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Hyde Park, home of  the University of  
Chicago and President Barack Obama, 
is a community where much of  the 
work is research based. It is about 15 

miles north of  the East Chicago, Indiana, 
steelworks now owned by the world’s largest steel 
manufacturing company ArcelorMital. In many 
respects Hyde Park was far removed from mill 
towns and mill life in the late 1960s when one of  
the authors lived there. That is, except when the 
wind carried particulate discharge from the mills 
through the air to Hyde Park and other parts of  
Chicago. That author had an apartment with 
south-facing windows. On a warm day when 
windows were open, when mills ran at or near 
full capacity, and when the wind blew in the 
wrong direction, a windowsill that was clean in 
the morning became gray and dusty by nightfall. 
Just as steel itself  was ubiquitous as one of  the 
primary building components of  the modern 
world, so too were undesirable byproducts of  its 
industrial process.

Inventors, industrialists, engineers, and scientists 
made the technology and built the economic 
engine that made modern steelmaking possible. 
Working people’s sweat and blood and energy 
made the steel. From the beginning of  modern 
steelmaking, however, it has been impossible to 
separate the manufacturing process from its 
impacts on the environment. In the early years, 
rapid changes to the world wrought by the 
Industrial Revolution were often lauded as 
progress. Steel as a material to build cities and to 

Making Steel, Making Prosperity, Making Pollution, 
Making Images: The Environmental Photography  

of Steel Mills

Environmental impacts of steelmaking are felt in communities where steel is 
made and beyond, from dramatic changes in landscapes to smoke-darkened 

horizons to contaminated ponds. For photographers and other artists—painters, 
poets, songwriters—those impacts provide an opportunity to use their creative 

works to draw public attention to ecological conditions at operating and 
abandoned mills. This article explores how three American photographers—

Masumi Hayashi, John Pfahl, and Ruth Dusseault—used their images to raise 
social consciousness of steel-related environmental problems. It finds that despite 
differences in their photographic techniques, each has created a potent marriage 
of aesthetics with social commentary and a public agenda through documenting 

unwelcome and welcome changes in communities affected by steelmaking.

Howard Bossen and Eric Freedman

make bridges, trains, planes, automobiles, 
appliances, and tools created landscapes and 
ways of  life. Steel as a material for advanced 
weapons would be used to safeguard a country, 
as well as destroy it and its citizens. While many 
people ignored the environmental problems or 
simply accepted them as the price to be paid for 
economic well-being, others eloquently critiqued 
modern industry. 

Within this context, this article explores tensions 
among environment, advocacy, and aesthetics 
through work produced between 1988 and 2006 
by American photographers Masumi Hayashi, 
John Pfahl, and Ruth Dusseault. It ties these 
concerned artists’ work to the environmental 
policy issues that their images present in an 
artistic and empathetic manner and to 
commentary about life in the shadows of  steel 
mills as expressed in the words of  people who 
lived and worked there.

Imaging Steel, Workers, and the Environment

Steel captured the imagination of  writers, 
musicians, poets, artists—and certainly 
photographers—from the birth of  the Industrial 
Revolution to the present. They told its stories of  
triumphs and disasters and explored its 
transformative power in every medium 
imaginable. For example, Laurie Graham’s book 
Singing the City: The Bonds of  Home in an Industrial 
Landscape wove the comments of  interview 
subjects with her own observations to create a 
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moving portrait of  Pittsburgh, one of  the great 
American steel cities, when it was struggling to 
transition to a postindustrial economy. In the 
chapter “The Sublime and the Beautiful,” she 
talks about Paul Baumgartner with “his pale 
brown hair falling slightly onto his forehead, his 
fingers resting on a bottle of  Iron City beer” 
(1998, p. 155). The interview took place in a bar 
in the city’s Mt. Washington working class 
section:

“You could see the mill in the air,” Paul 
said, “on faces and on clothing, even if  you 
were away from it.” Paul remembers as a 
teenager fishing for catfish in the 
Mon[ongahela River]. “The river was 
pretty much orange in those days,” he said. 
I asked him how he felt about that at the 
time. “We took it for granted,” he said. 
“That’s just the way it was.” (p. 158)

Carl Sandburg wrote Smoke and Steel in 1920. In 
it, he creates images of  a world of  smoke and 
steel that evokes, politicizes, and critiques life 
from a poet’s perspective. Smoke and steel are 
inextricably linked to the workers, mostly men, 
who make it. The poem celebrates the common 
man and implicitly criticizes the industrialists 
who built the mills and hired the workers. Smoke 
and steel are, at times, beautiful, but also deadly, 
as making steel transforms the very air we 
breathe. This excerpt introduces the dust 
described by workers and poets:

Smoke of  a brick-red dust
Winds on a spiral
Out of  the stacks
For a hidden and glimpsing moon.
This, said the bar-iron shed to the  
 blooming mill,
This is the slang of  coal and steel. (p. 4)

Sandburg was an environmentalist long before 
anyone thought of  the term, and his poem can be 
read not only as a meditation on the hard life of  
working people and as a critique of  industrial life 
but also as an early, forceful discussion of  
industrialization’s negative impact on the 
environment (Bossen, 1996).

In 1938, British steelworker J. H. Watson wrote 
an essay for the book Seven Shifts. Editor Jack 
Common explained that the book contains 
“seven narratives in which working-men describe 
their jobs, their conditions, and some of  their 
reactions to the life they lead. They are not highly 
literary compositions, yet the lads can write, as 
you’ll see” (1938, p. x). Watson balanced the 
problem of  pollution with the necessity of  work 
and drew analogies to sex and religion in a classic 
piece of  worker prose:

The furnaces range themselves like dark 
watchtowers round the base of  a big 
chimney. . . . From its base it seems to hold 
a proud aloof  look, as some great whore in 
a moment of  triumph. A sudden 
illumination reveals it to be ugly, with an 

Figure 2 Smoke Series, 
Bethlehem #16, 
Lackawanna, NY, 1988. 
©Photograph by John 
Pfahl. (Color version 
available online)
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ugliness perpetuated to its highest point, a 
cheap whore undergoing a process of  
constant, wearisome defilement. It is the 
focus of  the process of  production with the 
power of  drawing all things into its maw. 
The scars, the waste end of  human 
endeavor, are gathered into the surging 
mass of  spent gasses, to foul the 
atmosphere of  crystalline blue or to lie like 
a dead pall on the town. (pp. 213–214)

Canadian songwriter James Gordon described 
the scars left on the Nova Scotia landscape by a 
shuttered Sydney Steel plant after he toured Cape 
Breton:

where everything was in a hyper state of  
natural beauty. EXCEPT Sydney. . . . Then 
read a news report about residents along 
the brook discovering that their dogs 
glowed in the dark after falling into the 
river there. The issue was, to me, essentially 
that of  short-term profit taking precedent 
over health and sustainability. (J. Gordon, 
personal communication, January 19, 2013) 

In “Coke Oven Brook,” he wrote:

We always thought it was a fact,
That if  there was no smoke,
from that old smokestack,
There would be no bread upon the table;
We owed our lives to Sydney Steel . . . 

Arsenic and Mercury,
That’s the company’s legacy;
Benzo-pyrene copper and lead.
It’s up above and it’s underneath,
And all along Frederick Street
They say if  you’re not sick it’s ’cause 
you’re already dead. (Gordon, 1998)

So too for photographers. Welsh photographer 
David Hurn made his reputation with 
photographs of  the 1956 Hungarian Revolution 
that was crushed by the Soviets. For many years 
he has worked primarily in Wales chronicling the 
life and culture of  his people. In an interview at 
his home in the tiny village of  Tintern, he wryly 
commented on his 1971 photograph of  a game of  
bowls (Figure 1; see TOC page):

[B]owls is . . . an old English game, in 
which they dress up in pure whites to do it. 
And this is the bowls club, Newport Bowls 
Club, which is absolutely right at the edge 
of  the Llanwern Steel mills, which is just 
about as filthy and dirty a place as you 
could possibly get. So you can’t help 
feeling that by the end of  the day, they’re 
all in grays, rather than in whites. (Hurn, 
personal communication, April 16, 2008)

The players, living in the mills’ shadows, were 
more likely to be the executives rather than 
workers because of  the upper-class nature of  the 
game. Yet even those with money and status in a 

Figure 3 
Atlantic Steel 
Redevelopment 
Project, Atlantic Steel 
Mill, 1999. (Ventilation 
Melt Shop 1952. 1999.) 
©Photograph by Ruth 
Dusseault (Color 
version available 
online)
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steel community cannot escape the pollution 
from the mills.

Photography, the Environment, and Social 
Responsibility

Soon after photography’s public introduction in 
1839 and the invention of  modern methods of  
making steel in the mid-19th century, 
photographers started to capture and interpret 
landscapes that were changing because of  steel, 
as well as the workforces and communities born 
from the rise of  the industry. By the end of  the 
1800s, steel had replaced iron rails and was 
rapidly transforming the world. Photographers 
often celebrated changes wrought by industry as 
traveling along a noble, heroic path to a better 
world. But by the 1980s that world was falling 
apart. Photographers began turning their lenses 
to collapsing industries and the hazardous 
residue left behind. The need to record the world 
before it changed forever was a powerful force for 
Hurn, who said:

Wales was a country of  heavy industry. . . . 
There is no steel, to all intents and 
purposes, any more. . . . And it changed 
from that to being sort of  Sony factories 
and making microchips and things like 
that. . . . And of  course, I was lucky 
enough to record that change. It’s a little 
bit more than luck because one of  the 
things that I’ve deliberately done is 

photograph that which I felt was 
disappearing. . . . And actually, in some 
cases, that doesn’t thrill people if  you say, 
“I want to come in and photograph your 
steel mill because I think it’s going to close 
down . . . (Hurn, personal communication, 
April 16, 2008)

Photographers illustrated not just obvious scars 
on the land, but also less tangible evidence of  
environmental damage, such as toxic smoke and 
the fragility of  the ecosystem. Some shifted their 
attention from brownsites to green zones.

American photographers Masumi Hayashi, John 
Pfahl, and Ruth Dusseault are among those 
whose artistic work relates directly to 
environmental policy questions and whose 
images provided commentary about steel mills, 
steel landscapes, and steel people in the late 20th 
century.

Hayashi explored toxic residue in her 1990–92 
series EPA Superfund Sites

1
 and the remnants of  

industrialization in the early years of  her Post 
Industrial Landscape Series begun in 1985. Pfahl’s 
Smoke series documenting toxic discharges into 
the atmosphere by the Bethlehem Steel coke 
operation in Lackawanna, New York, was made 
between 1988 and 1989 (Figure 2). Dusseault 
examined environmental cleanup and land 
reclamation in her extensive Atlantic Steel 
Redevelopment Project made between 1999 and 

Figure 4  Atlantic Steel 
Redevelopment Project, 
Parking Deck, 2003–2004.  
(Deck with Concrete 
Columns, 2003, 24’’x30’’)
©Photograph by Ruth 
Dusseault (Color version 
available online)
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2006. While each photographer’s work deals 
(Figures 3, 4, and 5) with significant 
environmental issues, they are also art where the 
beauty of  the image may conflict with the 
grimness of  the subject photographed. Each 
photographer invites viewers to look past the 
often-seductive beauty to see the underlying 
environmental problems that the public 
frequently prefers to ignore. 

Prior Research

Much has been written about environmental 
contamination. Scientists have studied the effects 
of  contamination and published their findings in 
journals and books. Governmental agencies have 
published reports and warnings, issued rules and 
regulations, and taken violators to task and to 
court. And many photographers have explored 
changes to land, sea, and air brought about by 
industrialization and the pollution that often 
accompanies it. However, relatively little has been 
written about these photographic explorations 
and the makers of  these images. One notable 
exception is Canadian photographer Edward 
Burtynsky, who spent several decades exploring 
how land and people are affected by industrial 
processes, including the steel industry in China 
and shipbreaking in Bangladesh.

As Peeples (2011) wrote about Burtynsky, “The 

photographers’ task of  producing a visual 
awareness of  these toxic places is complicated by 
the fact that most toxic agents are invisible and 
sites of  contamination, at times, unremarkable” 
(p. 374). However, the effects of  toxic agents are 
not always invisible. W. Eugene Smith and his 
wife Aileen M. Smith used photographs and 
words to show the horror wrought by the Chisso 
Corporation upon the people of  Minamata, a 
fishing and farming community on the island of  
Kyushu, Japan. For many years, the company 
released toxic waste that contained methyl 
mercury, poisoning the food chain. While 
damage to the land was not always obvious, 
damage to residents was clear. Smith’s 
photograph of  Tomoko Uemura in her bath, one 
of  his most famous, is an iconic image of  the 
20th century. Uemura suffered from 

Chisso-Minamata disease [where] the 
nervous system begins to degenerate, to 
atrophy. . . . Autopsies show the brain 
becomes sponge-like as cells are eaten 
away. It is proven that mercury can 
penetrate the placenta to reach the fetus, 
even in apparently healthy mothers. (Smith 
& Smith, 1975, p. 18) 

Minamata is both a powerful documentary study 
and a pioneering project of  environmental 
activism.

Figure 5  
Atlantic Steel 
Redevelopment 
Project, Demolition, 
2000–2001 (Mill 
Substructure 
Demolition, 2000). 
©Photograph by  
Ruth Dusseault  
(Color version 
available online)
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In 1971, the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) launched Project Documerica, hiring 
photographers to visually report on 
environmental issues. The project, modeled after 
the Farm Security Administration’s (FSA) 
documentation of  the Great Depression, lasted 
until 1977, when politics ended it. Like 
photographs made during the Great Depression 
for the Roosevelt administration, these were used 
to support governmental policy initiatives. As 
with the FSA project, the photographs’ utility 
diminished as politics changed, and this 
enormous visual study of  environmental issues 
has languished largely unnoticed and underused 
by scholars for decades.

Kevin DeLuca, in his 1999 book Image Politics: 
The New Rhetoric of  Environmental Activism, 
explores what he calls “image events” created by 
environmental activist groups including 
Greenpeace and Earth First! The chapter 
“Imaging Social Movements” discusses images 
from Greenpeace encounters with Japanese 
whalers, as well as images of  the Earth First! 
activist who “risk[ed] his life ascending to a 
tree-sit platform precariously perched high in a 
giant tree” (p. 55). DeLuca argues that “the 
image events of  Greenpeace, Earth First!, and 
environmental justice groups are a sustained 
critique of  the articulation of  humanity, reason, 
technology, nature, and progress in the discourse 
of  industrialism” (p. 59).

Although not overtly social activists, the work of  
some photographers and artists who looked at 
the effects of  industrialization may be viewed as a 
sustained critique in the same way that DeLuca 
describes it for overt social activists. The work of  
the artist/photographers discussed in this article, 
however, is not tied to any specific activist group 
and largely stands on its own. While multilayered 
in information and often suffused with a terrible 
beauty, their work is appreciated—or not—as 
artistic expression, but with rare exceptions has 
not been central to discussions about pollution.

Exploring the work of  three American 
photographers places their work into a broader 
social context where the vision of  artists joins 
that of  scientists and social activists. Hayashi and 
Pfahl created poetic bodies of  work that extend 
the discussion of  the “toxic sublime” that Peeples 
(2011) so effectively uses in analyzing Burtynsky’s 
photography. Dusseault’s work fits the more 
conventional mold of  documentary and process-
oriented narrative that enables viewers to 
understand change over time, to see the land 
reclaimed and repurposed.

Research Questions
This study offers a starting point to examine the 
ambiguities created when the aesthetics of  an 
image collides with its problematical 
environmental and social content. Thus:

• Does its beauty interfere with effectively 
communicating environmental and social 
content, or does it facilitate it?

• How do photographers marry diverse 
elements of  aesthetics, ecological 
contamination, and social commentary 
when making images at operating and 
abandoned steel mills?

The Ambiguities of Pollution and Prosperity

From an environmental perspective, steel 
manufacturing is a messy business. Mills 
themselves reshape physical landscapes while 
serving as magnets for ancillary enterprises and 
suppliers; for the invasive infrastructure of  
highways, ports, and railroad tracks; for housing 
and shops for workers; and for schools and public 
buildings for workers’ families amid an industrial 
panorama of  mills, blast furnaces, and huge piles 
of  limestone and coal (Rudacille, 2010). Then 
there are the hazardous chemicals used in 
steelmaking, as well as emissions and discharges 
that contaminate air and water. For example, the 
production of  coke, a fuel derived from coal, 
emits large amounts of  methane, ethane, carbon 
monoxide, and carbon dioxide, among other 
chemicals (U.S. Department of  Health and 
Human Services, 2011). Chemical runoff  may 
drain into streams, rivers, and lakes and permeate 
to subterranean water sources.

The president and chief  executive officer of  
ArcelorMittal linked strict environmental 
standards to the further migration of  the industry 
from developed to less-developed countries. “In a 
century where environmental issues are top of  
the agenda there are certain twists and turns in 
the path ahead,” he said in a speech. While the 
company “fully supports” the Kyoto Protocol on 
global warming and wants the “most efficient 
way” to run its mills, “. . . we are also concerned 
by the very real prospect that in an effort to 
substantially reduce its carbon footprint, industry 
capacity will simply be moved to countries with 
less stringent environmental regulations” (Mittal, 
2008). In 2010, the environmental advocacy 
organization Greenpeace put ArcelorMittal on its 
Public Eye Awards short list of anti-green 
companies, citing its record in South Africa where 

[t]he company even lobbies against stricter 
state air pollution regulations, and refuses 
to clean up the heavily contaminated 

71–84
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environs of  the steelworks, although the 
contamination was the reason why 
ArcelorMittal could buy the plant at a 
bargain price. People who live near the 
company landfill talk of  deformed 
newborn animals and of  tin cans and 
metal window frames that rust through 
with alarming speed. And the community 
exhibits a much higher than average cancer 
rate. (Greenpeace, 2010)

In steel communities, pollution often was a 
constant reality—present, but unremarkable. 
Even so, it shaped the creativity of  photographers 
who grew up under such conditions. Recognition 
of  the health hazards of  living in a mill town 
doesn’t mean the absence of  nostalgia for part of  
a long-past childhood.

While local residents and mill managers and 
owners regarded environmental hazards as part 
of  the day-to-day costs of  doing business and 
pursuing profits, the work of  photographers such 
as Hayashi, Pfahl, and Dusseault can be 
interpreted as visual responses to environmental 
perils that this industry created. Through their 
lenses, these photographers and their peers create 
venues through which larger populations can 
understand complex, oft-conflicted problems 
involving defunct and operating mills. Thus their 
art becomes a catalyst for addressing troublesome 
societal and economic issues and for attempting 
to rationally resolve apparently incompatible 
public and private interests.

In doing so, it is essential for photographers and 
viewers to understand the impact of  steelmaking 
on local communities. Of  one Pennsylvania steel 
town in the early 20th century, a reporter wrote,

All of  Braddock is black. The soot of  the 
mills has covered it. There is no spot in 
Braddock that is fair to see. It has neither 
park nor playground. Those who have 
made money in Braddock mills live where 
they cannot see Braddock. The steel 
[workers] who can[,] escape up the 
hillsides . . . but many of  them live and die 
in the First Ward. . . . The decencies of  life 
ebb away as one nears the mills. . . . No 
green thing grows. (Vorse, 1920, p. 25)

Across the Atlantic in England, the steelworks 
gave off  a fine red dust that coated everything, 
from streets and parks to residents themselves. In 
the article “Men of  Steel: the People of  Consett, 
Durham’s Dust-Shrouded Steel Town, Talk to 
Hunter Davies; Photographs by Donald 
McCullin,” in London’s Sunday Times Magazine, 
McCullin’s photographs are gritty; his classic 

black-and-white documentary style presents a 
hardscrabble working-class community where 
smoke is ever-present and pollution hangs in the 
air. While McCullin showed the people and the 
town, his colleague Davies commented:

They’ve spent 1.5 million pounds on a new 
plant to stop the dust escaping and 
officially there is now no problem, so they 
say, but you just have to walk down Front 
Street . . . any day of  the week and find red 
dust blowing into your eyes. The locals 
maintain the red dust now escapes in the 
middle of  the night, but they don’t appear 
too perturbed. Where there’s dirt, there’s 
work. Better to have jobs. (Davies & 
McCullin, 1974, p. 44)

People accepted the dust as evidence that the 
economic heart of  their community still beat 
strongly—it even became a source of  jokes. 
“They say if  you go to sleep in Consett with your 
bedroom window open you wake up with a tan” 
(Davies & McCullin, 1974, p. 44).

Elsewhere, however, pollution triggered 
mourning, not humor. On a clear October 1948 
night in the steel town of  Donora, Pennsylvania, 
a natural temperature inversion trapped emissions 
from steel mills and a zinc plant near the ground 
and enveloped local residents. Within several 
days, 20 people died. Had the inversion not lifted, 
the toll could have risen into the hundreds, 
observed physician William Rongaus, a member 
of  the local board of  health (Templeton, 1998).

While pollution was an unintended byproduct of  
life near the mills, its pervasive omnipresence 
sheds light on what steel meant to communities 
and residents depending on the mills for survival. 
That sometimes set up bitter conflicts between 
public health and jobs.

Closing a plant doesn’t end, let alone reverse, its 
adverse environmental impacts. This excerpt 
from an EPA report on the Superfund site at the 
abandoned Elyria, Ohio, mill where Hayashi 
made her Republic Steel Quarry Site 666 
photograph illustrates the grim nature of  the 
problem: 

[The site] consists of  a 4.9-acre quarry 
containing water and 7.4 acres of  fenced 
land surrounding the quarry. From 1950 to 
1975, the Republic Steel Corporation 
discharged pickle liquor and rinse water 
containing sulfuric acid and dissolved 
metal oxides into the quarry via a ditch. 
The Site was placed on the National 
Priorities List (NPL) due to the findings of  
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heavy metals in the groundwater. . . . 
Carcinogenic polynuclear aromatic 
hydrocarbons . . . and heavy metals posed the 
greatest potential health risks. (EPA, 2008)

Methods

This article is part of  a nine-year research project 
for an international exhibition called Molten Light: 
Photography, Steel and the Modern World and 
related publications that will contribute to deeper 
understanding of  how photographs made during 
more than 160 years illuminate complex 
interrelationships of  people and steel—and more 
broadly, industry—globally.

Photographers began to make images related to 
the steel industry shortly after the invention of  
the medium. J. J. Burbach made a daguerreotype 
portrait of  German industrialist Alfred Krupp, a 
pioneer of  modern steelmaking, around 1846. 
Krupp retained Hugo van Werden to photograph 
his mills and document his growing business in 
the early 1860s (Tenfelde, 2005). Most early 
photographs related to the industry were made 
simply to document the steelworks and the 
process of  making steel for utilitarian purposes. 
In fact, the vast majority of  photographs related 
to the industry since the mid-1800s have been 
made as utilitarian documents, not as aesthetic 
objects. These types of  photographs, with few 
exceptions, are useful in understanding the 
technical development of  the industry but not 
included in Molten Light. 

To be considered for inclusion in Molten Light, a 
photograph must sit at the intersection of  art and 
industry and must move beyond pure 
documentation to reveal interpretative aspirations 
of  the image maker. It must have a discernible 
point of  view. The three photographers featured 

in this article were chosen because of  their clearly 
articulated philosophical perspectives, the visual 
power of  their images, the exploration of  
specifically identifiable environmental issues 
related to the industry, and the fact that they 
made their bodies of  work after 1980, when the 
era of  Big Steel was ending.

The article draws heavily on a 1.5-hour interview 
with Dusseault, documents, exhibition 
catalogues, correspondence, government reports, 
prior studies about the featured photographers, 
museum collections of  their works and that of  
others who photographed environmental aspects 
of  steelmaking and steel industry landscapes, and 
interviews with other photographers. 

Findings: The Visions of Three Photographers

Hayashi, Pfahl, and Dusseault can be characterized 
as socially concerned photographers whose images 
bear witness to the stewardship of the earth. While 
each produced extended bodies that explore 
environmental themes, their visions and 
photographs differ vastly.

Hayashi approached her work as a photographic 
collage artist. Each piece is formed from multiple 
images. It is highly conceptual as well as poetic. 
As a constructed piece, the illusion of  the real, 
unmediated reality that much of  photography 
presumes to record is simply not part of  her 
oeuvre. She was a visual poet whose complex 
constructions confront the viewer with 
multilayered, politically and socially charged 
statements.

Pfahl has been concerned with land and 
environmental images throughout his career. His 
Smoke series explores discharges from a defunct 
Bethlehem Steel coking facility, as well as an 

Figure 6 Republic Steel Mill, Clay Road, Cleveland, Ohio. ©Photograph by Masumi Hayashi (Color version available online)
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Occidental Chemical Corporation plant and an 
O-Cel-O plant owned by 3M. His images, unlike 
Hayashi’s, are simple—a single exposure 
presented as a straight color photograph. 
Although simple in construction, Pfahl’s images 
are, like Hayashi’s, poetic, moving, and socially 
and politically provocative. 

Dusseault takes an entirely different approach. 
Her work is straightforward and classic 
documentary within the landscape tradition. As 
an analogy to writing, Dusseault creates 
nonfiction, documentary narratives. Her Atlantic 
Steel Redevelopment Project is filled with descriptive 
information built around a linear narrative 
structure. Her work enables the viewer to 
understand change over time and the remaking of  
one type of  space into another. It functions as the 
definitive photographic historical record of  a 
place that once epitomized American 
industrialization, transformed into a model 
project of  land reclamation and reuse.

Masumi Hayashi: The Post Industrial Series and the 
EPA Superfund Site Series

Hayashi, a Japanese American, was born in 
Arizona’s Gila River Relocation Camp in 1945 
shortly before the end of  World War II. Her body 
of  constructed panoramic images is diverse, 
including projects that explored Asian temples 
and remains of  World War II Japanese 
internment camps in the United States. In the 
mid-1980s, she began to look at postindustrial 

landscapes and, in 1990, at Superfund cleanup 
sites. In an interview in 1994 when she received 
the Cleveland Arts Prize, she described her method 
of shooting complex panoramas with a 35 mm 
camera and from three to five rolls of film: 

I decided to shoot and pivot on my tripod 
and shoot 360 degrees, then I angle upward 
and shoot another 360 and keep going and 
then I angle downward. The images get 
more and more abstract as the rows go 
upward and downward. The horizon line, 
the main line is the most accurate and that 
which keeps the image together. 

It is sort of  weird to watch me because I 
twirl around ’cause that’s the way I shoot. I 
have to get this idea of  what that image 
will look like in a sequence, a sequence 
that’s 360 degrees. So I do that periodically 
in different spaces. I even cover my eyes so 
that it has a panoramic kind of  feel. (The 
Masumi Hayashi Museum, n.d.)

Many of  her finished pieces contain more than 
36 individual frames; the most complex have 
close to 100. By pivoting her camera 360 degrees, 
she covers the total space that surrounds her. In a 
2004 interview, she explained how she 
reconstructs the total space “on a two-
dimensional surface so that it looks like one 
continuous image.” While that comment refers to 
her Japanese American Internment Camp series, 
the description applies to her entire body of  

Figure 7 Republic Steel Mill Quarry Site 666, Elyria, Ohio, 1988. ©Photograph by Masumi Hayashi (Color version available online)
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panoramic work (The Masumi Hayashi Museum, 
2006).

Hayashi’s 1988 postindustrial landscape, Republic 
Steel Mill, Clay Road, Cleveland, Ohio (Figure 6), 
depicts a world of  apocalyptic ruin. The image 
presents environmental destruction in an overt 
manner that takes on added tension because of  
the collage's nightmarish beauty. The title isn't 
necessary to understand that something is terribly 
wrong and unsettling. While the image shows us 
the brutally scarred land, the title functions to 
locate the image in the world. 

Images in her later EPA Superfund series become 
more nuanced. Republic Steel Quarry Site 666, 
Elyria, Ohio (Figure 7) is at first glance, an image 
of  natural beauty, one that without its title could 
be construed as a romantic vision of  the sublime. 
Instead, with the words attached, the site’s 
toxicity is revealed although what viewers see—a 
crisp blue sky with soft, sensuous clouds reflected 
in a bright blue pool of  water and autumnal 
leaves floating on the surface—appears as 
Hayashi observed “. . . so everyday and bucolic 
and pristine and pretty.” She continued, “The 
irony is that you can’t see the pollution, that 
there’s another layer in the photograph that we 
don’t actually see. We see the surface, but there is 
something beyond the surface that’s affecting 
everybody” (Masumi Hayashi Museum, n.d.).

Karin Higa, curator of the exhibition Sights 
Unseen, the Photographic Constructions of  
Masumi Hayashi at the Japanese American 
National Museum in Los Angeles, adds a powerful 
postscript to Republic Steel Quarry Site 666, Elyria, 
Ohio: “The eerie number of the site registers 
another stunning fact: Elyria was 666th on a list of  
more than 1,000 toxic waste sites identified by the 
EPA” (Japanese American National Museum, 2003).

John Pfahl: Smoke Series

Pfahl was born in New York to German 
immigrant parents and received a BFA and MA 
from Syracuse University in the late 1960s. He 
was, for more than a decade, a professor in the 
School of  Photographic Arts and Sciences at the 
Rochester Institute of  Technology. For many 
years he lived in Buffalo, where industrial 
pollution was an inescapable fact of  life. Pfahl’s 
Smoke series deals with the atmospheric pollution 
of  industry in Western New York in the late 
1980s. At a time when most professional 
photographers still worked in black and white, 
Pfahl explored a full-color world.

Much of  his work is done with large- or medium-
format cameras mounted on a tripod. Both he 

and Hayashi pivoted their cameras on the tripod 
to make their pictures. That is, however, where 
the similarities end. Pfahl moved his camera to 
capture a moving subject—smoke—while 
Hayashi moved hers to create discrete panoramic 
blocks.

Although his work reflects many traditional 
elements, Pfahl is noted for his contributions to 
conceptual photography, especially in his early 
project Altered Landscapes (1974–1978). He says, 
“Although I have never been a Conceptual artist 
with a capital C, there has always been a 
conceptual bias to my work” (Pfahl & Jussim, 
1990, p. 10). Pfahl is concerned not with just 
showing the surface, but with what is beneath the 
surface, with the history of  the place, and with 
how the place has been used. This can be seen in 
many of  his projects, including Power Places 
(1981–1984), Arcadia Revisited (1985–1986), 
Niagara Sublime (1994–1996), the lyrical Luminous 
River (2002–2004), and the seductively horrifying 
Smoke series (1988–1989). Grounded in the 
traditions of  landscape painting and photography, 
common threads through much of  his work are 
how humans mark the natural world, 
environmental issues that grow from the use of  
resources, and the transformative and 
transcendent nature of  light.

The Smoke series examined environmentally toxic 
industrial discharges into the atmosphere in 
Lackawanna, Tonawanda, and Niagara Falls. A 
large portion of  the series focused on smoke from 
the Bethlehem Steel Works in Lackawanna. 
Pfahl’s images arise from the interaction of  the 
particulate discharge, light, and the characteristics 
of  the film and paper. They are lush, sensuous, 
and reminiscent of  19th century landscape 
paintings that explored the ways late afternoon 
and early morning sun illuminate clouds and 
create romantic visions of  idyllic scenes. 

Pfahl was an admirer of  the “incandescence” 
found in the Romantic paintings of  J. M. W. 
Turner (Pfahl & Jussim, 1990, p. 2), whose 
landscapes included erupting volcanoes, as well 
as a world being transformed at the beginning of  
the industrial age. The use of  light, color, and 
movement in Turner’s Eruption of  Vesuvius, made 
in 1817, and Rain, Steam and Speed: The Great 
Western Railway, 1844 have similarities to the way 
Pfahl uses light, color, and motion in his Smoke 
series. Turner was a keen observer of  the world 
he inhabited; his paintings, like Pfahl’s 
photographs, reveal how light, time of  day, and 
particulate discharge into the atmosphere can be 
beautiful. However, they lack the sense of  terror 
found in Pfahl’s Bethlehem #16, Lackawanna NY 
(Figure 2), Bethlehem #41, Lackawanna, NY, and 
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silhouetted buildings bathed in the radiance of  
Lake Erie.”

To make these pictures, Pfahl used a method of  
planned chance. He had to previsualize what he 
hoped to get but respond quickly to the smoke as 
it was discharged, caught by the wind, and 
dissipated through the atmosphere. He could not 
take time to compose a pleasing frame, unlike the 
custom in traditional landscape photography. 
Instead, he had to anticipate what would fill his 
frame. Pfahl had only an empty space where the 
camera was pointed:

[Erupting smoke had] its own geyser-like 
rhythms and rationale, and fifteen to 
twenty minutes pass before another 
discharge takes place. Doubtless the 
efficiencies of  the internal workings of  the 
mill dictate a logic for the timings, but 
from my removed vantage point I can only 
see them as part of  an irrational process, 
terrifying in its capriciousness . . . 

By good fortune, the prevailing winds blow 
the smoke away from where I like to stand, 
and I can see the dark bundles make their 
way inland. Occasionally, however, the 
clouds come right at me and I become 
immersed in a lung-searing atmosphere of  
toxicity. I grab at my equipment and 
stumble back to the car, trying all the while 
not to inhale too deeply. (Pfahl & Jussim, 
1990, n.p.)

Pfahl is attracted to his subject and 
simultaneously disgusted by it. He has both a 
visceral and intellectual understanding of  the 
smoke. As a member of  the larger community 
affected directly by the pollutants, he recalled “. . 
. newspaper stories reporting that this particular 
plant is first in statewide rankings of  highly toxic 
emissions, discharging 1.4 million tons of  
benzene alone into the air each year” (Pfahl & 
Jussim, 1990, n.p.). The power of  the series lies 
in the tension created by an image’s beauty 
contrasted with an understanding of  the toxicity 
of  the material photographed.

Ruth Dusseault: The Atlantic Steel Redevelopment 
Project in Five Parts

Beginning in 1999, Dusseault spent six years 
documenting “the radical transformation of  
Atlanta’s last large scale industrial site.” She 
photographed the final days of  a steel mill before 
its demolition, the dismantling and 
environmental cleanup of  the 138-acre site, and 
its redevelopment into a $2 billion-plus mixed-use 
housing and retail center called Atlantic Station 

Bethlehem #72, Lackawanna, NY. Bethlehem #16 is 
the lightest, brightest, and most dimensional 
image. Its mix of  white, yellow, gold, and 
gray-black could easily be mistaken for a 
dramatic and romantic sunset—if  not for the 
small smokestack in the bottom left that makes it 
clear these are not clouds but industrial discharge. 
Bethlehem #41 and #72 reveal black, nightmarish 
skies. Bethlehem #72 presents white smoke tinged 
with the sun’s warmth, turning to black as it 
spews into the atmosphere. Bethlehem #41 is so 
dense with smoke that it is hard to imagine how 
anyone could escape choking on the toxic dust 
blasting into the air.

Pfahl’s Smoke series also brings to mind Alfred 
Stieglitz’s Equivalent series. That lyrical study of  
clouds made between 1922 and 1935 tied the 
realism of  photography to an abstract, evocative, 
and emotional subject. Pfahl’s series, while 
sharing some visual similarities with Stieglitz’s, is 
quite different. It reflects the reality that the 
promise of  an industrialized and modern world 
so prevalent in the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries gave way to an understanding of  the 
hazards spawned by those very processes the 
world had come to depend upon.

While many viewers recoil from the seductiveness 
of  Pfahl’s subject matter, he, like many residents 
of  communities in the shadows of  polluting mills, 
has a complicated and nuanced relationship. 
Describing his feelings as he made these images, 
Pfahl wrote: 

I thrust myself  into a phantasmagoria of  
light and color. Simultaneously attracted 
and repelled, I feel myself  engulfed in a 
truly awesome spectacle of  nature. It is like 
suddenly being hurled into a roaring 
cataract, an erupting volcano, or a violent 
storm at sea. Alarm whistles blow and 
smoke discharges into the sky, expanding 
and changing form far more rapidly than I 
can imagine possible, and, at its absolute 
zenith, dissipating into thin air before I can 
take another breath. (Pfahl & Jussim, 1990, 
n.p.)

Although Pfahl describes the spectacle of  smoke 
billowing from mill chimneys in terms of  
traditional spectacles of  nature, there is nothing 
natural about it; it is man-made and toxic. Shot 
with an extremely long telephoto lens on a 
medium format Hasselblad camera, the smoke 
and chimneys in the distance collapsed optically 
into a narrow visual plane. Pfahl was positioned 
“on a low slag bluff ” overlooking the coke 
operation from the north, where a “narrow boat 
channel of  dark water [separated him] from the 
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in midtown. It became the nation’s largest urban 
redevelopment project. Dusseault was familiar 
with the Atlantic Steel Mill site because it was 
near the company that processed the film she 
used (Fox, 2003). The project began as a small, 
relatively undefined study and organically grew 
over six years. Asked how the project began, she 
replied: 

I did not contact the developer; I just 
contacted the steel mill company. . . .  
I asked for one days’ access. I got a 
medium format camera, and a strobe for 
fill flash, and I strapped everything onto 
my person as efficiently as I possibly 
could—a satchel for the film, the camera, 
the strobe, battery pack—everything was 
on my body, because I knew that I had to 
cover 48 buildings in one day. I arrived at 
dawn, and I was assigned a security guard 
who was a steel mill worker and he worked 
with the security company for 30 years. . . . 
[T]hese are people who had attached great 
sentiment to the steel mill site. . . . And I 
just went in for six years. (R. Dusseault, 
personal communication, March 7, 2011)

While reconstruction was continuous, it had five 
phases: Atlantic Steel Mill 1999 (Figure 3),  
Demolition, 2000–01 (Figure 5), Infrastructure, 
2001–03; Parking Deck, 2003–04 (Figure 4), and 
finally The New City, 2004–05. Dusseault’s project 
fits the genres of  landscape and architectural 
photographic documentation. Each picture may 
stand alone, yet one needs to see the pictures 
made over time to understand the massive 
metamorphosis from brownsite to green zone. 
Without at least one image from each of  the five 
parts, the transformative nature of  the project is 
not evident. Of  course, other photographers’ 
bodies of  work often are greatly enhanced by 
seeing multiple images from the same series, but 
they are functionally independent pieces. In 
comparison, Dusseault’s project depends on 
transformation over time and the linear 
presentation of  each part of  the series to argue 
her case. Her work is more traditionally 
expository and narrative than lyrical or even 
poetic. She describes her work this way:

I am fascinated by the utopian vision of  
architects and urban designers, particularly 
what happens when those visions become 
reality. . . . By recording this change, the 
history of the site will not only be seen in 
before and after pictures. The stages in 
between, which speak in broader terms about 
nature and technology, will always be part of  
the city’s memory. (R. Dusseault, personal 
communication, March 7, 2011)

Discussion and Conclusions

These three photographers deal with the 
environment and social responsibility by raising 
questions through their creative work. They pull 
viewers into that work through its aesthetic and 
conceptual strengths. Viewers hold the 
responsibility to think about what is shown and 
to interpret those messages. In some works such 
as Dusseault’s, the message is more 
straightforward and transparent than in others, 
such as Pfahl’s Smoke series. Of  course their art 
can stand alone, be judged alone, be appreciated 
or rejected alone, even if  that’s not what the 
photographers wished. Regardless of  the 
simplicity of  a Pfahl composition or the 
complexity of  a Hayashi collage, each artist asks 
viewers to reflect on what people have done to 
the planet, to ponder the consequences of  these 
collective actions. While some bodies of  work 
such as Pfahl’s are abstractly poetic, others such 
as Dusseault’s are beautiful as well as concrete. 
Abstract or concrete, each image tells a public 
story about individual and collective social 
responsibility, about community and industry, 
about balance of  interests, about commonalities 
and contrasts.

Pfahl, Hayashi, and Dusseault—Americans all—
chose American settings to make their images. 
But the impacts of  steelmaking past, steelmaking 
present, and steelmaking future pay little regard 
to borders. Rivers, groundwater, oceans, air, 
crops—all cross national political demarcations. 
Environmental health problems don’t distinguish 
among types of  government, official borders, or 
nationalities.

In addition, their approach to using art to tell 
stories of  environmental degradation and 
ecological distress provide exemplars of  how 
other photographers—whether artists, 
documentary, photojournalists, commercial, or 
amateur—can wield their art as tools—or 
perhaps weapons—to increase public awareness, 
attention, and activism on issues of  concern to 
the photographers. That creates a potentially 
powerful bonding of  aesthetics with a public 
agenda, a chance to experiment—as Pfahl, 
Hayashi, and Dusseault did—with a range of  
photographic techniques, an opportunity to 
document both welcome and unwelcome changes 
in societies and communities, and a way to add 
value to art beyond art’s sake. In doing so, they 
continue a tradition of  storytelling for a purpose 
that Dusseault reflected on: “I was also looking 
at a lot of  paintings from the Hudson River 
School,” she said of  her Atlanta project, “and of  
William Henry Jackson and people who had told 
the story of  the American frontier in painting as 
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well as photography because I felt that those 
people were working on a new frontier, and this 
was a new frontier” (personal communication, 
March 7, 2011).

The environmental problems caused by making 
steel are, of  course, not the only environmentally 
charged issues explored by artist/photographers. 
American Camille Seaman’s poetic landscapes 
explore the melting of  icebergs due to global 
warming, for example. While her images share a 
visual affinity to the landscapes of  the American 
West made by 19th century photographers such 
as William Henry Jackson and Carleton Watkins 
and 20th century photographers such as Ansel 
Adams, they represent not the unspoiled view of  
an earlier age but a rapidly changing landscape 
that is reshaping the world. 

Burtynsky has devoted his more than 25-year-
long career to exploring humankind’s effect upon 
the land. Whether exploring the steel mills of  
China or the oil industry, including his 
breathtaking aerial study of  the waters off  the 
coast of  Louisiana after the BP oil spill, 
Burtynsky makes photographs of  a terrible 
beauty. Peeples (2011), in discussing the toxic 
sublime, says of  him that 

[t]he purposeful omission of  a victim 
leaves open the space for viewers to 
question whether they themselves might be 
the casualties of  the toxins, since no other 
victims are present. . . . The viewer does 
not compete with a subject for a 
connection to the sublime object, nor does 
the viewer question the subject’s response 
to the object. Instead, the viewer is left 
“alone” to confront the object and 
compare it to one’s self, the final stage of  
the sublime response. (p. 385) 

The lyrical work of  Pfahl and Hayashi may also 
be viewed in the context of  Peeples’s toxic 
sublime, while Dusseault’s straightforward study 
powerfully illustrates the move from the toxic, 
through environmental amelioration to a newly 
cleansed redeveloped urban space. 

Note

1 The Environmental Protection Agency describes 
Superfund as the “federal government’s program to 
clean up the nation’s uncontrolled hazardous waste 
sites” on the agency’s National Priority List. http/
www.epa.gov/superfund
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