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It is the modern American literature of Walt Whitman, Mark Twain, Jack 

Kerouac and many others that comes to mind when wandering through 

Gathered Leaves. It weaves you through the lyrical photojournalistic studies of 

Middle America and fills you with a sense of loneliness, longing and the 

fantastically mundane. Alec Soth’s anthropological studies of the social and 

physical American landscapes are chronicled with the same poetic dexterity as his literary forefathers.  

This year, the Science Museum’s Media Space plays host to the artist’s first major UK outing. Soth is widely 

hailed as one of today’s leading contemporary photographers and this exhibition brings together four of his 

photographic projects: Sleeping by the Mississippi (2004), Niagara (2006), Broken Manual (2010) and 

Songbook (2014).   

Chronologically curated, the development within his practice is made obvious to the viewer who is taken on 

a journey to the four corners of the United States. You enter the exhibition in Sleeping by the Mississippi in 

which Soth begins in his home-state of Minnesota and travels down the Mississippi recording the people, 

their land and their home. A lonely women sits in a red bar decorated with Valentine hearts, an elderly lady 

shows us her photograph of an ‘angel’. These portraits run alongside images of serene floating mattresses 

and desolate log cabins. The individual images capture ‘magical’ moments but together they create an 

intoxicating portrayal of the ordinary people of America and their beliefs and hopes. The images are 

peppered with religious symbolism that is only strengthened in unison. The ‘dream big’ aspirations are 

enforced by the image of Johnny Cash’s childhood home and the portrait of the spectacled man alluding to 

American aviator, Charles Lindbergh. However there is an underlying sense of hopelessness, of loneliness 

and that the big American dream will remain just a dream.  

In Niagara, Soth continues his journey to Niagara Falls, upstate New York, a place of “spectacular suicides 

and affordable honeymoons”. It becomes the epitome of small-town strive, disappointment, and fleeting 

joy. Romantic pleas, love letters and desperate mothers sit beside naked newlyweds and patient brides. The 

large, vividly coloured images bring the mundanity of Midwestern life under the magnifying glass. 

Broken Manual is the body of work that lingers the most from Soth’s collection. This project, in which he 

goes on the hunt for monks, hermits, survivalists and runaways in the depths of the American rural 

landscapes sees him reach a new level of maturity within his work. The mixture of black and white and 

colour photography is interspersed with detailed shots, diagrams and notes to compile a manual for 

escapists. He photographs the men, their homes and their belongings and reaches an intimacy between 

photographer and subject that seems almost impossible. One image read ‘I love my dad, Tony, I wish he 

loved me’. The careful choice of composition and subject unfold the complex psyche of these forgotten 



people. Soth zooms in on his subjects and conveys a sense of isolation and voyeurism; surveillance on the 

people who are trying to avoid it. 

Songbook, his most recent project sees him travel all across America on various journalistic projects in 

which he visits dances, gatherings and social events in an attempt to record social interactions in the digital 

age. Though effective in its black and white nostalgia, it seemed outshone by Broken Manual which 

precedes it. 

Soth’s versatile background as a Magnum photojournalist, blogger, fine artist and self-publisher is 

prominent in his work. One can’t help but admire his attention to detail. He seems to find the particular 

within his subjects that exposes it. He then meticulously photographs them on large format cameras that, 

though painstaking, captures a balance between crisp and grain that is simply not possible with a digital 

camera.  

Gathered Leaves is now in a long line of successful photographic exhibitions held at the Science Museum’s 

Media Space which for a couple of years now has been a collaboration between the National Media Museum 

and the Science Museum and firmly places it as an important space to consider in terms of photography. As 

an artist who was yet to have his first UK exhibition, Alec Soth seems like the perfect choice to propel the 

space towards the contemporary photographic world. His ability to capture the essence of a people with 

singular shots is a talent worth acknowledging world-wide. 


