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Andrew Borowiec began photographing the Midwestern landscape thirty
years ago, focusing on the industrial Rust Belt, which extends from New York
State through Pennsylvania and into Ohio and West Virginia. The epicenter of
American manufacturing in the nineteenth century, the region experienced
a steady economic downturn following World War II, as the steel and coal
industries declined and factories became more automated. By the midThe 2000s saw tentative hope for recovery, as plans were made to establish

McKees Rocks, Pennsylvania (2012) highlights an expanse of riverside

new businesses, repurpose former industrial sites, and construct housing.

real estate that once boasted a factory but is now overgrown with weeds.

Yet, when the United States slipped into recession in 2008, the Rust Belt was

Downtown Pittsburgh, barely visible in the distance, is now a booming

once again deeply affected. It was in this climate that Borowiec embarked on

metropolis born of the steel business that appears to be sprouting out of the

a new project—initially intending to trace the rebuilding process, he instead

deserted foreground. Borowiec rarely includes people in his photographs,

found an environment where boarded-up storefronts, dilapidated houses, and

explaining that he does not want his images to be tethered to the narratives

abandoned street corners abut occasional glimpses of the American dream.

of specific individuals. His work, however, abounds with references to our
presence—empty chairs, potted plants, parked cars, and decorations from a

Photographed between 2009 and 2012, The Post-Industrial Rust Belt is

street festival are all reminders that these towns are inhabited.

informed by the cultural, political, and economic histories of river valleys in
the eastern and Midwestern United States. While complex underlying stories

Borowiec’s images are at once sobering and hopeful. In Ambridge,

can never be fully articulated in a single image, Borowiec strives for visual

Pennsylvania (2010), a child’s playhouse sits in front of a small dwelling

and narrative sophistication that offers a deeper understanding of place.

squeezed into a narrow lot. With its cheery blue accents and white siding, the

In Charleroi, Pennsylvania

miniature mimics its counterpart, yet it is clearly a place for make-believe—

(2009), a tower at a

there are no power wires or gas meters; it is transportable to any location; its

chemical plant looms

door has been casually left open. Some of the most poignant human moments

over an in-ground pool,

in Borowiec’s photographs occur in scenes like these, when a vision of the

suggesting a link between

American dream confronts a challenging reality—the very same tension many

industry and the relative

inhabitants of the Rust Belt have learned to live with in recent decades.

prosperity some local
residents had achieved.
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1980s, once-thriving communities had effectively turned into ghost towns.

About the Artist
Andrew Borowiec was born New York City in 1956 and moved to Paris with his parents when he
was nine months old. He spent his childhood in France, Algeria, Tunisia, and Switzerland, where
he graduated from the International School of Geneva. He received a BA in Russian from Haverford
College in 1979 and an MFA in Photography from Yale University in 1982. Borowiec has taught
photography at Parsons The New School for Design and the New School for Social Research, both in
New York City; Germantown Academy, Fort Washington, Pennsylvania; and Oberlin College, Oberlin,
Ohio. Between 1984 and 2014, he taught at the University of Akron, Ohio, where he was named a
Distinguished Professor of Art in 2009. Borowiec has published four monographs, and his photographs
are included in the collections of the Art Institute of Chicago; the Cleveland Museum of Art; The
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; the Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.; The Nelson-Atkins Museum
of Art, Kansas City; and the Smithsonian American Art Museum, Washington, D.C., among others.
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The Riley CAP Gallery
The Karen and Doug Riley Contemporary Artists Project Gallery presents nationally- and internationallyrecognized living artists, as well as emerging talent, selected by Joslyn curators. A rotating schedule
of carefully focused exhibitions examines how artists engage with the world today and respond to the
issues that challenge them creatively, bringing new perspectives on contemporary art to Nebraska.
IMAGES: (Front) Charleroi, Pennsylvania, 2009; (Inside Left) Ambridge, Pennsylvania, 2010;
(Inside Right) McKees Rocks, Pennsylvania, 2012 (Back) McKeesport, Pennsylvania, 2012;
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