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Art follows life

David Mzchael Kennedy exhzblt;s three decades of photography in Taos

By Nikdi Lyn Pugh

avid Michael Ken-

nedy has had an

amazing career.

Commercially, he

has photographed

some of the biggest
names in the music industry. As a
fine art photographer, he has chron-
icled the seasons of the Southwest
and its people for the last 18 years.

There is something besides his well-

trained eye, however, that allows Ken-
nedy to reach into the rare depths of
the subjects he shoots. Each Kennedy
photograph, whether it be a landscape
or portrait, tells a story. And what
makes this storytelling so compelling
is not so much technical skill, which
Kennedy obviously has, but the very
human relationships that he develops
with each subject along the way. It is
these relationships

that allow the soul
of the people and
FYI RN
ments to speak
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w When: Saturday
(Dec. 13), 5-8 p.m. “When | work,
Ben:l A S 119+ ebrate the beauty
B and the unique-
m Admission: Free ness of a person,”
® Information: ’ Kennedy. -|.
(505) 579-9678 an);s looking u); show
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of who they are as a human being ...
The landscapes are the same way ... to
celebrate the beauty of the land and of
this country.”

David Michael Kennedy’s platinum
palladium photography show, titled
“Celebrity Portraits, Landscapes and
Images from the Road,” will open with
a reception Saturday (Dec. 13), 5-8
p-m., at Heinley Fine Arts, 119-C Bent
St.

From New York to Native America
Kennedy’s career began in com-
mercial photography in the 1970s and
‘80s in New York City. During that time

he worked with CBS Records, photo-
graphing celebrities and recording art-
ists such as Muddy Waters, Bob Dylan,

Photographer David Michael Kennedy

Bruce Springsteen, Debbie Harry, He moved his family to New Mexico
Willie Nelson, Charlie Daniels and where his lens naturally focused on the
countless others. Some of the work landscape around him. In the 1990s,
from this era is part of the Smithsonian  life, location and personal tragedy led
collection. In the mid-'80s, Kennedy him to connect with the Native tribes
broke away from fast-paced city lifein  of South Dakota and, eventually, the
search of more creative freedom and Pueblos of New Mexico.

“When [ started working with (the
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Lakota tribes), I went up to Pine Ridge
and I just sort of hung out,” Kenne-
dy explained. “I met this wonderful
SuAnne, was a star basketball player
and a great kid ... When | first met
Chick, I knew that she had started the
Boys & Girls club there (in Pine Ridge)
in her daughter’s name, but I didn't
know that her daughter had diedin a
car accident.”

This fact would prove to be signif-
icant for both Kennedy and Big Crow.
For Kennedy, the meeting would be
the catalyst for a decade of work pho-
tographing Native ceremonial dance,
which he always shoots as a staged
experience, never during ceremony
itself. Two years prior, Kennedy’s own
daughter died tragically in similar cir-
cumstance to SuAnne. When Big Crow
viewed Kennedy's portfolio of works at
that first meeting, her eye immediately
went to a small sampling of photo-
graphs of New Mexico doudscapes
Kennedy had shot the year before. The
portfolio was dedicated “to my daugh-
ter, Tymara Christen Kennedy, Decem-
ber 14, 1968 10 August 1, 1991. May she
ever be among the clouds.”

“(SuAnn) looked at me and said,
“This was meant to be,”* Kennedy
said. “The portfolio dedicated 10 my
daughter is kind of like what the Boys
& Girls Club is for her, so it was very
magical.”

Through Big Crow, Kennedy went
on to meet dancers of the Lakota
Nation and has since photographed
dancers in the Pueblos of Tesuque,
Picuris, Nambe, Ohkay Owingeh (San
Juan), Santa Clara, Pojoaque, San lide-
fonso and Taos. A percentage of each
sale of these photos goes to communi-
ty-based tribal organizations.

Some of his most well-known imag-
es include portraits of imprisoned
Native Rights activist Leonard Peltier.
And then there is the magic of that
Ghost Dance photo, which Kennedy
photographed in a staged setting in
1998. The suppression of Ghost Dance
in the Dakotas was one of the factors

ART FOLLOWS LIFE continues on Page 34
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that led to the Massacre of Wounded
Knee in 1890.

“As soon as we got everything set up,
the wind started blowing,” Kennedy
said. “The fringe in her dress, her hair,
everything went wrong. | was saying (to
myself), “Do you see, David? Grandfa-
ther is telling you you shouldn't (shoot
the photo) and he is not going to let you
do it." I was fighting all these feelings but
... 1 kept shooting™

Just as the sun was setting behind the
horizon, the wind stopped.

“All of the fringe on the dress fell and
her hair fell beautifully (into place),” he
continued. “She looked into the camera
and raised both of her arms in the air
and I shot it ... My assistant, myself and
Alice, the woman who was dancing, all
sat there for a minute or two ... Then |
said, ‘Alice what happened?’ She said,
‘David, it was so amazing,' Her great
grandfather had been at the original
Wounded Knee Massacre. He was one of
the dancers. As the sun went down, (she
said) that he had come back. For me,
it was a huge affirmation that this was
right”

Images from the road

Par for the course, Kennedy's latest
work, the “Images from the Road” series
which is also on display at Heinley,
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comes from personal odyssey as well.

“In 2000, my house burmt down.
(Later that year), | got a divorce. | really
had no idea what to do so | sold every-
thing. I bought a ‘59 airstream trailer and
took off for two years,” Kennedy says,
reminiscing about this more recent turn-
ing point in his life.

Using a 4x5 format homemade cam-
era, Kennedy shot more than 2,500 neg-
atives on his 70,000 mile trip, much of
which he is still sifting through in prepa-
ration for a larger viewing and possibly a
book. Kennedy returned to New Mexico
with a new perspective on the people
and places that make up rural America.

“Part of the reason that | took off was
because | was really disillusioned about
what was going on in this country,” Ken-
nedy says. “I think part of the journey for
me ... was finding out where America is
today ... Basically the people who pop-
ulate America are amazingly beautiful,
industrious, caring people. | met Pen-
tacostal ministers, fishermen and just
tons of people from every walk of life ...

I came away from it feeling very positive
because there is still a soul in this coun-
try that is very much alive.”

Indeed, it is a soul that only an
image-maker like Kennedy can capture.

Heinley Fine Arts is located at 119C
Bent St. in Taos. For more information,
call (505) 579-9678 or (617) 947-9016.
Visit heinleyfineartsw.com.
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‘Willie On His Bike' by David Michael Kennedy
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“Taos Hoop Dancer’by David Michael Kennedy

‘Rain, Luna County, N.M." by David Michael
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