


Nature 1s a language, can’t you read?

A discussion mmto how some contemporary photographers have Nature is a language, can’t you read?
responded to society’s disconnect from the natural world, and 1n
what ways their work interrogates this separation. The Smiths, Ask, 1987




Vatnajokull (the sound of) | Katie Paterson.

You never call me when you're sober

You only want it ‘cause 1t’s over, 1t’s over
How could I have burned paradise?
How could I?...

sobering reality.
-Evanescence, 2006




Vatnajokull (the sound of) | Katie Paterson.

Humanism discourse 1s integrated nto
various photographic approaches.
Possibly most notably overshadowed by
Edward Steichen’s controversial

exhibition “The Family of Man’. Though

“there 1s no formal humanist canon or

school of humanist photography”

(Lewandowski and Moravec (2021)

humanism i photography follows a belief

of showcasing the 1dea of humanity and
exploring the human experience. However,
this approach, especially in Steichen’s
exhibition, has been greatly criticised, by
theorists like Roland Barthes and Susan
Sontag. Sontag opposed the notion of
human focused photography all together,
she referred to it as an act of violence a
“soft murder.” (Sontag (1977) her thought
was that taking a person’s photograph was
a violation, that turns people into objects
to be possessed. And Barthes “criticized
the exhibition for an essentialist depiction
of human experiences such as birth, death,
and work, and the removal of any historical
specificity from this depiction” (Tifentale
(2018). In an attempt to connect humanity,
the nuance, unique attributes and
experiences 1n each individual pictured at
the exhibition, was removed.

And simultaneously, from a Posthumanist
perspective, emphasised the

1dolatry of the human above all other

species on earth.

Paterson’s work critiques this way of
thinking, by creating an almost human con-
nection to a nonhuman subject.

A glacier cannot make a phone call, but

Paterson, as a human, can.

This acknowledges not the superiority of

the human, but the diversity in capability,
the use of the

ability to “alter... behaviour in order to
reduce the negative 1mpact of climate
change on the environment or to

positively counter its effects.”

(Fox and Alldred (2021) And she does this
by manufacturing a connection In a way
that, as stated before, humanity finds
somewhat intimate, but also conveys a sense
of awe and wonder, and this was
emphasised through the images she took
of Vatnajokull, 1t gave a ‘face’ to the other
side of the phoneline. A feeling of sublimity
but also emotional connection 1s cultivated
toward the prehistoric glacier. By bridging
the gap between us and the world, Paterson
makes these climate 1ssues more present or
more ‘real’, as 1t confronts the indifference
of people by bringing these issues close so

that they cannot be 1gnored.




ook Up

Grace Potts

In my own photography, I explore the disconnect
between humanity and the world surrounding us. In
my latest project titled ‘Look Up’ I wanted to engage
with the way that relational gap works itself out
geographically, while also reconnecting it to our
makeup as human beings. In my research I was
looking at the affects a capitalist structured society
has on our ability to connect and empathise with the
environment around us. Capitalist, neo-liberalism, in
which the West lives, prioritises the economic
expansion, of the individual. This constructs unfair
systems of wealth and prioritisation of financial gain
over general wellbeing (Bell (2015) This 1s referred
to as an individualist approach, also a policy and
philosophy prevalent in the West, “the elevation of
individual interests above those of the collective.”
(Lukes (2016) This societal structuring has seen to an
increase of production and consumption.
“Progressive scholars recognize the serious damage
that results from a global capitalist drive. Endless
efforts of private owners to expand and increase their
profits force a “perpetual treadmill of production
and consumption” relying mainly on fossil fuels or
alternative sources of greenhouse gas emissions (Baer
4). (Pollock (2020) The prioritisation of wealth over
well-being generates a detrimental and unilateral
relationship with the natural world, rather than a
homogeneous symbiosis. And in my images, I have
tried to represent the effects of global warming,
created by this structuring, on our planet, whilst
drawing links between our physical makeup and the
earth’s, to try and re-establish the 1dea of the tie we

have to 1t.

Though heavily digitally manipulated, the ‘Look Up’
1images have an organic feel to them because of the
natural forms that make them up. The patterns are
abstract, the blue and white lines are tree branches,
the dark patches are clouds, and the beige
background 1s the sky on a sunny day. The editing
process that was used, created abstract, textured
1mmages that could be read in many ways. As I started
producing them, I wasn’t sure what to make of them
and 1t was suggested to me that they looked like
cracked and burnt desserts, so I asked various people
what they made of them, I was given similar answers,
but some people said they also looked like lightning
storms or 1ce formations. I did this to further confirm
that the terrain like qualities I saw 1n my 1mages were
translated to others as well. And so, all of these
environmental aspects I've tried to represent through
this piece of work, to bring attention to aspects of
global warming. Because to for me personally it’s
something that I find not only provocative but also
terrifying. At the time I was making these images,
Spain was hit by huge storms and flooding causing
hundreds of casualties, and the cause of such
horrific weather was the increase in ocean
temperatures fuelling the storm. “They found global
warming, driven by fossil fuel pollution, made the
torrential rainfall that hit Spain about 12% heavier
and twice as likely.” Tanno et al. (2024) And now, as
I write this, LA 1s suffering some of its worst wildfires
mn years. “US government research 1s unequivocal

in linking climate change to larger and more severe

wildfires in the western US.” (FitzGerald (2025).

“This planet has - or rather had - a problem, which was this: most of the people living on it were

unhappy for precty much of the time. Many solutions were suggested for this problem, but most

of these were largely concerned with the movement of small green pieces of paper, which was

odd because on the whole it wasn’c the small green pieces of paper that were unhappy.”

-Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, 1978




Work by artist Victoria Lucas’, called PostNatures, gr ‘atly inspircd this piece of work. She cxplorcs ideas of nature in relation to
“political and social imaginary, with a particular focus on how gender is produced, reinforced and can be undermined through the

sclf‘—rcprcscntation of women within the landscapc” (Velvick, 2023) PostNature Glicch I1 uses digital manipulation to interrogate the

effects of capitalism on the natural world. The ‘glitch’ in Lucas’ work, disrupts our notions of the ‘picturesque’ within the context of
ff f capital the natural world. The ‘glitch’ in Lucas’ work, disrupt t f the ‘picturesque’ within th text of

the climate crisis. She interrogates the idea of perpetuating an idyllic landscape today where “Everything on earth has been tinged by
human activity, so that che ccological balance of the natural world has ended.” (Lucas (2014) The world is no longcr as ‘natural’ as we
are so often led to believe by imagery, so as photogrz\phcrs are we to rcsponsibly rcspond. As Lucas states, “We are living in
post-natural times...” (Lucas (2014) Postnatural theory is centred around the idea that humanity has permanently changed the
environment around us, and “suggests that human bcings have colonized nature in a dcgrcc that has irrcvcrsibly altered the

functioning of'planctary systems.” (Arias-Maldonado (2015)

In my work I've digitally reordered a natural landscape, much like
Lucas did in her PostNatures work, PostNature Glitch I1, in order to
engage with the effects of climate changc in the wake of capitalism
and the way the land has been shapcd by it, to create this

aux-natural environment we've become accustomed with.
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Look Up | Grace Potts.

PostNature Glitch IT | Victoria Lucas, 2022

My images were also inspircd by the 2021 film ‘Don’t Look Up’ by Adam
McKay, they are titled ‘Look Up’ in reference to it. The film follows the
story of two astronomers who try to warn humankind of a comet that is
approaching and will dcstroy the earth. (Netflix. (2021) And the
ovcrwhclming response to their claims is disrcgard, pcoplc are so

distracted that thcy just don’t seem to care.

The government and other lurgc corporations have seen the

Armagcddon event as a way to make money, thcy seek to mine the

minerals from the comet. The film was a satirical take on the

overwhelming complacency toward the climate crisis. McKay states “I was
so disturbed by not only the lack of the action about the climate
cmcrgcncy—thc seismic globul climate emergency that we're in—but | was
also noticing pcoplc were barcly even talking about it.”

(McKay, A. Current Affairs. 2025) The media is mostly directed by what
pcoplc are tulking about, what'’s sociully relevant, and McKay is stating that
pcoplc are mostly disinterested in this “seismic globzll emergency” its
perceived as the norm, so it isn’t spoken of enough in the media

coverage. Social media and media in gcncrzll also has the zlbility to shupc our
thoughts and get in the way of us bcing aware of the world around us, so the
cycle of disinterest is perpetuated. And photographic media is also
rcsponsiblc for this. Vitoria Lucas qucstioncd “Can we continue to
perpetuate the tropes of the picturesque without question, and celebrate
nature without the niggling call of climate-change anxiety? How do we
redefine nature, in the context of the unnatural?” Lucas (2o14) The way | saw
to do this was to not perpetuate the stcrcotypical lzlndscapc but remodel it

ina way tl’lzlt l"Clt more :lppropri:ltc to tl’lC current state of'thc pl:mct.

‘Look Up’ is meant to represent the building blocks of the

human body itself, neuron networks, electrical currents or

impulscs, alveoli and veins, all things that without, the body would not
function. Scientiﬁcally, our cardiovascular and nervous

systems are supportcd by the environment, from the oxygen we breathe,
produced by trees and the ocean, (Team (2024) to the

chemical production in our brains when we spend time

connecting with our surroundings, “Our results show that our brain
structure and mood improve when we spend time outdoors. This most likely also affects concentration, working memory, and the
psyche as a whole.” (Kiihn (2024). So, when aspects of

the natural world are dcgradcd, overall quality—of‘—lifc is dcgradcd. This research is consistent with the thcory of the

Posthumanistic approach, that we are not superior or separate to the natural world, but a part of it, the two function in tandem.
‘Look Up’is an attempt to try and visually describe and reconnect, as Katie Paterson coined,

the ‘visceral’ connection and

interwoven nature of‘humanity and the world; dcspitc flawed

systems and iconisation of humankind over recognition of our need for and reliance on the environment.
Y g
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The Body 1s a

Revelation of the

Landscape

Sofia Masini
Another artist who
challenges
the separation between
humanity and the earth is
Sofia Masini. Her work
“The Body is a Revelation
of the Landscape’ uses
collaging techniques to
intimately connect
fragments of her own
body into the context of a
photographic

llll“l({SCllPC, crczlting a

‘h_\'bridis:ltimf of

nature and human. The
text that coincides with
Masini’s work, written
by Elisa Medde, ponders
the idea that the earth

itself is “the ultimate

body”. Her collaging of

the two beings is referred
to as a “dance”, “a back
and forth between two
bodies” (Medde (2023).
However, it is also noted
that “there is no complete
fusion and reunion.”
(Medde (z()z;) its stated
that Masini’s work is
‘pre-reunion’, that there
is longing for reunion
and in that suffering is

produccd in the striving
£

for this unification. That
is mirrored in the almost
violence of some of her
images, the torn-up body
parts mingling with the
harsh and jagged natural
formations. There is a
sense of gore or horror
in the way some of the
coll:lgcs create |1)'bl‘id
human-nature c_\'l)orgs. It
is almost simultaneously
a contcmpl:\tion of death,
once a person dies, their
body is placed in the
gmumL in one way or
another, creating a final
connection and
integration into nature.
This is mirrored
throughout many
rcligious texts, biblical
imagery in Genisis 3:19

says “till thou return unto

the ground; for out of

it wast thou taken: for
dust thou art, and unto
dust shalt thou return.”
(Genesis 3 KJV (n.d.) The
physical connection and
unification with nature
has been long pondered

in human history.

The Body is a Revelation of the
Landscape | Sofia Masini
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The Body is a Revelation of the Landscape
| Sofia Masini

Masini “presents an alternative form of connection to the environment, a bond which does not seek to change our landscape but be
changed by it.” (Dooley (2024) She visually represents a symbiosis between the body of the human and the body of the land. “Masini

1)1’&‘111(5 llPill‘l [[1C f’lmndzlti(ms 0{"[]1L‘ 1’)0({.\' llnd 11111({. [11)'il1g l‘OCliS :md lilﬂl’)S [0:{0[]1(‘1‘ \\'11(‘1’&‘ LhL‘l'L‘ is no SUPCI’iOl‘ or il]f"L‘l'iOl’." (l,)()()]k‘.\

(;()24) The symbiosis of the two, were neither is more impm‘mm than other, pcrl;\ins to New Materialist ideas, that not one piccc of

matter is above another, all have their own weight in the world, it “undermines human exceptionalism” (Allen (2023) as seen before
in the discussion of Posthumanism. New materialism views ev cr_\'t]]ing as matter, without exception and calls all maccer po\\‘crf'lll in
its own 1'igln. We rcly on the environment to survive and thrive, as much as any other li\‘ing organism. This Lhoughl is shared b_\' New
Materialists, Jane Bennet in her book ‘Vibrant Matter’ stated, “One can note that the human immune system depends on parasitic
helminth worms for its proper flmctioning or cite other instances of our cylmrgix:uion to show how human agency is zl]w;l)'s an
assemblage of microbes, animals, plants, metals, chemicals, word-sounds, and the like.” (2010)

The body in the landscape is a fluid and ever morphing connection. It transforms our static relationship with nature into one that is
constantly being transformed and renewed by the rearrangement of the two, the land shapes the body. The images convey a desire to
be reconnected to the environment around us, that many people feel. The structure of society, and the media, as previously discussed,
tears us from the acknowledgement of our connection and relationship with the landscape and consumes the natural land taking its

resources and stripping it of its own digni[\ as a body in and of itself. Masini’s work shows us that yearning for connection and the

strugglc to achieve it while simultaneously disp];l\'in%Y the “raw power of nature and its ability to alter our forms, dcslrm’ing the sinew

which hold together our mind and body” (Dooley (2024) suggesting that rather than we seek to control it, we seek to re-establish our

1)01]({5 \\'ilh it zmd preserve LhC l’CSPL‘C[' dUC it.

The Body is a Revelation of the Landscape | Sofia Masini

Following the idea of the earth as a body, throughout history
it has been common to refer to the earth as a female, was 1551
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary (2025) the concept of ‘Mother
Earth’ or ‘Mother Nature’ arose due to the associations with
the nurturing, life sustaining attributes of motherhood, also
actributed to some aspects of the natural world, this is one of
many metaphorical illustrations made to connect the human
body and the landscape, specifically the female body. Masini
integrates her own body into the earth, drawing connections
to these ideas and themes, and in doing so also raises the
subject of objectification and fetishisation that is too often
associated with the female body in contemporary and
historic culture “I’opulzlr culture is an effective medium to
exhort the atcributes of"f"cmininit'\x which boxes them within
a limited parameter, often sub]cctcd towards sexual
objectification.” (Bhandari (2016) In some ways that lack of
regard and usage of the female body, can be assigned also to
the usage a degradation of the land, the two are connected
by the actributes affiliated with them and by the treacment

(){" [l]Clﬂ.

However, The Body is a Revelation of the Landscape

simultaneously refers to the idea of “decluttering and

shedding from all these metaphors” and instead enter a
“ancestral and timeless rclzltionship between the bod_\' and
the earth” where “there is no clear limit or division between
the two.” (Medde (2023) regardless of gender.

This is a proposition to reject the previous associations that
defined the earth, and its attributes, and instead find an ever
growing and ch;\nging pcrson:ll connection to the land that

we live in.

In summary, Katie Paterson’s art creates a digiru] connection
1‘clz\ting us to glob;ll warming in a familial way, brc:ll(ing into
our d;l}' to du_\', in order to bring a sense of rc;llit_\' to us.

My work, with inspiration from Victoria Lucas and Adam
T\Icku_\'. represents the impacts of our lack of connection to
the environment, in the context of our visceral connection
with it. And Masini joined herself to the land, and her
h_\‘bridisution with it creates a mc[:lphor for the longing for
connection with the land but recognition that it is a fight to
get it.

All of these artists use their work as an expression of their
own personal engagement with the land and use it to
interrogate aspects of our society that have a hand in

lﬂ:ll]Ll['llCl’Lll‘ing disconncct l)Cl’\\'CCl] [I]C two.
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