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AN Eye
On The
Skies

Mount Marty Professor’s
Photographic Journeys Are
Featured In Hartington Exhibit

BY RANDY DOCKENDORF
randy.dockendorf@yankton.net

or photographer Rich Lofthus, some of the
best landscapes are found off the beaten path.

In fact, Lofthus — a history professor at

Mount Marty College — follows one cardinal
rule.

“Irarely drive the interstate highways,” he
said. “The best pictures are the ones where very few peo-
ple outside the immediate area have any idea (the
scenes) are there.”

Lofthus has spent the last six years searching the na-
tion’s backroads and scenic byways, including areas in
and around Nebraska Highway 12 in Cedar and Knox
counties. He finds the area between U.S. Highway 81 and
Ponca, Neb., particularly appealing.

Those photos are among 27 scenes comprising his
“Western Landscapes” exhibit at the Wirth Art Gallery on
the upper level of the Hartington (Neb.) Public Library.
His collection remains on display through the end of the
month.

Lofthus’ exhibit features a number of Midwest scenes
from South Dakota, Nebraska, Minnesota and his native
North Dakota. But he also includes shots from Oregon,
Idaho, Wyoming and California that he took on five solo
driving trips to the West Coast.

“Western Landscapes” offers a wide range of photos
from around the nation, but Lofthus said he chose mostly
shots familiar to local audiences.

“I'think people enjoy seeing (photos of) the area in
which they live,” he said. “It reminds people of how sce-
nic the area is. There are a lot of things that people
wouldn't think about if they were driving through.”

As a college professor, Lofthus acknowledges his sum-
mers are free to explore for the ultimate landscape shots.

“T'have a lot of opportunity to travel. When I do, I con-
sciously drive on highways where it’s a lot easier to
stop,” he said. “You just need to observe the landscape,
especially in the summer. [ take different routes, and that
is how [ discovered a lot of these scenes in the exhibits.”

ON CLOUD NINE

Cloud formations dominate many of Lofthus’ photos,
particularly those from northeast Nebraska.

“One of the things that I have discovered is that Mid-
western landscapes are much more appealing if you can
bring the sky into the photo and make it a major part of
the scene,” he said.

“In the summer of 2010, I did the 80/20 project where
the sky forms 80 percent of the photo and the landscape
comprises the other 20 percent. One of the great features
of the Midwest is the culmination of cumulus clouds and
combining it with a nice, green landscape with (hay)
bales or trees.”

Lofthus points to the impact found in his August 2006
photo, “Nebraska Pastoral,” taken near Hartington along
Highway 12.

“I think this was the day that convinced me that cu-
mulus clouds could be linked to these rolling hills to com-
pf(%se a dramatic photograph,” he said of the stunning
effect.

The fluffy feature shows up in other of his works. An
August 2009 photo shot near Menominee, Neb., con-
tained an anvil cloud in the background.

One of his exhibit entries, the August 2006 “Bow Val-
ley Horizon,” is featured on the cover of the current edi-
tion of MMC'’s literary journal, Paddlefish. The photo was
shot along Highway 12 near Bow Valley, Neb.

“On this day, it appeared as though the prairie had

touched the sky,” Lofthus said.

Highway 12 also provided the backdrop for the Au-
gust 2009 “Nebraska Bucolic.” The surrounding area pro-
vided the setting for an August 2010 shot taken between
Menominee and St. Helena, Neb.

Sometimes, Lofthus traveled across the nation and
found his desired shot upon returning home with a fresh
eye. He pointed to the July 2007 photo of the Nebraska
skyline just west of Crofton, Neb., on Highway 12.

“I'was driving back from California and took (the sky-
line shot as) one of my favorite pictures on the last night
of the trip,” he said.

Not all of the shots are pastoral or summerlike. His
February 2009 photo, “February Squall,” was taken on
Super Bowl Sunday just east of Tyndall.

The true beauty of the local scenery isn’t always read-
ily observed or appreciated, particularly by those who
are new to the region, Lofthus said.

“The beauty of the Midwest is, it’s not like the Grand
Tetons, it’s not that spectacular,” he said. “It's more sub-
tle, and it takes a while to get a sense of it.”

Lofthus finds qualities in Midwest scenes unknown in
most other parts of the nation.

“When driving to the Gulf Coast and the East Coast, I
have always been looking for things to photograph. But [
always enjoy returning to the Midwest because of the ex-
panse of our skies,” he said. “You get to the more heavily
wooded areas (of the nation), and all you see are trees.
It's beautiful, but you don'’t get any vistas. There’s not the
big picture. Once you live here (in the Midwest) and are
used to it, you find it really grows on you.”

As a native son, Lofthus said he holds an appreciation
for the Midwest’s natural beauty.

“It takes a little bit longer to understand the aesthetic
sense of the prairie,” he said. “It’s just something that [
discovered being from the Midwest and by living here.
But to truly see it, you have to be willing to travel on the
back roads.”

KEEPING THE FAITH

Lofthus’ interest is not limited to nature scenes. He
enjoys photographing area churches, struck by their ar-
chitectural as well as spiritual nature.

One exhibit displays Saints Peter and Paul Catholic
Church at Bow Valley, shot from the back to capture a
unique angle as well as the countryside behind the
church.

Other times, Lofthus finds himself intrigued by a
church’s location and building materials, along with the
massive labor that went into the construction without
the benefit of modern-day tools.

“At Menominee, the church (St. Boniface) is tucked
below the hill. You don't see it until you're right on top of
it,” he said. “It's amazing to see this chalkstone church
with all the incredible stained glass windows.”

Lofthus finds a strong religious faith sustaining the
churches, calling them “sort of the Midwestern equiva-
lent of the Gothic cathedrals of Europe.”

“The main feature of this area — it goes for Dimock
and places like Menominee and St. Helena and Bow Valley
— are churches that are architecturally refined,” he said.
“It's a testament to the faith of those who built those
churches as well as to the faith of those who have pre-
served them.”

A LAND OF CONTRASTS

Not all of Lofthus’ exhibit photos come from the Yank-
ton area.
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ABOVE: Mount Marty College history
professor Rich Lofthus points out
features in a photo from his “West-
ern Landscapes” exhibit. The display
runs through the end of the month at
the Wirth Art Gallery in the upper
level of the Hartington (Neb.) Public
Library. LEFT: Lofthus holds a love
for outdoor scenes, particularly the
Midwest and the prairie, as seen in
this shot. His Hartington exhibit in-
cludes 27 images taken across the
nation over a six-year period. Lofthus
will also have an exhibit at MMC’s
Bede Art Gallery this winter. (Randy
Dockendorf/P&D)
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The following babies were born at Avera Sacred Heart Hospital in September 2011:

ALBERTA COOPER JERIMIAH MACKENZIE RIAN
ALEX DAKOTA JONATHON MACY RYLAN
ARON DANIA JULIA MARRICH SEAN
ASIA DANIQUE KALLI MIQUEL SHELBY
ATHENA ELIJAH KENSLEY MYAN SKYLER
BENJAMIN EMMA KENZE OLIVER SKYLER
BENTLEY ETHAN KINZIE ()4 SOPHIA
CHANTAL GAGE KLAIRE PETRA TATUM
CHOAS GRACIE LILLIAN RAEYON TITUS
CLOE GRAYSON LIZZBETH REED

COOPER JEMA LYNNIYAH REIGHAN
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acred Heart Hospital

www.AveraSacredHeart.com

Ewery baby born at Avera Sacred Heart Hospital goes home with a compli y child p

1 ger safety seat.



