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Mike Dvorak has built a reputation for highly empathetic portraits of
the common people that he meets at county fairs, rim shops, tractor-
pulls and elsewhere off the beaten path. He has a practiced capacity
to capture moments that conflate the somber and the sweet, such as
the smile of a tattooed man carrying a winged little girl on his shoul-
ders, or a Midway princess in a plastic tiara against a backdrop of flac-
cid balloons. When asked his criteria for choosing subjects, Dvorak
says that he "likes to find people that are flying their own spaceship.”

The prospects of finding such people among

the mgidly confarmist Amesh would seam scant

vt somehow he has, Even communities as salf-

relant as the Armesh have ol been imimuna o

Ihe nation’s aponomic downtum

As praces and damand fof their agncultural
products dimanish, more and mare mambers
must turm o outsiders lor alternative revenus
sources and opportunities, be that tounsm,
manutacture o selling thair skitied frades to

This has browght them into

“the English.”

greatar contact with ways thal have the

Mike Dvorak {phore: Tom Amdt)

patanbal 1o undarmms the paaty thay @na-
Expisly ching o

After encountering the Amish in travels
throughout Southern WMinnesola and Morth-
ern lowa, Dvorak became interested In docd-
menting this group of Anabaphist Christians,
and concerved what has grown inte a twg-
year, ongoing project. While intriguad by the
apparant smplicity of their ives, what he
He came to
bnove men whose intersection with the
veorld oukside ther community had led tham
dowen dark roads, and woman who were
strainad by the patnarchal structure of
Amish socety. Whils such ténsions ang an
undercurrent of what Dvorak depicts, whai
ha toregrounds 1s a family menaky providing
tar itsalf while facing shifting reslities: reli
gus. eCconpmieg and perssnal

To initiate s project, Dvorak approached
a man who conducted tours of 8 particula
settiement. He asked to be introduced to

somaons the guide thought might ba recap-

garned was more nuanced

iy 1o the wea of mestqng & pholographer (o
dizcuss a project. Ha socon met Dennis and
Lawi of the Schwartraniruber Amish, and tha
thres found a currancy common batwaan o
broad spectrum of Midwestern man-fishing
The followang weak they ware on the ice
over an augerad hole. While bacoming battar
ICOUuaInTad wilh TS CompanIons  cultun

mages of tha idyllic life that Dvorak expected

The
Schwartzentru-
ber Amish are
an ausiere sect,
aven by Amish
standards.

Dennis' daughter

wiallh ~na alewvision, o fado, No phone, o
NSUrance payments, atg. siowly recedead
The Schwartzentruber Amish are an aus-
fere sact, even by dmush standards. As s
gmmon o many Amish ordnung (ihe wo-
serptions by which each church lves),
Schrvartmantrubaer Amash circuemscnbe what
technologias membears can licitly amploy
wihal drass s acceptabla, and propar DEhay
BrS DEheadn mdn, Worman and chitcnen
oltén down to tha minutest datail
stneartzantrubar Armash arg distinst & that
thigay may be aven [ess tolarant of technalooy
and lass nclined (o considar othes Amish
churches to be truly Chnstan. Howesver, the
welcome alforded to Dvarak by the people of

this particular family speaks to the fact that

Sehwartzentrubaer standards

‘Everpone seams 1o balisva thal [tha
Armish] lead thm simpla ife wthool the Hasgla
of the cutside world, ™ Dvorak statas. Ta
amand such migapprehensiking he will ask
“When was the |ast irme you had to hook up a
horse and Buggy to fun an errand o o,
WWake up et &30 1o milk yaiur cow and do WL
choras before breakiast. have 1o ron cutside
o use the outhouse when it's minus 10
degrees, run a furniture shop without electnc
by, O SO0K 8 msal On & WOod-Bdlimamg stove 1ot
vaw family of alavan?”

Dworak places many mstancaes of thasa
domestic roulines against a backdrop ol
charging ssasans that can be fighly pro-
naunced, In spring, when the wash can be
humig cutside withaut shattering, seeds ara
soown, calves need tendmng and horses arne
shad, Crappores are actve wWhian Sumimes Tas
fall, though this makes a slurry of paths o

“When was the
last time you
had to hook up
a horse and
buggy to run an
errand n
town?"

Mary and daughter

hores. Fall means harvest, and stowing wood
for anather coming winter, becausa life hiteral
by depends upan this

&mong Dhvofak's more Moving images 5 a
vigny fram a window ovarlgoking a8 farmstead
being lain-mn by a heawy Wwinter storm., It's 8
sight that Migwestemers both wiban and rural
ook upon wath 8 stoic mix of resgnation and
dread, whan the figlds are fallow and the
larder is filled. There's litthe 1o do but pull the
pafkas, wodens and quilts from storage and
ML KEr o

Dwarak has captured a senss of the nti
mate, day-to-day tasture of Amish e, saitkm

seen smce fallow Minnesatan VWikham Afbert

Aflard's 1965 senes “Amush Folk: Plamnast o
Paennsyhama’s Plam Paople
ied remaskabla rust, but realies that (ha

HIMpSES re has bean altorded into such insu-

Dvorak has fmar

lar lives are cursofy, Thare s, however, tangl-
e evidence of lasting fnendships made in
thial he might st have the most finely crafied

farage in Minneapolis

Raized in rural Montana, Dvorak, ke his

current subjects, “in 8 Sense Qrew up pretty

solated. My family maintained a half-acra gar-
dan, my mom canned, we hunted and fished
for most of our meat, we picked berres and
had our oy wweell, and | loved if

Arng like the Amish, Duworak was not unfa-
milliar with structures that demand a stern
adharance (o discipling and protocal, After

4 bnet, aimless sunt in siete college, he

d aspira
tions to be & war correspondent, but aftes
witnessing war dunng Desart Storm he

realized that [hel didn't nesd 10 ses 1hal

pined the Air Force. He once ha

e ol homanily, anymang,” The mulitary
had béan a means o pay lof his intention 1o
attend the Minneapalis Coliege of Art and
Dresgn, where he enoyed a far more libar-
tire anviranmeant

In & like way, Armish yauths prigs o thair
bapiism are sancioned 10 iake pan in g pan-
od of freedam from the church’s convantions
called rumispringa (derived from the German
wiond Tor TUrnImgs jumgeng arownd Dvorak's
tirm in Bt School must have seamad s fhe
soCular eguivalant, DUt 10 earm a iving mn pho
tography requires discipling, and Dvorak fully
commilied ta a laith in the medium

He appranticed in sevaral commiarcal slu-
deps, and intermad with Nabional Geegraphe
photographer Jim Brandenburg. He took
assignmenis for a local weekly and other
pubbications. In time, he pursued more salf-
sssigned wiork, and has found a receptive
auvthence. Dvorak currently shares a dark
room With vengrabs Minnesola photogra
phar Tom Arndt, whose work, like Robert
Frank's, has crossed the threshold from
baing marg nalired a5 jQurnalsiic and 1S now
asteamead as fugh an

Howaver artfully rendarad Dvarak s Amiish
sanes Is, contemporany curators and collectorns
tend o wew documentary photography as
having little curment mearit, of of having passed
nto history. VWhile experts are reluctant 1o
consecrate the ganre, Dvorak addresses the
msatter this way, “The difference as | undos
stand It = that @ fine art photography one has
& vision and manipulates the outcome 1o it
that vision . ané placas thamsall i a situa
tion and seemngly documents what 15 hap
paning around them

Yet jusi by being thera thay are maniu-

ating the oulcome in logking for specific
things that will help reveal what they are try-
ing 1o say. | think a better questian is, "Can
documeantary photography be fime art, and

vice versa!’ The answer being, absoiutaby

Dwvorak has
merited remark-
| able trust, but
realizes that the
| glimpses he has
has been afford-
| &d into such
insular lives are
| CLIFSORY

aking sanse aul o ght and Torm 15 hard
enauah, but adding the algmant of timing
and predicting human nature s almost magic
Being hvper awara and fealing things befora
they happan: ta do ail this and o do o
tently is art.”

1o have gone such things as rgoroysky and
parsisiently 85 Dvorak has should sanisty any
coung gdetinhon af an art

Photography has fregquently shown us
whatl & gndunng as well as what is /mpanlad
Givan America's

that it had invested aveén a n

Currant STruggees, wWiould

ng i1s vision to bolstering banks and fortidy-
g Wall Stwresat

Farunately, a few stalwart tradibonalists
beligve that it remaing a relevant endeavos to
Detier acquaint us with the expanencas of our

hlilking
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Ihvorak has made egqually compealing ph
graphic explorations of Cuba, Mexico Ci
Carmboda and the waorkd of JAFZ, Take &
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still stalning his fingers in Dektol, and still
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