






 

 

        

 
Capturing a Nation’s Thirst for Energy  
By RANDY KENNEDY  
 
A new book by the photographer Mitch Epstein includes a shot of the Hoover Dam. Whitish outlines along Lake 
Mead show depletion levels. 
 
The photographer Mitch Epstein, thin and professorial with gray hair and glasses, does not exactly cut a menacing 
figure. When he ducks beneath the dark cloth of his 8-by-10 view camera, the words that come most readily to 
mind are late Victorian, not potentially violent. 
But one afternoon several years ago in the tiny Ohio River Valley town of Poca, W. Va., he found himself and his 
assistant surrounded by police cruisers, watching as sheriffs searched their rental  
car and came up with a stack of Polaroids of power plants much like the coal-fired one that towered  
across the river. This discovery led to the summoning of an F.B.I. agent, who concluded after much deliberation 
that Mr. Epstein had broken no laws by taking pictures near the plant, but told him, as he later recalled, “If you 
were Muslim, you’d be cuffed and taken in for questioning.” 
 
As a well-regarded artist whose work is represented in major collections like those of the J. Paul Getty Museum 
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Mr. Epstein might have found the incident a little shocking. But by that 
point, deep into a six-year project he was to call “American Power” — a nomadic exploration of the nation’s 
production of energy and its hunger for it, and what both might mean for America’s political power in the world — 
the drill had become almost routine. 
 
In 2004 in Shippingport, Pa., near the site of a nuclear plant, someone called the police to report a man on Main 
Street carrying a missile launcher. Mr. Epstein, traveling with his big camera and tripod, was escorted out of town 
and told not to return. The project had first taken shape a year earlier in Cheshire, Ohio, where he had been hired 
by The New York Times Magazine to document the small town’s dismantling by the American Electric Power 
company, which had bought it for $20 million amid concerns about emissions from its coal-burning plant. The 
police there quickly informed him that he was violating company policy by photographing in the town. 
 
“That set the pattern,” Mr. Epstein said in an interview in his home and studio on the Lower East Side of 
Manhattan, where he recently displayed huge 70-by-92-inch prints of the project’s photographs, which will be 
published in book form later this month by Steidl. “It got to the point later where I would almost have an anxiety 
attack every time I pulled over to the side of the road to take a picture.” 
 
Mr. Epstein’s work over more than 30 years has always been marked by political and social awareness, from his 
documentation of Americans at leisure to his deeply personal 2003 book, “Family Business” (Steidl), about the 
demise of his father’s real estate and retail concerns in Holyoke, Mass., where he was raised. The critic Vince Aletti 



has written that Mr. Epstein’s combination of subtlety and assurance leads to photographs that feel “not just ideal 
but inevitable.” 
 
When he became interested in a book about the energy needs that underpin the American way of life, Mr. Epstein 
said, “I didn’t start it with any kind of specific political agenda.” 
 
“I mean, I’m not much of an environmentalist,” he said. “But as I worked and traveled, I came away troubled by 
the implications of what I was seeing and what happened to me.” 
 
What he saw — during the first and second administrations of George W. Bush, years deep in the shadows of 9/11 
— was a country that could be both largely ignorant of the immense environmental and political costs of its energy 
consumption and profoundly suspicious of anyone paying too much attention to the sources of that energy. 
 
“I traveled numerous times to photograph the repercussions of westward expansionism on the landscape,” Mr. 
Epstein, 57, writes in the book’s afterword, describing visits to the Hoover Dam and the Trans-Alaska Pipeline, to 
the cavernous truck stop in Walcott, Iowa, that bills itself as the world’s largest, and the Yucca Mountain nuclear 
waste repository in Nevada (which he was allowed inside to photograph), and to both the Democratic and 
Republican national conventions (neither of which he was allowed inside to photograph, though he points out that 
the Secret Service agents were much friendlier at the Republican convention). 
 
“Humankind’s technical prowess has etched itself into nature’s grandeur,” he adds in the essay. “But settlers did 
not expect that their American Dream of material ease would ultimately require more energy than the land could 
give.” 
 
The project eventually took Mr. Epstein to 25 states, many of which he returned to several times, revisiting places 
like the Kern River oil field in Oildale, Calif., a sere expanse of the San Joaquin Valley where networks of pipelines 
and oil-pump jacks seem to stretch past the horizon. 
 
As the work proceeded, Mr. Epstein and his studio manager, Ryan Spencer, put together what came to look like a 
war room in his New York studio, a giant map of the country with red pushpins for coal, blue for nuclear, green for 
wind, and yellow for “been there.” Combing the Web (where in many cases the power plants in his photographs 
can easily be seen from the same distance or often closer, on Google’s Street View pictures), he would pick sites to 
visit and then go about the painstaking and generally unsuccessful task of writing letters to companies and 
government officials seeking permission to photograph. 
 
“This project was, in part, about not getting in,” he said, adding that his lawyer’s advice about dealing with police 
questioning was remarkably straightforward, if not always easy to follow for someone with a slight authority 
problem: “Don’t get arrested, at all costs.” 
 
Sometimes what Mr. Epstein came across in his research — the bright blue gas pump in Omaha labeled “terror-
free oil” — led him directly to what he would photograph. But often, the pictures and articles and printouts he 
compiled in a fat ring-binder notebook were just starting points for trips that took him serendipitously to things 
like a lakeside baptism in Herald, Calif., where the cooling towers of the Rancho Seco nuclear power plant can be 
seen rising in the distance like a cathedral. 
 
He came across a father-and-son motocross outing near Midland, Tex., both riders suited up and helmeted head 
to toe like “Star Wars” storm troopers, staring into the camera. Emerging from his motel in Snyder, Tex., on a 
misty morning, he took an almost romantic shot of a defunct gas station, one of whose pumps had been consumed 
by weeds. 
 
None of the pictures add up to anything like a simple polemic, but Mr. Epstein said that perhaps for the first time 
in his career, he felt the need to shed artistic detachment. He and his wife, Susan Bell, have designed public-
service-type messages that they intend to place around the country, pairing some of the book’s images with 
literary quotations, like one from Mark Twain that hovers above a shot of a slab of new Nevada highway: 
“Civilization is a limitless multiplication of unnecessary necessities.” 
 
“I have tried to convey in these pictures,” Mr. Epstein said, “the beauty and terror of early-21st-century America, 
as it clings to past comforts and gropes for a more sensible future.” 
  
  












