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American Christianity populates the coun‐
tryside with a wealth of sacred buildings,
expressing the identity of the local con‐
gregations. Many denominations as well
as non-denominational churches tell of
America’s link to the Christian faith. These
structures date as far back as the 18th
century but most were constructed in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries. I am
particularly fond of the facades of the
white clapboard structures that I come
across traveling the back roads of various
states. Some of the churches are pristine,
well-maintained edifices that must be the
pride of the community. Other churches
are in serious need of repair or have obvi‐
ously been abandoned as their deteriora‐
tion is well advanced. Some are mysteri‐
ous while others are simple expressions of
the sacred space within. Even the small‐
est can invoke a monumentality that tran‐
scends their station in the world and re‐
flects the monumentality of the great
cathedrals of Europe. But make no mis‐
take, these are not splashy gothic won‐
ders, but tell a much humbler tale. Many
of these churches also serve as commu‐
nity centers and are obvious points of
contact for the population they serve. As
a photographer, I relish the joy of how light
plays across the surface of the clapboard,
brick, stone, or stucco.



3

I mentioned in the text earlier that I have
been enamored by simple clapboard
structures that dot the rural areas of the
country. However, I begin with these
structures found in the American
Southwest, primarily because the her‐
itage of these churches dates to the
Spanish Mission period which places
them much earlier than their Northern
European brethren. The Southwestern
United States was settled by the Span‐
ish, who brought with them a strong
Catholic faith and a distinct style of ar‐
chitecture. Adapted to the hot climate
and adobe mud construction tech‐
nique, a unique Southwest style
emerged across New Mexico, Arizona,
California and even Southern Colorado.
Some churches display intricate
Baroque facades but these images por‐
tray a very simple adobe style. San
Francisco de Asísi Mission Church in
Ranchos de Taos has been the subject
for some of America’s most well known
artists. Georgia O’Keeffe painted it in
1930, and it was photographed by Ed‐
ward Weston, Paul Strand, and Ansel
Adams. I found myself drawn to the
place where these giants had trod.
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The day I visited San Francisco de Asísi Mission Church in Ranchos de Taos, New Mexico, the locals were applying
the annual layer of adobe and straw to the exterior of the church. A true labor of love that is a necessity for preserving
the building, I was privileged to help mix the mud in the troughs.
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Church of San Ildefonso, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico. Built in the 1960s, this
church is a replica of an adobe church that dated from 1711.
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San Geronimo de Taos Chapel, c1850, Taos Pueblo, New Mexico
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Our Lady of Guadalupe Parish, Antonito, Colorado
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