MISTY KEASLER

Guatemala City Dump:
Li][e on the Rim

Life Magazine photographer Margaret
Bourke-White once wrote that with the
camera in front of her face she would for-
get that the rest of her hody was eXpose(i to
the artiiiery (iestroying the terrain. Later, if
they took the time to think about it, her
audiences would realize that she had been
stancting (iangerousiy close to huiiets, and
this impression would become part of their
appreciation of her work. She was caught
up in the experience of transtorming
action into memorable stiiiness; the viewer
had the Contempiative distance to admire
her success and wonder at the risks.

Misty Keasler's pictures in the Guatemala
City Dump compei us to wonder both
about the peopie who live in this hellish site
and how this photographer could Wiiiingly
and repeatetiiy tread in the filth and reek-
ing smell of a vast refuse (iump to compiete
her seit—assigned project. This is not Paris
or Machu Picchu or Easter Island or any
other such romanticaliy exotic location
that we can easiiy understand would attract
a photographer. Her suhject is not war, an
unexpecte(i disaster, or any other suhject
that is newsworthy in a time-critical way.
This (iump isa piaoe I don’t want to know
exists on this scale, much less that peopie
live and work here. Most of us successtliily
strive to torget that each ctay, we wear or
consume what we need (or simpiy want),
and we also discard poun(is of pacleaging,
broken ohjects, tattered ciothes, and
spoiiect food. We don’t want to know in
clear detail where that debris and spoiiage
goes or what it amounts to when pile(i and
left hy the ton. We don’t want to know that
somewhere, anywhere, in the world, peopie
live and work amidst these piies with the
fetid smells and the constant sounds of

trucizs, huiidozers, and cawing birds in
order to support themselves and their
families. Or, that some of these
families have lived there for generations.
Keasler wants us to know this, and she has
cieveiopect a distinct personai approach to

capture our attention.

Choosing this suhject presents her with two
vital dilemmas. One, these are poiiticaiiy
and sociaiiy motivated pictures that raise
issues about poverty, child Weitare, and

consumer waste. HOW (ioes one maiee
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poiiticaiiy oriented pictures that also tran-
scend the politicai issues embedded within
to become memorable images? And two, as
she sai(i, “How do I find the moments of
heauty in these lives while (iocumenting the
harsh realities and their struggies?”l

Her solutions arise from her earlier works.
Aithough Keasler is oniy 26 years oi(i, the
Guatemala City Dump is her sixth photo-
graphic project. She had worked in
Guatemala hetore, photographing orphan-
ages, a suhject she’d also covered in Russia,

Romania and Kenya. She hegan with a trip
to Russia in 1999 when she was still in col-
iege, but was worizing with assistance from
Buckner Orphan Care International. She
was rnotivateci, she wrote, “hy wanting to
describe an emotionaiiy chargect, dramatic
suhject through suhtie, understated pho—
tographs.772 Aithough she doesn’t speaiz
Russian, she staye(i in the orphanages for
extended amounts of time, getting to know
the spaces as well as the staff and the chil-
dren. U itirnateiy it was the institutional
activity and quaiities in the rooms as much

as the children that

became her suhject.

Her styie is to let the
spaces spealz for them-
selves. She puiis back
physica”y and emo-
tionaiiy, revealing cach
room in rich detail: the
rows of head-to-foot
beds, colorful repro-
ductions paste(i over
wall cracies, missing
floor tiies, and stained
sinks. The rich wall
colors and other en-
(iearing attempts for
iight and cheer con-
trast with rigiti.
orcteriiness, easy-to-
maintain turniture,
and rnuitipies of everything ((iiapers, hot
piates, sinks, and lockers.) Keasler’s
approach is not directive. She doesn’t
overtiy seck the viewers’ sympathy, (iisap—
provai or corrective action. “I haven’t
edited the images in a way to evoke any
particuiar emotion from the viewer,” wrote
Keasler. “These images make up a more
holistic view of the rooms and how the
orphans moving in and out of them affect
the spaces.”® Some children pose stittiy;
others turn cartwheels. One might look at
the pictures and question Why such iarge

orphanages still need to exist and yet,
simuitaneousiy relish the human impuise
to personaiize and humanize one’s envi-
ronment. The unreguiate(i acts of human
intervention within codified spaces mani-
fest the compiex an(i, at times, conﬂicting
needs of puhiie institutions and the indi-
viduals they serve.

Moving forward, how does Keasler
transpiant a style formulated in iarge
institutional rooms to the vast, open,
chaotic spaces of a city dump and to the
small, makeshift rooms built out of scrap
material hy the trash picizers? As hetore,
she simuitaneousiy defuses and maintains
the politicai and social content. She uses
formal composition skills to give structure,
but the hellish conditions abound. For
instance, a scrutty hoy in ctiapers is cieariy
where a child ought not to be. Dirty and
centraiiy placect in the picture amid ash
and refuse, he seems both curious and
defiant. The potentiai dangers from heavy
moving equipment paie compareti to the
toxicity of the site. Keasler reports that
infant mortaiity is high and children
under five are constantiy ill. 1f they
survive to tive, they seem to have a suffi-
cientiy fortified immune system.

Pattern and color are also commonalities
within all of Keasler’s projects. The
photographers she most admires are con-
temporary men and women Worlzing with
iarge-scaie color images, such as Joei
Sternteld, Richard Misrach, and the
team Virginia Beahan and Laura
McPhee. In Russia, Keasler worked with
the rich, re(i, middle-Eastern patterns in
rugs and fabrics and the offbeat piacement
of wall ctecorations, such as white wall tiles
haphazar(iiy giuect to repiace fallen blue
ones. The colors in the (iump are a paier
hue: White, gray and brown predominate,
the sources heing piastic, ash, and

unspealzahies. But Coize cans, McDonai(iis

wrappers, and blue labels on water bottles
add distinctive accents. It is a garhage
(iump, but as critic Janet Kutner ohserve(i,
“Eariy morning tog masks the horror of
the same, transtorming it into ephemerai
abstraction.”* Her image in which this dis-
gusting chaos almost fills the frame is
simuitaneousiy appeaiing and repulsive.

Beyon(i the (iump, Keasler has pho-
tographect both the peopie who live inside
its boundaries (approximateiy 50-100
in(iiviciuais) and the 10,000 who squat on
land fill on the rim. The latter are called
“invaders” because they have established
colonies on puhiic land. Those inside are
the poorest inhabitants, but oct(ily, they
face less harassment from the authorities.
Both groups earn their iiving recyciing.
Often each person speciaiizes, hunting
oniy giass, cans, or piastic. At the end of
the (iay, dealers purchase the picizers7 hauls
hy weight at 30 to 40 cents a kilo. The
picizers' homes are built from what they
find: corrugate(i tin, car(ihoar(i, discarded

furniture and barrels. Keasler pays

attention to “the uses made of wrecizage,
the way lives are crafted out of ruin.”® Her
fine eye for ironic detail and the human
need to decorate prevaii. Like others
wori(iwi(ie, these children collect te(icty
bears. Here too, decorated Christmas trees
denote the season. Snapshots get pinneti
to walls or proppe(i on furniture that sits
on dirt floors. These are quiet pictures.
She loves soft iight and the charm of idio-
syncratic, still lives. What she saw while
Worizing haunted her iong after her return
to the uUs, but the pictures are respecttui
of the picizers. Keasler's respect affirms the
picieer57 efforts to transcend the horror
and danger in their lives and in so ctoing,
she has made me aware and thoughttui
about a condition that I would otherwise
have avoided ever consiclering.
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Museum of Fine Arts, Houston
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