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aperture and our projects are regularly 
featured by national and international press 
outlets, including: Artforum, CNN, Financial 

Times, GEO Magazin, the Guardian, Huffington Post, 
Los Angeles Times, New York Times, the New Yorker, 

Paris Match, Telegraph, W Magazine, the  
Wall Street Journal, and many others. 
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Revisiting ‘Cancer Alley’ 
 
For decades, communities along the industrial corridor between Baton Rouge and New 

Orleans have worried that toxic emissions from nearby oil refineries and chemical plants 

were harming their health. It’s a fear that has earned the region the nickname “Cancer 

Alley.” 

 



Photographer Richard Misrach first came across this stretch of the Mississippi River in 

1998. He was commissioned by the High Museum of Art in Atlanta as part of its 

ongoing “Picturing the South” series. 

 

“Throughout Cancer Alley, homes, schools, and playgrounds are situated yards from 

behemoth industrial complexes,” Misrach says. “Residents within a one-mile radius of 

factories are subjected to significant air and water pollution as well as noxious odors and 

industrial noise.” 

 

Years later, the High pushed Misrach to take another look at the work. A natural curiosity 

led him to revisit the area in 2010 to see if anything had changed. What he found was 

much the same, only now the river parishes were also dealing with the aftermath of the 

Deepwater Horizon oil spill. 

 

The renewed interest sparked a collaboration with landscape architect Kate Orff. A 

series of her speculative drawings will be presented alongside Misrach’s photographs in 

“Petrochemical America,” a book being released by Aperture this fall. 

 

Misrach is known for projects that draw attention to the environmental cost of human 

activity. San Francisco gallery owner Jeffrey Fraenkel has represented his work since 

the mid-1980s. As a Louisiana native, he understands what’s at stake. 

“I grew up in close proximity to the places where Misrach made these photographs,” 

Fraenkel says. “Despite the wealth and jobs produced by the oil industry, toxic residue 

remains that most people simply don't want to think about.” 

 

Thousands of pounds of carcinogens such as benzene and vinyl chloride are released 

from facilities in Louisiana each year, according to the EPA's Toxics Release 
Inventory. 

 

While experts and state officials debate the role of industrial pollution in declining human 

health, Misrach’s work hints at the ecological degradation resulting from a dependence 

on petrochemical products. 

 



“The power of Richard's Cancer Alley photographs should make this a bit more difficult 

to ignore,” Fraenkel says. “And hopefully it will help prevent such plights in the future.” 

– Brett Roegiers, CNN 

 

 

Captions: 
1. Night fishing near Bonnet Carre Spillway in Norco, Louisiana. (1998) 

2. Dow Chemical Corporation hazardous waste containment site in Plaquemine, 

Louisiana. (1998) 

3. Helicopter in Venice, Louisiana, returning from the Deepwater Horizon spill. (2010) 

4. African-American tour guide at the Nottoway Plantation in White Castle, Louisiana. 

(1998) 

5. Batture north of Port Allen, Louisiana. (1998) 

6. New housing development in Sorrento, Louisiana. (2010) 

7. Playground and Shell refinery in Norco. (1998) 

8. Abandoned trailer home near a Dow chemical plant in Plaquemine. (1998) 

9. Remains of the Morrisonville settlement, depopulated by the Dow Chemical 

Corporation. (1998) 

10. A home in Destrehan, Louisiana. (1998) 

11. Restored slave cabins on the Evergreen Plantation in Edgard, Louisiana. (1998) 

12. View of the Exxon refinery in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. (1998) 

 

 

http://cnnphotos.blogs.cnn.com/2012/05/30/revisiting-cancer-alley/ 






















