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Even if the cameraaways lies, some phobgraphes seem more trusworthy than others.
Maybetha trug is based on apreference for thekind of stories tha ther picturestell.

University of lowa Press has recently published Down to the River: Portraits of lowa
Musicians, a collection of black and white phostaken since thelate 1980sby Sandra
Louise Dyas. These are pictures that could only have been made by someonewho was on
the scene over time and genuindy in lovewith themusc. Thewarmth in her portraits, the
naturalness of even the posed publicity shots, invites you into aworld she knows well.
And shemakesyoufeel at home there.

Her images have appeared in Puremudc many, many times, mog natably in two
interviews with Pieta Brown (in 2003and 2007)and onewith theinimitable Bo Ramsey
(in 2006) Now here's a conveasation with Sandy Dyas on the subject of her beautiful new
book.

Puremusic: Putting this booktogeher, was there sometimes a conflict between the
desire to represent the scene as awhole and jug wanting to pick your favorite pictures?

Sandy Dyas: A pull between being an artist and being adoaumentarian? Yes. | did feel a
conflict once | began selecting theindividud phobsto gointo thebook Thebookwasto
have 60 images only, so | knew immediately tha | had to really edit my selection down. |
had many, many more. Choosng was a difficult job. Lots of changingmy mind during
the editing process.

| went throughmy negaives and began printing the ones | liked thebest for various
reasons But when | began thinking abouthow many of each personthere should be it
was definitely complex. There would be many solo portraits of Dave Zollo, say, and |
would aso have oneof Dave and hisfriend Ruari Fennessy that | wanted to indude so |
might have to ddete oneof the solo phobsof David. | would print and reprint, look at
theresults, spend time with them, leave them aone for awhile, come back to them, start
it al over agan.

Findly, when | had it narowed down but still hadn't completely selected my find prints,
| copied them all into a manageable 5 x 7 size xerox and puttogehe amock-up so |
could easlly lay outthephobsand pay close attention to the sequendang.

When | shotthephobgraphs | didn'tl edit myself in any way that | wastruly consious
of. Since in genea the negatives were only goinginto my files and notinto the hands of
themusgciansor thepubic, | fed tha | shotthephotosfor myself. But thereistha part
in me that wants people to look goodand nottoo strange (I think my portraiture
backgroundisto blame.) | tend to see people through my eyes--andin agoad light



| mean, | think al art comesfroma person'sinna psyche A portrait isa collaboration
between the phoographe and the subject. If they project apersong | phaograph them
tha way. If they are jus comfortable beng themselves withoutposng, | try to let them
beas naural asthey appear thru theviewfinde. | do use theframeto hdp compose
though-1 may ask them to stand differently or tip thar head oneway or the other, direct
them abit. But when | "see" someonethroughtheviewfinde, I'm looking for an image of
them that | feel istrueto whol knowthem to be

PM: You'vehad a portrait studio and tha was your job for atime. Now you teach and are
afreelance phobgraphea. Isteaching providing your main livelihoodat the moment? Do
you still take wedding pictures and other kindsof portraits for people other than
mudcians?

SD: | wear many has--mog are phographic has. | teach phaography at Corndl
Collegepat-time, usudly 4 or 5 classes per year. Since it is notfull-time and my income
isabouthdf of full-time professors, | freelance for therest of my income. Portraiture is
oneof my skills and weddingshave been abig source of income since 1976.1 do
phoograph mugciansfairly often butl a'so am commissionel to phoograph non
mudgcians | also do magazine and newspgpe shoots--1 suppo® they are more "editorial”
in naure butthey always involve some portraits.

Some of my recent portrait work was for Willie Wisely, amuscian fromL.A. who
happened to bein lowa City recently. He was playing a set at the Picador and asked a
friend of hisif heknew anyonewho could do some portraits of him for hisnew CD.
Earlier thisyear | shotan entire day's worth of phaographsof Ray Bonneville whowill
bereleasing a new record soonon Red House. Tha was a chdlenging butvery fun shoot
-we drovedown to Arkansas to do it. Great location...little tiny town with lots of great
environments to work in.

PM: Wha were some of the chdlenges?

SD: It was chdlenging for me because Eric at Red House told me to make some
phobbgraphsof Ray tha were "iconic." Tha was hiswording. Well, that isatall orde, no
matter who is bang phoographed. But | knew what he wanted.

Ray worked with me the whole time--he alowed me to direct the show. And he had
foundsome cool places. Natural light It was thelongest shootl've ever done We shot
from about9:30in themorning til thesun went down! It was hard work and | loved it.

PM: Do youfindtha mog people resist beng phaographed? What's your feeling about
people who like having ther picture taken versus people who don'?

SD: Some people are more comfortable in having thar picture taken--oh yes, thisistrue
Partly it may jud betha if you get your phobgraph taken often enoudh, youlearn to
control yourimage Y ou have avery goodidea of how you lookin aphaograph after
having phobstaken agan and agan. | would also say tha part of it is confidence in how



you look. Some peoplereadly hae being phoographed because they don'tlike howthey
look. Often tha hasto do with aging. And of course some people don'tcare aboutther
appearance as much as others...they jug are. Some people primp and others do not

If | can create aphobographtha my subject is hagopy with, | feel goodaboutit. | certainly
have not pleased everyonewith my skills. But | enjoy the oneon-one experience tha
takes place when | do ashootwith oneperson. It isaspecial experience. It israther
intimate and revealing. | think it allows meto get closer to people. | like theshooing
much more than the printing.

PM: You'vebeen workingonaseries called "Log Nation." Can you describethat
project? Are you putting together a book of those images also?

SD: TheLog Nation Photographsare an ongong body of photographstha | have been
compiling for about20 years. They are memories too, much like the phaographsof the
mudcians butthese are more of adiary of my everyday lifein theworld. Some of the
phoographsare of people | know very well, others| have only met briefly. Asawhole,
to me they are aboutthe human condition, the hope and the hopdessness of living life.
Sad and beautiful, strangeand surreal, wha | see turnsinto a phaograph that holds
something beyondwhat is physcally there. | guessif | had to describe my work, itis
podic. Some of the phobgraphscome fromthe Midwest, others fromthe Czech
Republic, and others from L ouisianaand other parts of the county. | take my camera
with mewhen | travel and | try notto take "tourist" phos..butof course | have to take
thoe too!

Yes, | would loveto have TheLog Nation Photographsturn into a published book | am
looking into self-publishing, like on Lulu.com. | seetha as aviable opton.
Photographe's aways want to have booksmade of thar work. Photographs more so than
pantings really adapt well into abookform.

[Y ou can see some pictures from theLog Nation series, and other examples of Sandy's
work, at http://sandydya.com.]

PM: Wha doyourecall abouttheday you saw Down to the River for thefirst time?
Y ou'dseen proofs, butwas it different holding the actud book?

SD: Seeing and then holding my brand new bookwas quite an experience. It had been
over afiveyear process...and then there is a birth of sorts. A booktha hdd all of these
phobgraphsof mineand memories...and it had my name onit! Pretty cool. Sort of
surreal too. | wentto the Press office to pick up the first copy. Holly Carver, my editor,
presented it to me. Thebooksurprised me. Jug seeing it as an object--a beautiful object.
At thetime, | only briefly ran throughsome of thepageslooking at it. Holly told me how
much they loved it and howwondeful it looked. | was hgppy but sort of nottaking it all
in--1 left soonafter and gotin my car with thebodk in the passenge seat. | kept looking
ove at it.



| droveto my friend Chris Offutt's house. Melissa was there and Chriss sonsSam and
James were there too. | was glad Chriswas home and tha | could share my bookwith
him. | knew hewould undestand how | felt, as Chris has had many of his own books
published. | recall him showing me his newly pubished books..and many times it was
my phob of Chris either onthefront cover of thebook (7he Same River Twice and No
Heroes: A Memoir of Coming Home) or the author phob ingde We have been friends
for alongtime. He wasin thelowa Writers Workshopin thelate '‘80sand we met at The
Foxhead.

Later | gothome and | spent some time alonelooking at each and every page | was redly
thrilled tha it looked so good.After tha, | putit asdeand dipped rightback into my
nomal life. A longtime passed before | picked it up again.

Having abookpublished of thos phobgraphs-many of them many years old--isa
wondeful thing. But now tha the phoographsarein abookand outin theworld, it isas
if they aren't mineanymore. Difficult for me to describethisfeeling, butl have also felt
tha way when | see my phobshangingin ashow. Looking at the phobgraphsin an
exhibition, all matted and framed and titled, they really dotake onanew life.

PM: When you make an appearance to publicize the book,wha hgopens? Do you tell
stories? Do you show slides or bring prints?

SD: | have given lectures and then | show a Power Point dide show and ramble on about
the phobgraphsand such. | enjoy an audience. At Prairie Lights, our indgpendent
bookgore [in lowa City], | answered questions-I enjoy tha too. | mean, how often do
youreally get to talk aboutyour work?1 think it is pretty wondeful to have people
interested in what | do. | countmyself lucky!

PM: Sandy, we first gotacquanted when | asked to use a couple of your phobgraphsfor
Puremusc. They were pictures of Greg Brown--an image from tha same sessionison
the cover of your book.Y ou'vephobographal Greg on a nunmber of occasionsover the
years. Does a story come to mind from any of those times?

SD: Aboutayear ago--for No Depression magazine--I enjoyed taking phobgraphsof
Greg. It felt more comfortable than earlier shoot. It takes me awhile sometimesto find
my groovewith people. | think part of why everything worked so well tha day was
because the night before there was a concert with Greg at the Englert Theatrein lowa
City and it was a phenomend show. Greg wasin arare mood-sang hisInaBell song
["InaBell Sae' fromthe Over and Under CD] on stage withouthis guitar...ranting and
chanting.... Greg turned into a preacher. And at the exact right moment, all of thelightsin
thetheatre went out No, thiswas not planned. Everyonesat in thedark for awhile...the
musdc kept going. (My friend Juginetold me years ago that the Englert has some ghogs
tha dwell there.) No doubtthe mudgc and thememorable night at the Englert added to
how | phoographal Greg the next day.



PM: Youdid aliveradio interview--1 heard it later online--and during a segment where
listeners could phonein and ask questions Bo Ramsey called the show and kidded with
you abouttheideatha taking a phoo of somebody mightbeaway of stealing thar soul.
You'veshotalot of great phoosof Bo over theyears and madea very cool video of him.
How is hefor youto phobgraph?

SD: Live shows, handsdown my favoriteis Bo. Heis theking of cool and jug has this
look--you know? He has a presence on stage and can really frontaband. And he asfar as
| know, isthe only mudgcian who can redlly direct and lead an audience in theway he
does. Back when shows used to bethree whole sets with oneband, it was crazy how Bo
could build up the crowd...dowly, and then bring them down abit...jug so they'd be
asking for more. The nightwas almog always magical because his timing was
impeccable.

PM: | like Chris Offutt's essay "lowa Waltz," theforeword to Down to the River. Was
there alot of back and forth between thetwo of you aboutit?

SD: Chris Offutt's honest and true essay was a gift. No, we didn'tgo back andforth oniit
a al. Hewrote it and let meread it, asked meif | wanted anything changed or if | liked
it. | lovedit.

When Chrisread from his essay at Prairie Lights--prior to me taking the stage, | was so
nervous Then | listened to Chris and hiswords Everything he said was honest, real, and
described how we al felt at thetime aboutthe musc and thetimes, the mudc scenethen.
He and | were there togehe alongwith al of our friendsand thisis how we both
remembered it. A few paragraphsinto listening to Chrisread, | jud felt this cam wave
take over my being.| knew | really didn'thave to say much of anything--therefore | did
not have to worry aboutforgetting to say this or forgetting to mention this person or--
well, you know. Chrissessay said it al for me.

KG: Were thee any surprises in assembling the book or having it published?

SD: Thegoodsurprise was tha Holly told me to hand in quite a number of extra
phoographstha could possibly be used in theforeword of thebookand at theend of the
book.| was really impressed with the way the designe used those imagesin the space.
Andthey used every onel induded. So, awondeful surprise! | know people who say
thar publishers and/or designasredly changed the feel of ther work andthey were
disappointed with not havingthefind say. | am extremely grateful to the University of
lowa Press. They worked closely with me and were very open to al of my ideas. The
sequendang of the photographsin themain body of thebookisidentical to what | had
chosen.

PM: Wasthe possbility of indudinga CD with the bookan ideayou had fromthe
beginning, or was it added into the project somewhere alongtheway? How did you go
aboutchoosng the song® And how does it work with themudcians-dothey g a
roydty of some kind?



SD: No roydties for themusciansfrom theCD. They al gave uspemissionto use the
musgc--no onetold me tha | could notchose a certain song.Some | chose jus because |
loved the song, and others because they seemed to fit better than another onel had picked
out | think the songstruly add another layer to thephoographs The phobgraphsare as
much aboutthe musc, the songs as they are aboutthe people phobgraphed.

| pitched theidea early on butHolly, my editor, was hesitant abouttheidea because of
theposible cogsinvolved. David Zallo, Holly Carver, and | had a pinnacle meeting one
morning aboutinduding aCD of songsand | think Dave won her over. He a'so camed
her fears abouthigh cods. | credit David with getting the CD into thebook And| know
it was a very goodmarketingtool for thebook..I mean you ge an 18track CD AND a
hardcover bookof phobs | get as many compliments onthe CD as| do thebook!

There were two Kevin Gordonsongsfrom later in his career tha | really wanted to use
and we couldn't because his record company owned the songsand it was going to cos the
U of | Pressathousnd dollars per song Well, tha did nothgopen. | chos "Lucy and
Andy Go to Arkansas' indead. In many ways that was a perfect choice, since Kevin and
his band played tha songamilliontimes at Gabés and we all danced and sangto it.

Thesongsof histha we didn'tuse, oneis called "Pauline'--it's so sad, poignant. It's
beautiful and it bringsup many scenes of theMississippi River and thelife of people in
this area of southern lowa--near Molineg, lllinois. The other songis"Jmmy Reed isthe
King of Rock and Roll." | lovetheline"Dark sunglasses, sharkskin suit, standingin the
broken glass of East Dubuqueon a Sundgy morning.” We used to doalot of dancdngin
East Dubuqueand would head across the bridgeafter a great night of listeningto Bo
Ramsey and the Sliders at Coope WagonWorks. The picture tha Kevin createsin the
wordsof his song,for meit's a picture of Bo Ramsey standingin the streets of East
Dubuque Tha songbringsback so many memories.

All of thesongson the CD are so well written--more like poems--and they bring images
to my mind: of livingin small rura towns the Midwest, hardships love You know...life.

¥



