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Changing seasons, changing locations, different foods, new families, fresh possibilities. But as much as
migration is about change it is also about dependability, consistency, and endurance. A steadfast sort of
change—the same change—year after year for millennia. Spring’s timeless movement across latitudes
must be redundantly, sustainingly, predictable: the frozen north must suddenly buzz with spring’s
tasty insect bloom, middle latitudes must burst with flowers, nectar, and the celebrated pulse of young
bunnies, the nesting hawk’s baby food.
GREER CHESHER Creatures from microorganisms to humans migrate, whether a few millimeters or thousands of
miles. But what seems most apparent to us are the winged ones that flutter, swoop, honk, and glide
past our windows on seasonal peregrinations. Every year millions of birds, bats, moths, dragonflies,
and butterflies leave home with nothing but some extra body fat and an innate faith. Their hope and
ﬁ” V77 W’ WB' V77 @ salvation is that what they need will be where they expect it when they arrive. As our world changes in
Z? W unpredictable ways, as the very nature of change changes, I wonder how not only individual species,

but also migration’s precision clockwork will survive. Like Rachael Carson’s Silent Spring, will there

come a day when I no longer lean on my rake to the skyward honk of migrating geese? According to
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equinox for another week. Not till then will the ancient Puebloan red-rock clock upcanyon in Zion
National Park make its annual tick as a coyotes’s gnomon-cast shadow swallows a petroglyph sun.
Although the official date has not arrived, spring’s chores consume me as they did native and pioneer
alike. I've a garden to plant, a pasture to till and reseed. As I pause in my yearly yard debriding,
raking winter’s dross from groundbreaking lilies, tulips, and irises, a tight arrowhead of Canada
geese cuts its way north overhead, urgently oblivious to my vernal labors—but not to this canyon.
Lying abed one cold morning last week, I'd heard them out beyond the house, quacking and burbling
their satisfaction with the spring-full Virgin River. I imagined them there, wriggling their shapely
butts, tasting the snowmelt waters, garrulous upon their return. And yesterday, in the barn, the

unexpected cheeping of unseen rafter avians left me surprised at the sudden change.




CARL BOWMAN Air pollution is not a new problem on the Colorado Plateau. When Woodrow Wilson signed
“An Act to establish a National Park Service” in 1916, I doubt the phrase “to conserve the scenery”
made him think of air pollution. Through the early twentieth century, most national parks were
isolated from these kinds of “urban” problems, but as our population and our inclination to travel

grew, this protective cocoon of empty space gradually unraveled. By the 1970s, an environmental

movement had found traction, and a number of laws were passed to protect and improve our nation’s
environment: the National Environmental Policy Act, the Endangered Species Act, the Clean Water
Act, and the Clean Air Act, to name a few. The Clean Air Act offers specific protection to large
national parks and wilderness areas established by the year 1977 (called “class I Federal areas” in the
act), protection that goes beyond that afforded by the 1916 National Park Service Organic Act. Only
minimal increases in air pollution are allowed, and restoration of natural visibility levels is set as a
national goal. Armed with new legal tools from the Clean Air Act, efforts to protect and improve air
quality in national parks and wilderness areas have proceeded on many fronts.

Our first objective is to understand the problem. In scores of Class I areas, we collect data

zone is in the air? How many and what kinds of particulates? What
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our canyon hikes green and muddy. In the evening, we watched silent, Grand Canyon National Park, we collect about four million data points every year to document
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Cloud World, 1925, Oil on Canvas, 34 x 62 inches,

Private Collection

When the California-born
artist Maynard Dixon first
traveled to Arizona in 1900
he felt he was coming home.
“Arizona—The magic
name of a land bright and
mysterious. .. Its sun was
my sun; its ground was my
ground.” Between sun and
ground stretched a broad
and luminous domain—
the southwestern sky—
that Dixon would embrace
as a subject for the next

half-century.

AYNARD DIXON roamed the remote corners of the American West seeking the essence of its landscape and
inhabitants. “I aim to interpret,” he said, “ . . the poetry and pathos of the life of western people, seen amid a grandeur,

Cloud World: Maynard Dixon and the Western Sky

THOMAS BRENT SMITH

sternness and loneliness of their country . . .. There is something of the West that sings in us—both of the life and of
the country”2 Expressing that “singing something” in paint became the artist’s devotion. For him the Colorado Plateau
was “A vast and lovely land . . . saturated with inexhaustible sunlight and astounding color, visible and unbelievable
distinctiveness, and overspread with intense and infinite blue” The region’s confluence of natural and cultural
inspiration provided all the elements he needed to grow, ultimately, into one of the West’s most revered painters.

When Dixon first ventured into Arizona from his home in San Francisco he was seeking experience as much
as a new subject. “In those days in Arizona being an artist was just something you had to endure—or be smart enough to explain
why,” he would recall. “It was incomprehensible that you were just out ‘seeing the country. If you were not working for the railroad,
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HE EARTH, moon, and

stars participate in a timeless

dance—a dance that may be

witnessed by patient observers

beneath clear skies on dazzling

nights. I became aware of this
choreography almost by accident while photographing landscape
features as they were reflected in transient waters of the desert
Southwest. Hiking out of a dark canyon one evening, I noticed
stars shimmering on the surface of a small pool. I gazed at them
for some time, studying their reflections from various angles. A
light breeze disturbed the water’s surface and the stars jiggled
with the waves. Might it be possible to capture this phenomenon
on film?

Photographing the night sky as it reflects in pools turned
out to be tricky. In addition to learning more about the moon and
stars, it required a whole new set of technical skills. Because I use
large-format cameras, I set up and focus my cameras in daylight,
anticipating the celestial dance that will occur when darkness has
fallen. When I pick a source of water to reflect the night sky, I
have to know how the stars will arc across the sky, at what height
or degree from the horizon they will show themselves, and how
they will interact with the mirroring water.

Because the earth is constantly in motion, its relationship
with the stars is constantly changing. Though these relationships
are predictable, they vary considerably from night to night. I
began taking compass bearings of specific constellations, and
incorporating this information into a photographic composition.
When I first noted Orion’s location, for example, the constellation
was in the southeast at 7:00 p.M. on a February evening. “Great!”
I thought, “T've got the perfect south-facing composition for
this spring!” Two months later, I set up my camera at a large,
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remote pothole, pre-exposing the film to build up shadow detail
because this moonless night would provide no ambient light

on the nearby rocks. When the sky was dark enough to expose
the stars as they tracked across the southern sky, I had a terrible
realization: Orion was no longer in the southeastern sky—it had
drifted to the southwest and it was not reflecting in the pool at all!
This was a hard lesson to learn, but it taught me that the night sky
changes dramatically from one season to the next.

When photographing reflections of the moon, I must
consider its arc from east to west, and also how high in the sky it
will climb. At the latitudes of the Colorado Plateau, the full moon
ranges from 80 degrees overhead in winter to about 30 degrees
above the southern horizon in summer. This has a dramatic
impact on how I can capture the moon’s dance on water.

Weather also plays an important role. Thick clouds can
completely obscure the stars and moon; thin clouds can greatly
diffuse their light. Even on a clear night, wind can cause so
much surface turbulence on the mirroring water that stars are
illegible, while light winds can result in fantastic shapes, lines,
and patterns. And because water can be solid, liquid, or vapor, it
varies tremendously as a canvas. Especially when working with
hours-long shutter speeds, water can change dramatically from
the beginning of a composition to the end. Freezing conditions
may dissolve the reflected stars, but ice can create amazing
patterns on which the moon reflects. Smooth, flowing water may
stretch and skew a reflection.

By slowing down, observing, and researching, I have been
able to trace the choreography of the night sky. It continues to
inspire me. On nights of the new moon, the dark skies of the
Colorado Plateau dazzle with countless stars. Stopping to observe,
we can watch the constellations slide timelessly from east to west,
or the Big Dipper pivot slowly around Polaris. I watch in wonder
as I record the dance.

CHR1s CONRAD lives and works in Moab, Utah.





