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Sean McFarland’s work synthesizes 

two conflicting legacies of California 

landscape photography. The first is that 

of Ansel Adams, who in the early and 

mid-twentieth century created an idyllic 

image of the region with his ubiquitous 

pictures of seemingly pristine, untouched 

wilderness. The second is that of pho-

tographers such as Lewis Baltz, who in  

the 1970s called attention to the fact that 

most landscapes, including the iconic 

ones Adams captured, had been indelibly 

altered by people. They took as their sub-

ject not the mountains and waterfalls of  

Yosemite but tract home developments 

and suburban sprawl. 

A member of the second generation 

of Californians who experienced the 

landscape primarily through the window 

of a car, McFarland is intimately familiar 

with the types of places Baltz and his 

peers photographed. All the outdoor 

spaces he encountered growing up had 

been altered by humans. Nothing was 

truly untamed, and everywhere the 

line between natural and artificial was 

blurred. So it is not surprising that, in  

his own work, McFarland would question 

whether a patch of weeds in an urban  

lot is any less wild than a clutch of trees 

on a remote slope in the Sierra Nevada,  

or whether Yosemite Valley is any  

less a construction than the manicured 

gardens in front of tract homes in the 

San Fernando Valley. Yet when he started 

photographing in the late 1990s, he 

found little appeal in the cool minimalism 

championed by Baltz and his cohort. He 

wanted an escape from suburban banal-

ity. And although Adams’s bombastically 

pretty pictures left him wanting, too, he 

came to share a philosophical affinity 

with the photographer that Baltz would 

have found unthinkable. Like Adams, 

McFarland is moved by a powerful sense 

of connection with the natural world—an 

awareness, as he puts it, “that we are  

living in a linked system.”1 Although he 

uses far subtler and more conceptual 

means than Adams did to express this 

feeling of oneness, the sentiment behind 

it is no less heartfelt.

Central to McFarland’s work are the 

tensions between the natural and the 

artificial and between a subject and  

its representation. Nowhere are these 

two sets of binaries more entangled 

than in Yosemite, a signature California 
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landscape that has since the nineteenth  

century been shaped by human hands as 

well as by photography. The rock-lined 

trails to the waterfalls, the groomed 

campsites, and the prescribed outlooks  

for capturing the view all create a version 

of wilderness accessible for millions of 

tourists. As visitors we are often aware  

on some level that our experience is 

mediated, yet we are prone to overlook 

evidence of its artificiality. We know our 

perception of Yosemite is a fabrication, 

but we want it to be authentic, and we 

willfully suspend our disbelief. Much the 

same can be said of photography. We 

want to trust its truth value, even though 

we know that a picture is a representa-

tion and not a transparent window on 

the world. We are cognizant of how 

easily photographs can be manipulated, 

but we are constantly surprised when  

we are tricked by a fake.

McFarland describes photographs as 

“poetic, wonderful failures” that only 

approximate our experience of the world 

around us; he explores familiar land-

scapes such as Yosemite in order to “take 

photography apart” and consider how it 

operates, both optically and culturally. It 

is noisy, wet, and windy at the base of 

Yosemite Falls, for instance, but pictures 

don’t generally impart those visceral 

aspects of being there. McFarland 

attempts to capture them in his work, 

sometimes by using multiple exposures 

to convey a sense of movement (see  

fig. 01) or by allowing his photographs to 02
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“break,” as he terms it, into prismatic col-

ors, suggesting the presence of energy 

outside the visual realm (see fig. 02).  

In so doing he seeks to create not just a 

beautiful picture but one that taps into 

the sublime sense of oneness and mor-

tality we feel in the presence of nature, 

while simultaneously reminding us that 

what we are looking at is an illusion.

McFarland turned his attention to water-

falls in particular only recently, making 

pictures that allude to the history of 

the medium—Eadweard Muybridge and 

Carleton E. Watkins photographed them 

extensively in the nineteenth century, as 

did Adams in the twentieth—as well as to 

the passage of time. Waterfalls function 

on a slow, geological register, as the force 

of the water that flows through them 

gradually transforms the shape of the 

surrounding rocks. But they also change 

quickly, running at various rates depend-

ing on the season and marking time on 

a cyclical, annual scale. Quintessential 

symbols of sublime nature, waterfalls 

possess both awe-inspiring beauty and 

the potential for mortal danger. 

The first waterfall McFarland pho-

tographed was Rainbow Falls in San 

Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. It was  

a somewhat surreal experience: after 

snapping a few frames, he stopped to 

reload his film, and as he set up again  

to shoot, the water was suddenly turned 

off. Rainbow Falls contains all the visible 

elements of a natural formation, and 

for McFarland’s purposes it is irrelevant 

whether it is “real” or not. He is drawn as 

much to a man-made cascade as he is to 

Yosemite Falls, and in his work they are 

interchangeable. It is our collective idea 

of the waterfall and how photographs 

play on our expectations of what one 

looks like that is most compelling to him.

Photographs are satisfying, McFarland 

says, because they operate based on 

our knowledge of the way the world 

looks and because we know how to read 

the signs. He explores this effect in his 

constructed landscapes, such as one 

in which a sphere set on the cerulean 

ground of a cyanotype appears to be the 

moon in the sky, even though it is actually 

the white head of a pin on a blank sheet 

of paper. When details are missing, our 

minds fill them in, so a peaked piece of 

chipped glass can become a mountain, 

and a bottle cap can be the moon. Like 

his photographs that are taken from the 

real world, these illusionary landscapes 

explore how slippery the differences 

between the natural and the artificial  

and between a subject and its repre-

sentation can be.

 —Erin O’Toole
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Excerpted from an  
interview conducted  
at McFarland’s studio  
in San Francisco  
on February 22, 2017. 

Jenny Gheith: You focus on the 

California landscape. How do you 

consider it in relation to the ways it has 

been mythologized? 

Sean McFarland: Much of the landscape  

I experienced growing up was framed by a 

car window—I rarely physically accessed it. 

But nature has often been viewed from 

afar. Nineteenth-century Western paint-

ings show landscapes no one ever saw. 

They’re made from sketches or collages 

and imagined light. These idealized por-

trayals have an emotional truth, but they 

can separate us from the environment  

in which we actually live.

When you photograph a landscape, 

you typically work with the light that’s 

there, even if it appears artificial. Do you 

approach different light conditions in 

different ways?

We can’t control the way the sun travels 

around Earth. At theme parks and inside 

natural history museums, artificial light 

poses as sunlight to illuminate dioramas 

that pose as natural places. The same 

quality of light can be found in parks 

and wilderness—they’re also dioramas, 

created, through legislation, outside of 

theme parks or museum walls. But light 

doesn’t follow different laws of physics 

when one is portraying nature versus arti-

fice. That’s why a picture of the moon can 

be made out of a nickel—light renders 

both as circles.  

Cyanotypes have a particularly  

interesting relationship to light. Can  

you explain what they are and why  

they appeal to you? 

Cyanotypes render the sky without a 

camera or a negative. They only need 

sunlight for exposure and water to 

process the print. I can’t think of another 

process that captures a subject so simply 

and with almost no mediation. The paper 

absorbs the sky and is its color. 

Besides making pictures, you collect 

images. Your archive is very present 

in your studio. For example, there 

are a number of images of waterfalls. 

Collecting may be a way for me to be a 

steward of the places and experiences  

in the pictures. At the same time, when 

you collect, the collection begins to own 

you. That’s why I keep returning to the 

same subjects. I went to Yosemite Valley 

again this weekend to photograph the 

falls. The experience is so laden with 

spectacle. These images don’t capture 

the experience of being there. They cap-

ture the experience that I want to have 

had and maybe the one that we all want, 

as opposed to the actual one where I’m  

in a crowd looking at a waterfall and hear-

ing how someone wants a corn dog or 

their feet are tired.  

When the pictures are together, you 

lose a sense of place. How would you 

compare a waterfall at Golden Gate Park 

to one at Yosemite?

Through reduction, the pictures end up 

the same.

I think of your photographs in terms  

of amplification, not reduction. 

Through framing and layering multiple 

exposures, I try to turn up the experience. 

In
 C

on
ve

rs
at

io
n 

w
it

h 
 

S
ea

n 
M

cF
ar

la
nd

03
 —

 S
ea

n 
M

cF
ar

la
nd

,  
M

oo
n 

(c
ol

le
ct

io
n)

, 2
01

1–
17

.  
G

el
at

in
 s

ilv
er

 p
ri

nt
s 

an
d 

 
gr

ap
hi

te
 m

ou
nt

ed
 o

n 
bo

ar
d,

  
va

ri
ou

s 
di

m
en

si
on

s.
 C

ou
rt

es
y 

 
th

e 
ar

ti
st

 a
nd

 C
as

em
or

e 
 

K
ir

ke
by

 G
al

le
ry

, S
an

 F
ra

nc
is

co



By making the film hold more than one 

record I introduce a kind of visual spec-

tacle, and the subject is complicated. The 

picture is no longer just a representation 

of a waterfall. Photographs aren’t good 

at holding noise, wind, and mist, but they 

can allude to those elements, while at the 

same time revealing the clear difference 

between what we experience and what 

pictures can record. Cropping out a path 

removes the park, and adding multiple 

exposures creates a picture about a 

fictional experience that is possibly closer 

to the actual one. 

Some of your projects overlap with those 

of other artists, such as Walter De Maria. 

And when you mention what an image 

can hold or what feeling it can impart, 

I can’t help but think of conversations 

we’ve had about Ralph Eugene Meatyard. 

I’ve made and photographed collages 

of tornadoes, avalanches, and lightning 

strikes to make pictures of sublime 

phenomena. I haven’t been to De Maria’s 

The Lightning Field (1977); you can watch 

lightning strike there, but you aren’t 

allowed to take photographs. In 2013, 

when I was in the Eastern Sierra Nevada 

doing trail work, I made a video that 

captured a lightning strike and found 

out later that De Maria had died that 

afternoon. That was the first time I had 

been able to make a record of a lightning 

strike—the day of his death. There was  

an invisible artwork between the death of 

De Maria and my witnessing of the light-

ning strike, events that created a context 

suggesting a collective consciousness,  

an interconnectedness between people 

and the landscape. 

This sense of interconnectedness seems 

to have grown stronger with your 

Rockwell/Meatyard project.

Totally. Rockwell was a ranger who lived 

in the Eastern Sierra Nevada, where 

I make the majority of my work. At 

an estate sale my brother purchased 

Rockwell’s maps, photographs, and nega-

tives. Looking through them one day I 

was reminded of the last three pictures 

Meatyard took of himself before he died, 

which were self-portraits of him walking 

up a hill, toward a tree. Among Rockwell’s 

negatives were three pictures that were 

compositionally identical to Meatyard’s. 

For lack of a better word, it was a spiri-

tual experience—I felt connected to both 

of them, and the context connected them 

to each other. I began looking at my work 

from when I started making pictures, 

Meatyard’s pictures, and Rockwell’s. I 

made three self-portraits similar to 

Meatyard’s and Rockwell’s on one roll 

of film in 1998 and a picture in 2012 that 

mirrors one of Meatyard’s photographs 

of Kentucky’s Red River Gorge. The name 

Rockwell appears in the only photo-

graph I have ever seen from Meatyard’s 

notebook, which he called the Book  

of Odd Names. I’ve been using multiple 

exposures in an attempt to make syn-

esthetic pictures, much like Meatyard’s 

intention in photographing the Red  

River Gorge, which he worked along with 

writer and farmer Wendell Berry to save 

from being dammed, flooded, and lost. 

Those were some of the first pictures in 

his Motion Sound series (1967–71).

Were they successful?

They were.

It’s pretty incredible to think about the 

power images can have.

That’s my biggest issue right now. How 

do I visually unpack an emotionally and 

spiritually complicated concept without 

subscribing to the formalism that often 

“others” the landscape? Behind you is a 

large picture of a mountain with rainbow 

colors that uses Meatyard’s techniques. 

When you take a photograph that’s black 

and white and break it into its pieces, it’s 

an equal representation of all the colors 

in the visible spectrum. It’s an attempt to 

depict the unseeable.




