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Portions of the following are taken from an interview with
Miguel Gandert on May 27, 2009.

Miguel Gandert’s career as an artist began when he
became the manager for his junior high school basketball
team in Santa Fe, New Mexico. As it turned out, there was
not much for the manager to do during the games, so the
coach asked Gandert to take pictures of the team in action.
He was hooked. “It was the most magical thing I had ever
done—and still is,” Gandert asserts. He moved on from
basketball photographs to yearbook photos and soon knew
that photography would be his major in college.

Gandert completed a master’s degree in photography at
the University of New Mexico, which was the first university
in the United States to offer a master of fine arts in photog-
raphy. During his student years he had two important mentors.
Beaumont Newhall, former director of the George Eastman
House in Rochester, New York, was his guide into the realm
of photography and introduced him to the history of photog-
raphy. Gandert’s journalism mentor was Tony Hillerman,
famous for his novels set in the Southwest. Hillerman inspired
Gandert to engage in documentary photography, which he
likened to “creative nonfiction.”

After obtaining his graduate degree, Gandert worked for
14 years as a journalist for the local ABC television affiliate in
Albuquerque, all the while continuing to hone his skills as a
photographer. This award-winning photographer has had ex-
hibits at the Whitney Museum of American Art and the
Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American His-
tory. He believes that all photography is art and has become
renowned as a cultural photographer. He is concerned about
telling stories that are not usually told in the Southwest, his
main focus being the confluence of European colonial tradi-
tions with the rituals of the Meso-American indigenous cul-
tures. Born in 1956, Gandert describes his own origins as
Indo-Hispano, and for the past 25 years he has chosen to
document the people, social rituals, and landscapes of this
most interesting culture.

In his review of Gandert’s (2000) book Nuevo México
Profundo: Rituals of an Indo-Hispano Homeland (2000), Are
Flagan (2001) said that Gandert “turned the documentary
camera on himself” (p. 3). He went on to describe Gandert as
“part photographer and part ethnographer . . . both an insider
and an outsider” (p. 3) and referred to the artist as the “her-
alded community photographer” (p. 3). Gandert’s community
lies in the Rio Grande corridor, with its unique cultural blend
derived from Spanish explorers and indigenous peoples. The
Spanish-Mexican settlers who followed the explorers up the
Rio Grande both influenced and were influenced by the native
Indians living in that region. Gandert has noticed that when an
event is Christian in origin, such as an Easter pageant or a

Saint’s Day procession, Indian elements can be found in the
costumes and artifacts. When events are enactments of Co-
manche raids or performances of Apache dancers, Christian
aspects can be found. Flagan says that in Gandert’s work
“variations of native costume and Christian customs recur
again and again to reassert the collective spirit of an Indo-
Hispano identity” (p. 1).

This month’s cover image, Wheat, varies from Gandert’s
usual black and white mode. It was taken one February when
he and his Bolivian cab driver, on their way to the mining
community of Potosi in the Andes, 13,000 feet above sea
level, noticed grain flying in the air on the horizon. They
stopped and Gandert talked with the people to find out what
they were doing. February is the end of the growing season in
Bolivia, and they were separating wheat from chaff. The
image he captured was very natural, with men and women
working side by side as they have been doing for centuries.

Gandert was struck by the contrast between the work of
the farmers and the work being done at his destination, the
largest silver mine in the Americas during colonial times.
Many European coins were minted there. Mining was brought
to the Americas by the Europeans and can be done year round.
It is not dependent on the agrarian calendar. Agriculture is
more holistic, and the cycle of seasons repeats. Mining is
progressive and follows the more linear approach of the Eu-
ropeans, never repeating. Once the ore is played out, it is gone
forever. Mining takes from the earth and does not replenish it.
Mining is done by men, and there are no women in the mines.

The Stetson hat in the foreground of the picture is the
formal hat that the Indians wear and has become a symbol of
the Indo-Hispanic culture of the American Southwest and
beyond. The picture contrasts the movement of the wheat in
the air and the solidity of the two women and man bent to their
task. The man flinging the wheat has a grin that lets the viewer
know he is happy in his work. The shape of the wheat in the
air is reminiscent of the totem animal, the jaguar, racing across
the sky. It could also be an angel with wings outstretched.
Whether the rituals are part of nature, religion, or tradition,
Gandert is capturing them for posterity.
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