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  Ally Johnson — When did you start working with landscape? What drew you 

to the genre?

  Micah Cash — It was around the spring of 2012 that I started thinking seriously 

about what I now call visual manifestations of cultural geography. I didn’t have 

that language yet, but I wanted to talk about place in a way that wasn’t nostalgic 

or sentimental, but rather in a way that was about how the utilization of land 

reflects the culture and society of the people living on it. There’s a symbiotic 

relationship between how a landscape looks and how it’s used. Geology sets up 

some parameters, but then it’s what we do on top of that—the activities and the 

rules we apply to land—that shapes it. It goes all they way up to zoning laws and 

federal interventions. When I started thinking about land, I really got into this idea 

of the altered landscape.

 AJ You explore some of these ideas in your series titled Dangerous Waters, a two-year 

project in which you photographed the hydroelectric dams and related recre-

ational sites associated with the Tennessee Valley Authority. How did you get 

interested in these sites specifically? 

 MC The entry point was metaphorical, in a way. Hydroelectricity is very cheap, but 

it requires certain sacrifice. The building of a dam is the taming of a river, but 

the sacrifice is not only ecological. There’s personal sacrifice too. Because you’re 

re-using land and telling people who might already be on it that they have to 

leave, but that their sacrifice is for the greater good. When the TVA was created 

in 1933, the project required the removal of thousands of families. Graves had to 

be relocated. A lot of people made sacrifices. At the same time, the damming was 

necessary, because the region had drastic annual floods.  

 AJ I’m thinking about the photograph South Holston (2014) from your series, with the 

old cemetery in the foreground pictured against the dam in the background. You 

get at some of this history of removal in this image, but there is also this sense 

that the TVA project didn’t completely wash away the social history that existed on 

the land prior to it.

 MC This is one of the few sites where you can look out directly from the historic 

graveyard onto the dam. The photograph absolutely contemplates the history of 

TVA and the multiple definitions of this site…as a space of family remembrance, of 

socialized government, and of hydroelectric power. I think TVA does a very good 

job in general of historicizing their land and maintaining a cultural dialogue about 

its utilization. Unfortunately, that also means that most of these hydroelectric 

landscapes are commonly referenced in a historical fashion. I made that photo-

graph of South Holston to encapsulate all those historic narratives, but with this 

project I was primarily interested in thinking about how these spaces are being 

utilized now. 

 AJ Were you thinking of Dangerous Waters in a kind of documentary mode? 

 MC When I started the project, I was coming from a painting background and had 

never really worked with photography. I don’t think I understood all its nuances 

until I started seriously using the medium myself. I quickly came to realize 

how impossible it was to document the spaces I was encountering on just an 

 

Interview with Micah Cash

By Ally Johnson

Micah Cash creates photographs and paintings that explore notions of landscape, 

space, and cultural geography. He recently completed a photo-based project titled 

Dangerous Waters (2013–2015), which considers themes of ownership, demarcation, 

and utilization in relation to the Tennessee Valley Authority’s hydroelectric dams 

and public recreation sites. I sat down with Cash to talk about land, agency, and 

how we experience space.

Fort Loudoun, Downstream 2013
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evidentiary base. I shot Pickwick Landing, Downstream (2014), which shows the 

reverse side of a “dangerous waters” sign, during my second fieldwork trip and 

it was then that I realized that my approach to this was not documentary. That’s 

when it all started to open up for me as an artist in terms of the power I have with 

the camera and the choices I make, especially compositionally. Having that power 

was new to me. And I think in many respects it’s taken two years for me to fully 

understand how interpretive I am, and how political I’m being with the camera; 

these are emotional images of an emotional subject because many people feel 

very strongly about TVA. Anytime I present the work, I’m conscious not to call 

myself a documentary photographer, or even a photographer. I’m an artist who’s 

using the camera for a particular project.

 AJ Can you say more about the photograph Pickwick Landing, Downstream; what was 

your thought process in terms of composition here?

 MC Yeah, one of the interesting things I’ve realized about myself through this project 

is that I clearly like very formal compositions. I wanted to introduce some tension 

in the composition by squaring the scene and losing a sense of depth. On another 

level, photographing the sign from reverse was meant to reflect on the tension 

between the history of population removal and the accessibility of these loca-

tions today. One of the interesting things about these locations is that they are 

designed both for providing power and for providing leisure. This was TVA’s social 

contract from the onset; they took all this land from individuals, but in turn, they 

made it a part of their mission to make as much of it as possible available for the 

public. TVA dams are very accessible to people and there are numerous recreation 

spaces and facilities. Nonetheless, there’s still some disappointment with having 

to share the lake view with those towers and signs.

 AJ Another way those recreation sites might be interpreted, though, is as a strategy 

to obscure power dynamics between the TVA or the government and the commu-

nities they serve.

 MC You could perceive it as glossing over power dynamics. But I would disagree. In 

the case of the TVA, that was not the intention. You have to remember that at the 

time of TVA’s founding, it was the Great Depression; sacrifice was at its height. You 

read about the building of Norris and the first two or three dams and you learn 

that they only had to condemn less than 5% of all the properties. They approached 

people living on the land with their plan, and for the most part, people were 

willing to cooperate. It was the same in the context of WWII: hydroelectric power 

was needed to build planes and people were willing to make personal sacrifices 

for the TVA. It wasn’t until the 1970s when sacrifice suddenly became something 

people didn’t want to do, which is understandable. It was post-Vietnam, post-

Nixon. Suddenly the power dynamics of government had shifted; people were 

more cynical and the government was seen as creating more problems than it 

solved. In 1933, though, the government was still the answer to problems. But the 

masking of power dynamics you speak of can certainly be perceived in the later 

dams and the contemporary landscaping found within the reservations, particu-

larly in terms of propaganda. Even today, TVA must make progress tangible and 

South Holston 2014

Pickwick Landing, Downstream 2014
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its benefits visual. I’ve meet so many people in TVA and talked with so many TVA 

retirees, and it’s clear that there was very much this idea that the TVA flooded all 

this land, so all of this recreational space is a civic contract. The least they could 

do was give back by installing boat ramps, swing sets, and swimming spaces. The 

workers today still believe in this original ethos; it’s about providing services to 

ordinary citizens. But I also realize that a swimming hole in a river downstream 

from a whole bunch of industry is not the most ideal space.

 AJ So what has been your experience of the hydroelectric spaces today? Have you 

seen tensions between the historical mission of the TVA and the present-day 

socio-political circumstances in which the spaces are used?

 MC My experiences within these locations vary in accordance with the dam reser-

vation. The main river dams are usually bustling with activity yet provide 

overwhelmingly industrial settings. Despite their dominant visual presence and 

impressive engineering, they are locations where I might not want to spend 

an afternoon. They’re loud, somewhat unsettling both visually and audibly, and 

provide a definition of nature that clashes with what I can find at the tributary 

dams. These structures impound beautiful reservoirs and provide recreational 

facilities that draw upon the landscape they inhabit rather than attempt to 

obfuscate. As I’ve continued to live with these images, to think about them and 

write about them, an element of class has emerged. Many of the locations where 

TVA recreation sites are located have significant poverty, and that has grown over 

several generations and is linked to larger narratives and issues. In the case of TVA, 

locations that were built for everybody are now often only used by those people 

who can’t afford to go anywhere else, which is an outcome that I believe was not 

intended when these spaces were built. However, these locations still present 

opportunity for recreation and community, so its intention is sound, but not at 

the volume originally conceived. And the quality of TVA’s recreation sites varies; 

some sites are awesome, with places to pull up your RV, updated facilities, etc. 

Others are just not as good. 

 AJ Can you tell me about your image Chatuge, Reservoir (2014)?

 MC This image has a particular emotional resonance. What was so strange about this 

photograph is that Chatuge is a nice location. It’s a gorgeous reservoir with really 

interesting architecture and lots of opportunity for recreation: rowing, jogging, 

and camping. I was in the parking lot of this site, which is kind of up to the left 

of the scene in the photograph, and I see this family just doing their thing here. 

They weren’t the only ones; there were others here as well. It struck me as strange 

because they were just literally hanging out in mud. I could see a designated 

swimming location with beach sand and picnic tables about two hundred yards 

away on the other side of the dam. It was easily accessible, and there were families 

over there playing in the water. I just could not understand why these people 

chose this site instead, because the red clay was wet and rocky. It struck me as 

very sad. I sat there and watched them for about an hour, and it didn’t look like 

they had a lot of money, or even like the woman was pleased to be there. I didn’t 

Chatuge, Reservoir 2014

Norris 2013
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talk to her; I just didn’t want to open that kind of conversation because I didn’t 

sense that she wanted that. So, I just made the photograph.

 AJ That’s interesting. I actually have a very different understanding of this image. It’s 

less informed than your experience as producer, because as a viewer I’m coming 

at this without the context of that hour you spent there and without the engage-

ment you’ve had with the other TVA sites. But for me there is a kind of agency that 

this family has here. Sure, they could go to the official swimming area, but who 

wants to be told where to swim? I was really drawn to the transgressing of bound-

aries between official and unofficial, and I think you caught that really well in 

this photo. 

 MC Oh, I love that. I think you’re right there; they definitely chose their own place 

here. They pulled their car all the way out of the parking lot to this location. 

Perhaps my read of the situation is more a cumulative effect from working on 

this project for so long. It’s been very easy to tell when people are having a good 

time and just doing their thing. I’ve seen it a lot at these sites; people just sitting 

in chairs, fishing, doing as they please. But I didn’t feel that here at Chatuge, 

and that’s where my understanding of the image comes from. I really like your 

interpretation, though. That’s gonna color it for me. But, I’d also say that TVA let’s 

them do that. TVA doesn’t tell you where you can go, it only tells you where you 

can’t go.

 AJ Well, but in telling you where you can’t go, they’re also telling you where you 

can go. When you’re in the field, are you also moving between official spaces and 

unofficial spaces? Does the camera support that kind of agency for you?

 MC I was certainly looking across boundaries, and specifically seeing things I was not 

meant to see, but I never physically placed myself or the camera where it was 

prohibited. Yes, I climbed embankments and composed images within locations 

that weren’t intended to be readily seen by tourists, but I never sought entrance, 

either legally or illegally, to places that weren’t public. If you look through the 

portfolio, many of these images are actually quite conscious of such boundaries. 

Fencing, closed public facilities, and signs delineating space are found throughout. 

In respects to the Pickwick Landing photograph, I’m reminded of my favorite verse 

from Woody Guthrie’s “This Land is Your Land”: 

As I went walking I saw a sign there 

And on the sign it said “No Trespassing” 

But on the other side it didn’t say nothing 

That side was made for you and me 

  I will say that the people of the valley, not the tourists, but the people who use 

these TVA spaces all the time, they do have agency. They do what they want to 

do because the spaces are theirs in many respects. They don’t care about the 

“dangerous waters” signs. They’re taking their boat as close to the dam as they 

can to get the better fish or to experience that dam. 

Ocoee #2 2014

Ocoee #2 2015 oil on canvas 28×32”
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 AJ Do you feel that you’ve been able to arrive at some idea of the success or the 

failure of TVA? Or does that even matter for your work?

 MC I think so. And I think I have to. I don’t want to pretend like I’m objective. I’m 

interested in this idea of socialized government from which TVA emerged. The 

older I get, the fonder I am of it. It works. TVA works when they maintain that idea 

that they’re doing something that is a social benefit. I’m preparing to publish the 

series in a book and one of the difficult aspects of putting that together has been 

deciding how pointed I want to be with my opinions. In many cases, I have to just 

straight up say it; yeah, I’m actually a fan of this idea in general. But being a fan 

of something means I also have to be critical of those moments when it doesn’t 

work, or critical of the fact that people’s lives were disrupted.

 AJ I want to touch on your paintings. A sense of boundaries comes across strongly 

here. They’re related to the photo series, but they’re also very different. What’s 

the relationship between the two? 

 MC Well, the two bodies of work come from the same conceptual core, but they do 

diverge in respect to intention. The photographs are about investigating the 

social dimensions of TVA that we’ve been discussing—how these spaces are 

designed for multiple things, and how that looks visually, and whether those 

plans are pulled off or not. The paintings are about how I remember the spaces I 

photograph. They’re about re-creating these locations from my point-of-view. I sit 

with the experience a long time before I begin work. They’re very much about my 

memory of the space and how it felt being there. They’re also aesthetic objects 

and they’re paintings, so I’m engaging in certain conversations about painting, 

about our relationship to space and color. I have no concerns about representing 

how the sites actually looked. I’m happy to take liberties as a painter.

 AJ Many of the paintings are titled after locations within the TVA. Is it important for 

viewers to know these references as the conceptual core of your paintings?

 MC I don’t think so. Titling the paintings this way just seemed to be an appropriate 

way to give some credit back to the generative site. I like how the titles of the 

paintings fall in a kind of documentary tradition in that way in contrast to the 

paintings themselves, which are not documentary in any traditional way. 

 AJ What is the value of abstraction for you in the context of this work?

 MC The value of abstraction is that there are no rules. Why would I want to paint the 

scene as it looked when I could paint it as it felt? That’s my definition of painting. 

It’s an emotive, laborious, maddening process that I absolutely have to do. When 

I break the rules of traditional representation, removing foreground for example, 

I try to make that explicit to the viewer. I’m playing with some visual languages 

as a painter. It’s a bit like being a magician; you can do a little of this here and a 

few things disappear over there. There are all kinds of clever tricks you can do 

with color. I enjoy that about painting. I enjoy the visual games that I can play with 

the viewer.

 AJ Is there a painting in particular that hits on all those aspects of the process for 

you?

Wheeler 2014 oil on canvas 40×84” 

Douglas 2015 oil on canvas 22×36”
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 MC Well, different paintings aim for different things. Coming out of the Dangerous 

Waters project, Wheeler (2014) is one that works really well in terms of capturing 

a subtly disorienting sense of that physical space. But eventually I got bored with 

having the paintings just be about my experience. I wanted to get away from that, 

so my newer paintings from the past year have dealt a bit more with those visual 

games. In more recent paintings I’ve really tried to push the spatial limitations, 

adding in boundaries and thinking about what happens if I paint that boundary in 

a green that looks like grass, but in a space where grass really shouldn’t be. I think 

it leaves viewers with a kind of uncertain pleasantness. I’m using beauty and color 

to suck the viewer in and to try to hold them there just long enough for the space 

to break down. 

 AJ So, rather than focusing on your own experience as the earlier paintings did, your 

more recent paintings have been about setting up the conditions for the viewer 

to have their own experience in front of the work?

 MC That’s absolutely right. It’s not enough for me anymore to recreate my experience 

in a location. I am thinking more about the viewer’s experience. And that comes 

across in color choices and certainly in composition.

Micah received his MFA from the University of Connecticut and his BFA from the 

University of South Carolina. He has exhibited nationally in both solo and group 

exhibitions and presents widely on his work and its relationship to the social and 

cultural constructs of landscape. His paintings and photographs have been featured 

in Places Journal, LensCulture, Charlotte Magazine, Light Leaked, Another Place, 

F-Stop Magazine, 10 Journal, and the Looking at Appalachia project. He is an adjunct 

professor of art at the University of North Carolina, Charlotte. 


