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MIKE DISFARMER
1939 – 1946 portraits 

35 Portraits: a little self-enclosed microcosm of pioneering America. By Disfarmer, a man who lived in a village of 3,800 for 45 years, a man of whom we know so little that his life is almost completely shrouded in mystery.

His love of music and passion for photograph were, as far as we know, his only links with society until his death. 

His studio was ahead of its times, with a huge plate of glass on the northern side of the ceiling.

A big camera was installed in the space that divided his studio from his darkroom. He used plates of glass of the sizes available on the market, and later postcard-sized pieces. He did not make enlargements, but continued to photograph on plates of glass even long after films of all sizes were in common use for studio portraits. He used minimal objects on the set: a couple of wooden tables and a bench, unrolling a black curtain as a background, or using a white wall with an inexplicable black stripe across it. The light was natural.

Disfarmer’s portraits – of the farmers of Heber Springs – have definite expressive power, revealing the stoicism of strong people in the face of a tough life of suffering, but also their satisfaction with the simple life. The value of his photographs lies in the characteristics of his subjects, which he expresses with a strong personal style, far removed from the “studio portrait” -  so popular in those days – in which faces are smiling masks. Disfarmer does not make people pose, he does not attempt to force them to make artificial gestures, but reveals their personal characteristics in his simple, unique way, with the necessary artistic detachment. Thus his photographs may be read on two levels: on the surface, a clear, honest vision of how people must have looked, in that place and at that time; and at a greater depth, he offers his historic and social documentation of the spirit and sentiments that animated American life between ’40 and ’46.

MIKE DISFARMER

in the archive
*1- Disfarmer. Heber Springs Portraits 1939-1946, from the Collection of Peter Miller and Julia Scully, essay by Julia Scully, Twin Palms publishers, 1996

