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Nuclear Enchantment (1988-93)

There are forty images in this body of work.

Since my arrival in New Mexico, twenty three years ago, I have become
increasingly aware of the various activities in the scientific, military,
mining, medical, etc. industries here in my home state. The historical as
well as the contemporary development of the nuclear industry as well
as its impact on this state has been my prime emphasis of investigation.
A concern of this work is to promote a dialogue with and about the
contemporary/historical landscape of the state that contains the most
extensive nuclear weapons research, management, training, and testing
facilities and organizations in the United States.

My intentions are to raise public consciousness about the effects of New
Mexico’s nuclear industry which continues to grow despite the damage

it has already caused and will continue to bring to the state. The series,
Nuclear Enchantment, attempts to awaken the many New Mexicans who
still believe nuclear power poses no threat and that defense spending
promotes the economy. Culturally and geographically connected to
Mexico, it is perceived by the elite powers as a place that can be abused and

even reduced to rubble.

Are we a society so blinded by the powers of science that we will
continue to support a destructive industry rather than secking alternative
solutions? Many of the photographs in Nuclear Enchantment are of
actual sites presided over by a cast of ancient mythic figures. I hope that
they are captivating and enigmatic. I want them to remind us of the
spiritual poverty of the technical age. In some of the work I use figures
from the great nineteenth century Japanese woodblock artist Hiroshige
whose art commented on Japan’s transition from ancient Shintoism to
Westernization - a path that ultimately led to Hiroshima.

In my work I intentionally show a leveled world. Polluted skies,
contaminated earth, nuclear explosions, fantastic happenings are all seen
under the same light (regardless of the effect they have on people that are
actually experiencing such events, for whom the events are not images, but
occupy their moment); natural, social, mythic, physical, and psychological
experiences are all leveled as images. Even I (the artist) becomes an image,
a desensitized subject in several of my own installations. The leveling is by
choice, as in Baudrillard’s “active indifference”. (Jean Baudrillard, In the
Shadow of the Silent Majority, 1983)

My reality and depiction is within this leveled world. It is within what
known scientific information we learn and retain. It is within this social/
political/economic period of time. And it is within photography, painting,
installation, and performance. I hope that Nuclear Enchantment is
thought provoking, yet technically brilliant, and richly beautiful despite
the grim tidings. Like the macabre yet jewel-like images from medieval
books of hours dealing with the Office of the Dead, I point a boney finger

at the contemporary dance of death we are on the verge of joining.

Patrick Nagatani
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Patrick Ryoichi Nagatani (b. 1945)

Patrick Nagatani carned his M.EA. from the
University of California, Los Angeles in 1980.
Nagatani has given numerous public lectures, seminars
and workshops and his work has been exhibited widely
both nationally and internationally.

Nagatani’s interest has been in studio set-ups and
staged photographs from his Polaroid 20X24” work

to his “Chromatherapy” images. He has also been a
“tapist” (paints with masking tape) since 1983 to the
present. Currently he is writing and editing with other
writers a novel called “The Race”. He received National
Endowment for the Arts Visual Artist Fellowships in
1984 and 1992. He is an active member of the Atomic
Photographer’s Guild.

Some of his awards include: The Aaron Siskind
Foundation Individual Photographer’s Fellowship,
The Kraszna-Krausz Award for his book Nuclear
Enchantment, the Leopold Godowsky Jr. Color
Photography Award, the Eliot Porter Fellowship in
New Mexico, and the California Distinguished Artist
Award from the National Art Education Association.
He has served as a panelist for the the National
Endowment for the Arts. He is an honored recipient
of the “Governor’s Award for Excellence in the Arts”
from Governor Bill Richardson in New Mexico as well
as the Honored Educator Award from the Society of
Photographic Education in 2008.

His survey show and book, Desire for Magic — Patrick
Nagatani 1978-2008, premiered at the University

of New Mexico traveled to the Japanese American
National Museum in L.A. and was exhibited at the
Clay Center for the Arts and Sciences of West Virginia.

He retired as a Professor from the Department of Art
and Art History at UNM in 2006 after teachingart /
photography there for 20 years.

www.patricknagatani.mm

Nuclear Enchantment is originated from New
Mexico’s ofhicially adopted nickname — the Land of
Enchantment. Like “City of Life” in Hong Kong,
itis a PR slogan to promote tourism. New Mexico

is home to many magnificent natural beauties, it

is rich in cultural diversity, arts and history that a
large percentage of its population are Hispanics and
American Indians. It is also the birthplace of nuclear
industry. The first atomic bomb was invented there,
the Manhattan Project was carried out there, the

Los Alamos National Laboratory was founded there
and the Trinity test, the world’s first nuclear weapon,
was conducted there. The two Atomic Bombs that
dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were produced
there as well. And New Mexico and it posses one of the
uranium ore mines and has lands contaminated with

nuclear waste.
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The so-called “Enchantment” in Patrick Nagatani’s
works is about nuclear worship, believing in the
mightiness that nuclear brings about in science, politic
and economy but ignoring the threat it poses. A picture
in Nuclear Enchantment leaves a deep impression on
the audience that it is interesting and annoying at the
same time. A large number of tourists visit a missile
monument holding miniature missiles in their hands
like worshipping. Whilst demonstrating the charm,
Nagatani also highlights our enchantment that science
can improve the quality of life.

In the late 1980s, Nagatani moved to Albuquerque,
where he taught photography at the University of New
Mexico. He was inspired and began researching the
subject that led to the creation of this photographic
series Nuclear Enchantment. He visited and
photographed atomic testing sites locations of nuclear
accidents and radioactive waste dumps. Then in

his studio, his photographic tableaux incorporated
miniature scale models, life-size sculptures, painted
sets and actors to reconstruct a new context. This series
touches on various subjects, including the ignorance
of the tourists, damage of nuclear to ecosystem and

its impact to Native American inhabitants in New
Mexico. This series also shows the political ambitions
of the mastermind behind as well was as people’s
powerlessness and feebleness. The various peculiar
colors to these photographs meanwhile, imbue these
works with a luminosity suggestive of radioactivity.

Tableaux were trendy in the 19th century, the

carly era of photography. English photographers

Oscar Rejlander (1813-1875) and Henry Peach
Robinson (1830-1901) both created their works

in such style. The narrative of Tableaux is relatively
more complex that it can help to tell a deeper story.
The two photographers were famous for their heavy
topics. Rejlander’s “The Two Ways of Life” (1858)
looked into morality, Robinson’s “Fading Way”

(1858) depicted death. Both works were elaborately
designed and arranged that many images were pictured
before being combined in the final print. They were
the combination of Tableaux and Composition
Photography. Nagatani adopted similar style to these
photography pioneers and coincidently, he also wanted
to illustrate a heavy topic.
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Jeff Wall, Gregory Crewdson and Wang Qingsong are
contemporary artists that like to create photographic
tableaux and are famous for their large tableaux.
Emphasis more on inspirational and dramatic
elements, with the helps of photo editing software,
their works look realistic. Nagatani’s works however,
were all done by his hands when photo editing
software was uncommon in the 80s. More importantly,
he did not try to make his works looked real even
though he had the experience of making special-
effects models in Hollywood. He would not try to
hide the wires hanging miniature scale models that his
work were filled with black humour. Similar to Dali’s
paintings, the perspective and ratios in his works were
exaggerated that surrealism was his style.

The distinctiveness of Nagatani’s work is that he
interlaced his own experience, background with the
history of New Mexico. Born in Chicago in 1945,

his grandfather’s family made their living as famers in
Hiroshima. His birthday was only 13 days after the
US army dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima.
Like the rest 120,000 Japanese Americans, his parents
were unfairly placed in internment camps during the
World War Two as the US claimed there was a danger
of spying. Such a cataclysmic history influenced his
works profoundly. The surreal pictures of Nuclear
Enchantment were filled with cultural symbols,
including elements of Japanese painter - Utagawa
Hiroshige, in order to reflect his special relationship
with Japan. Born in the US but he could not get rid
of the feeling of being an outsider. The pictures were
also filled with religious rituals of Native Americans as
background of nuclear facilities. In fact, many Native
Americans sold their lands for the mining of uranium
ore in return for quick money but they paid the price
of contaminated land. It is sad and ridiculous that they

were both victims and victimizers.

I was extremely happy when Patrick Nagatani
promised to exhibit his works in Hong Kong but

some questions immediately came to my mind. Would
these pictures made in the 80s and 90s bring about the
shockwaves like it did to our society nowadays? Would
Hong Kong people feel isolated from this topic? But
then we are still facing the aftermaths of the Fukushima
nuclear disaster. Residents in Heshan, Guangdong,
just 120 kilometers away from Hong Kong, recently
staged a protest against the proposed building of
auranium processing plant there. And we should not
forget that the Daya Bay Nuclear Power Plant, which
has been operated with low transparency, is just next to
us. Nuclear problem is neck-deep to us. The works of

Nagatani may be a timely alarm.

Dustin Shum
The Salt Yard

Translation by
Martin Wong



