describe and intimate timelessness. They beget as much as they tell stories.

For over four decades, Richard Buswell has trained his camera on the landscape of Montana, with its abandoned and overgrown homesteads and majestic, never-ending skies. An avid photographic collector of material culture, Buswell has accumulated a sophisticated visual document that amply suggests the historical complexion of his native state. The pictures constitute a rich, nuanced archive that will stand for the ages. This is one outcome of the photographer’s long view, but there are more immediate gains to relish from this project. For one thing, Buswell produces photographs that are beautiful, choice objects. They are the work of a consummate technician who has resisted the breakneck evolution of digital technology and continues to favor traditional photographic materials. Fine-grained, 35 mm roll film and lustrous fiber-based gelatin silver paper provide the latitude that suits his vision.

In the recent work assembled in this volume, Buswell revels in graphic adventures, seeking out one-of-a-kind forms in abandoned objects and in nature. His subjects are much more than scattered remains implied by the word debris, and while they allude to the completion of a process, the word remnant barely contains them. There is a hint of the miraculous about them. Repeatedly the photograph’s bounding rectangle formulates space by framing it, simultaneously lavishing the imagination with a sense of vision beyond what is shown. Buswell’s photographs create rich meaning and portent through severances. When we study each picture intently, we realize that the subject is not merely a fragment of an object, building, or place but a complex visual shard that embodies the photographer’s concentrated thoughts and emotions. A lifetime of learning, observation, and intuition is in each picture:
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