Something Went Wrong
I am requesting a SCAC Grant to support the development and production of a new body of photographic works, tentatively entitled, “Something Went Wrong”. This project will investigate new subject matter and pictorial concerns, enriching and elaborating on the themes of my work as a whole.

My research of the past decade has focused on the historical remains of cultural and technological activities (such as railroad building and nuclear weapons) embedded in the landscape, and considers landscape as both a field of human endeavor and an agent of historical processes. The new work will focus on evidence of contemporary stories written on the landscape: I plan to photograph sites that contain evidence of human tragedy and failure. The concept for this work began while hiking to the site of an ancient geoglyph near the US/Mexico border a year ago; on my walk I came upon the discarded water bottles, inner tubes and personal items dropped by illegal border crossers. Recent reading of books such as “Dead in their Tracks” by John Annerino and “The Devil’s Highway” by Luis Alberto Urrea sharpened my interest and helped clarify the type of pictures I now wish to produce. I want to make works that address the collision between promise and reality as it is displayed in the harsh desert landscape (“Just because you wander in the desert, it does not mean there is a promised land” - Paul Auster). The photographs will include details that speak of anonymous individuals’ stories seen in the context of the land itself, narrative fragments that allude to broad political and social forces and their consequences. I am thinking of things I have seen while working on other projects: a cache of snapshots scattered in the sand, a pile of women’s clothing in a wash, gutted and bullet riddled houses.

The project is to both photograph in the field and to make finished works in the darkroom and studio. In my practice these are parallel activities more so than sequential ones. I envision about ten to twelve field trips to various locations . I will explore the border regions of southeastern California and western Arizona (I am particularly interested in the Camino del Diablo zone in the Cabeza Prieta NWR) as well as small communities in the Salton Sea area and in the Mojave Desert, tragic places such as Eagle Mountain, Bombay Beach and Hinkley. I hope to be able to photograph the Barker Ranch in Death Valley, the last home of the Manson “Family” and will search out any remains of abandoned communes. The contacts I have made through my involvement in the PASTA program of artists and the National Parks should be helpful in my researching of possible sites. I will work with large format cameras in both black-and-white and color. Most of my previous landscape work has been in black-and-white: in this new project I am interested in exploiting the descriptive possibilities of color and the rhetorical possibilities of mixing these two modes of imaging in the same body of work. The large format camera is essential to my process as it provides great surface detail without the interference of grain when making large prints for exhibition. I will produce prints as the photographing evolves, so that my field work is informed by the results of the previous trip. The printing will be done on campus, the color work by utilizing the Photography Program’s facilities. I will be a visible presence in the labs during production, providing students with the opportunity to see professional work in progress and for informal dialogue about my methods and concerns as an artist. I plan to have completed the body of work on this theme by the end of 2005, consisting of about twenty-five large format prints.

I am scheduled to have a solo exhibition at Gallery Luisotti, Santa Monica, in the Spring of 2006 and plan to structure the show around the new work. Gallery Luisotti is a well respected gallery in the Bergamot Arts Complex that specializes in contemporary photography in the realist/ topographic tradition. My last exhibition there, in September, 2003, was well received by the art community and was given a lengthy and very positive review in the Los Angeles Times.

Summary of work plan:
1. Research of potential sites, mapping, etc.: Through summer.

2. 10 to 12 field trips to photograph (2 to 3 days each; a few at 4 days.): Late August through mid November.

3. Film developing and proofing: parallels field trips.

4. Production of exhibition prints ( color and black-and-white in sizes from
16x20” to 30x40”): November through December.

5. Exhibition preparation: December to January.

Awarded release time would significantly contribute to the successful completion of my new work within the time frame proposed.

My contributions to the body of contemporary landscape art are widely recognized, as my growing exhibition and publication record confirms. I believe that my new project will make a further contribution to the field, as I am unaware of any other work being done that deals with my chosen themes or duplicates my approach to the study of the evolving western landscape. I am also certain that I will secure additional exhibition and publication opportunities for this work following its debut at Gallery Luisotti.

Respectfully submitted,


Mark Ruwedel
Assistant Professor, Photography
February 22, 2005
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