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Human Nature

Complex Beauty

By Kim Knoppers, curator Foam

Two years ago the editors of the
Indonesian edition of National Geographic
did something they had not done for more
than a hundred years. They published the
magazine without an image on the cover.
In its place were the words, in big letters:
“Maaf. Tak ada gambar indah untuk
perubahan iklim”. Then, rather smaller:
“Mampukah kita bertahan?” Roughly
translated, this means: “Sorry. There are
no beautiful photographs of climate
change. Can we survive?” The magazine
that since its founding had relied on beau-
tiful photography of spectacular speci-
mens to convince people of the
importance of nature had briefly laid
imagery aside.

National Geographic Indonesia was
putting out a powerful signal, but it had
reckoned without American photographer
Lucas Foglia (b.1983), who does indeed
make beautiful and successful photos of
subjects connected with climate change.
To be more precise, for the past eleven
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years he has been working on a convincing
oeuvre focused on the relationship
between humans and nature, and the role
played in it by technology. He has photo-
graphed interactions between continually
changing landscapes and the people who
live, work, research or spend their leisure
time in them. In tableaus that are some-
times picturesque in their compositional
balance and colour nuances, Foglia
portrays the complex interactions of the
Anthropocene.

The Anthropocene refers to an epoch in
which humans are the dominant influence
on climate and the environment, as a
result of activities such as deforestation,
the burning of fossil fuels, mining, indus-
trial agriculture, and intensive livestock
farming. It is difficult to convey such a
wide-ranging subject in photographs,
and especially difficult to compel people
to look and respond. As news of climate
change becomes ubiquitous, people stop
paying attention to what they think
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they’ve seen before. Furthermore, we are
dealing here with connections between
science, politics, and economics that are
often invisible and therefore hard to
photograph. Yet Foglia succeeds
marvellously.

In his first book, A Natural Order, Foglia
portrayed the off-grid communities that
have emerged in the southeastern United
States. He travelled to meet people who,
rather than adopting the usual, capitalist
way of life, were pursuing different ideals.
Motivated by a growing dissatisfaction
with consumer society, concerns about the
environment, religious convictions, and a
worldwide economic recession, they had
moved into forests and to remote farms.
His second book, Frontcountry, was about
wild nature versus the effects of heavy
industry. The impact of mining and energy
generation on the iconic landscape of the
American West was central to the project.

Foglia’s most recent project, Human
Nature, is a series of interlinked stories
about our relationship with wilderness,
looking at nature, people, and science.

In an age when the average American is
indoors 93% of the time, Foglia photo-
graphed government programmes
designed to bring people back into contact
with nature, neuroscientists who are
researching the beneficial effects of
spending time in the natural world, and
climate scientists who are measuring the
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degree to which human activity influences
the atmosphere. Foglia did not limit
himself to the United States this time

but travelled to Britain, South Koreaq,
Singapore, Sweden, and Guyana.

In the Anthropocene there is no virgin
wilderness left on earth. Foglia became
more aware of this than ever when
Hurricane Sandy flooded the fields of his
family’s farm and blew down the oldest
trees in the surrounding forest. In news
reports, scientists connected the storm
with climate change caused by human
activity. Foglia realised that if people can
change the weather, then there is no
longer anywhere in the world that has
escaped human influence. It was that
thought that prompted him to create
Human Nature.

On the one hand, we might see Foglia as

a storyteller in the tradition of great
American photographers such as Joel
Sternfeld and Alec Soth. Like them, he
goes out on the road. He shares his socially
engaged and profoundly aesthetic view of
the relationship between humans and
their environment in books and exhibi-
tions. On the other hand, he has an
activist streak. In that respect he could
certainly be mentioned in the same breath
as Ansel Adams, although his illustrious
predecessor took care to keep all traces of
the impact of human activities on the
landscape outside the frame. Adams’
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beautiful photographs may suggest other-
wise, but he was a tireless activist. He
lobbied presidents and members of
congress with his photos, as an essential
part of his battle to preserve nature.

Foglia himself has said, “We need
activism, and optimism, and an apprecia-
tion of complex beauty. | want my photo-
graphs to bring attention. At the same
time, | want to compel viewers to think
and feel without telling them what to
think or feel... | love the fact that a photo-
graph can be used in so many different
ways. | exhibit prints of my photographs in
galleries, festivals, and museums. | publish
photographs in books and magazines, and
on social media. | also give photographs
to local and national organizations to use
for advocacy. All are different methods of
storytelling and | believe there is art in
each of those methods.”

Again and again Lucas Foglia succeeds in
portraying the processes occurring in the
Anthropocene, in clear, detailed and
visually seductive photographs. His
projects result from his willingness to
enter into personal relationships with the
communities he photographs and from his
mastery of narrative depiction with great
attention to detail. Although fairly neutral,
his photos are anything but aloof and
cold. Their intimacy makes them relatable,
and they leave sufficient space for viewers
to formulate ideas of their own.
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The work of Lucas Foglia (b. 1983, United
States) is part of large collections in Europe
and the United States including Art
Collection Deutsche Borse, Denver Art
Museum, Foam, International Center of
Photography, Museum of Contemporary
Photography, Museum of Fine Arts Houston,
Victoria and Albert Museum, Philadelphia
Museum of Art, Pier 24, Portland Art
Museum, and San Francisco Museum of
Modern Art. In 2014 Foglia was chosen as
one of Foam Magazine's Foam Talents.

His books A Natural Order (2012),
Frontcountry (2014), and Human Nature
(2017) were received with great acclaim
internationally. He is represented by Michael
Hoppen Gallery, London, and Fredericks &
Freiser Gallery, New York.

The exhibition is accompanied by the book
Human Nature, recently published by
Nazraeli Press (2017).

The exhibition is made possible with support from Lex Lijsten.

Foam is supported by the BankGiro Loterij, De Brauw
Blackstone Westbroek, City of Amsterdam, Delta Lloyd,
Olympus and the VandenEnde Foundation.

foam

Keizersgracht 609
1017 DS Amsterdam
+3120 5516500
www.foam.org
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Lava Boat Tour, Hawaii © Lucas Foglia/Courtesy of Michael Hoppen Gallery
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