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Karl Marx I Wi Blake were largely
recognised dunng t . huge s
ficance of thewr work was realised after their

deaths. Sometimes great wo

ister —and how the author's work s la

sumad usually vanes from the oa of s

creator. The photography exhibition “Becom
g Duasfarmer™ at the Neuberger Muscum of Ant
m New York, curated by Chelsea Spengemans
presents a sumiiar phenomenon in its sary ey ol
a small-town Arkansas portrait photographer

Mike Disfarmer (bomn Mever, 18841959

Mike Dusfarmer, Joha, Cliffoed, and Andy
Kilhoa, teothers, ¢a. 193946 (printed kecr)
Silver gelatin print, 45.1 x 26.7 cm. Countesy:
Peter Muller

This exhibition commemorates the work of
Disfarmer almost a hundred years after be es-
tablished a commercial portrait studao in Heber
Springs, Disfarmer was not a famoas photogra-
pher during his lifetime. He was only ever known
in cemtral Arkansas, where be ran his business for
forty-five yoars.
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W 17 it a hospit n New York, Th
I the touct mnocence of coun
!
try folk wple unds one of a2 simpix
healthy life before television, fast food, and
fr vavs. Thelr expressions are wide open, if
nocent, unworldly. Th ook like extras from a
! ) wie. They are tanned and worn by g
ye ! rd work the Biclds, The Bargers
gaze directly at the ¢ with gentle curios
ty. The camera is there to recoed thear presence
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Disfarmer posed his models in & nsanner that
hides nothing, The r.n"li) RIOUpP portrails seen
tel
differing story. The portrait “Edith and Joe
Bitthe with Ken and Tatum, Ada Mae and Clyde™

(ca. 1939

to unfold hike mimi-novels, each characte

46 ) shows handsome, clear-cyed faces

1"

Jin the poverty and repression of small-

stranded
own America in the carly twenticth century. Dis-

furmer tells us something ints n:,'n!" r about eve
ryday life ia rural America. His vision remains
fresh and comtemporary

Afler has death in 1959, much of Disfarmer's
buge archive of glass negatives was discovered
This lost

record of Arkansas was then brought back o

| 2 howse Clearance im the carly 1960s

life. In the mid-1970s, a local journalist, Peter
Dis-
and
then reprinted them n a style that resembles the
look of the fashion work of Richard Avedon. In
Miller’s hands, these were no longer tiny fam-
ily keepsakes, but powerful portraits that appear
1o precede Diane Arbus and Richard Avedon in
their bleak modernist aesthetic. Subsequently,
Disfarmer’s legend grew due 10 a number of c'\~
hibitions featuring Miller's 19705 reprimts.

The poignancy and honesty of Disfarmer’s
vernacular poetraits as reprinted by Miller have
drawn companison to photo legend August
Sander and to the Malian commercial studio
portraits of Seydou Keita. Avedon professes a
great admiration for the Disfarmer/ Miller prints
Disfarmet's work reputedly inspired Avedon’s
icomic series “In the American West™ ( 1979-84)

Bt as critics noted in the 19705, we are look-
ing a1 Disfarmer's images not as they were in-
tended. These private images. which were in-
tended for family members, have now become
sconx photographs of Dust Bowl America of the
Depression era. Disfarmer’s genius as a photog-
rapher is actually back-engincered. The realisa.
tion of Disfarmer’s brilliance and prescicnce as
4 photograpber is dampened by the awareness
that what we imitially presume to be genuine and
ol is actually a much repackaged object. Since
Miller’s discovery, a small selection of Disfarm-
cr’s orphaned, uncopyrighted work has been dis-
imterred, re-cropped., and reprinted by top New
York pringers, and also exhibited, valued, fought
over, sold, and authenticated by the New York
an world.

'Spengctn-m‘uhowislhe first full survey of
Disfarmer swk..dnmmhinwexody;-

Miller, enlarged selected images from the
farmer negatives to mediam-size format

Mike Dusfarmer, Picoda and Jola Harpes, sisters

printed 1976). Siiver

n. Cos
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ca. 193944 gelates prase
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sey. It's a fascinating exhibition because it pro
vides a broad archacologacal view of his ocuvre,
and also of his contemporary milice in Arkan
sas. It lhkewise includes images by other por
trait photogruphers who were active in the arca
at that time. Spengemann focuses on Disfarm-
er’soriginal tiny 1930s primts as much as Miller’s
19705 larger reprints. Arguably, withowt Miller's
reprinting, reframing, and resizing of Disfarm
er's work, would anyone really care much about
an archive of small, greyish, carly twentieth-Ccen-
tury family keepsake photographs?

This is where things get complicated — but
familiar 1o those in the business. It's a particy-
larly American marrative, rags-to-riches after
death: “Art worth millions discovered for pen
nees in yard sale.” In another grand American tra-
dition; “Where there's a hit, there 's a writ.” Half
the work in the exhibition was withdrawn nght
before the show opened, and an edition of 2,500
colour catalogues had 10 be destroyed after two
major Dusfarmer collectorns remon od their work
from the exhibition in a disagreement over what
they felt constituted his work

Becoming Disfarmer
Ed, by Chelsea
Spengemana.

With contributions by Gil Blank, Tanya
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Neuberger Muscum of Art, New York 2014.
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Spengemann’s exhibition deconstructs and un-
veils Disfarmer's myth, and the show's instal-
lation problems highlight broader issues in the

global struggle between capital, copyright, and

fair use. Unlike Marx, there is no Engels or a

guiding family foundation to mediate and pro-
tect Disfarmer’s legacy. Like many artists, Dis-
farmer died alone. His work became a ward of

state, and prone to the whiles of commerce.

With Disfarmer, part of the appeal is due to
the authenticity of images of the poor transmuted
into beautiful, expensive objects. It's a guilty
pleasure. A hybrid product. Ironically, limiting
the estate of Disfarmer will prove tricky because
during his lifetime he had thousands of clients,
and his original prints are still emerging from
family archives across Arkansas, a state long
known for its poverty. Disfarmer’s archive re-
tins a strange, aporetic integrity in its afterlife
due to its inherently ﬂuodndan!llbm



