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Stuart Franklin
Europe’s Changing Landscapes


Essay by Nigel Warburton

‘What I am trying to do is create a series of landscape images – powerful in their own right – that communicate our vulnerability to climate change, yet maintain a level of ambiguity.’

This landscape series is more poetic, more abstract and more overtly linked to an artistic photographic tradition than any of Stuart Franklin’s work to date. Here he is documenting some of the ways in which climate and technological change are transforming Europe, with an eye for formal power, textures, and the occasional surreality of juxtaposition. 

Franklin, who was recently elected President of Magnum, has worked for more than thirty years as a photojournalist. He took one of the iconic images of the twentieth century – a student defying a row of tanks in Tiananmen Square in 1989, for which he won a World Press Award. He has photographed in war zones in the Lebanon, covered famines in Sudan, the Troubles in Northern Ireland, the Heysel football stadium disaster, and the aftermath of the tsunami. Working within a humanist tradition, his most characteristic work, as in his book The Dynamic City (2003), has been of people in cities whether at work, in the street, or at home. At the same time he has explored more open-ended and subjective themes, as in The Time of Trees (1999), and Sea Fever  (2005), and in his recent exhibition ‘Hotel Afrique’ at the Pittshanger Gallery which depicted contemporary Africa obliquely through its hotels and their clientele.

 Like Richard Misrach, a photographer he admires, Franklin has organised his landscape project using subdivisions: the equivalent of Misrach’s ‘cantos’. These include themes illustrated here – Golf, Plastic Farming and Disappearing Glaciers - but also, amongst others, Roads, Hot Cities, Floods and Forests. Misrach worked on his Desert Cantos project in the American West over a number of years; Franklin’s Europe’s Changing Landscape is equally ambitious, taking in many countries and themes. Part way through the project, which will culminate in a book to be published by Thames and Hudson in 2008, Franklin has already made numerous trips to Spain, Greece, Italy, Holland, the Ukraine, France, Sweden, Portugal, Austria, Switzerland, Norway and Russia, as well as photographed in the UK. Again, paralleling Misrach, Franklin’s principal interest in landscape is in the traces of human presence or actions in the environment rather than in the merely picturesque, beautiful or sublime natural vista. Abandoning his Leica for a 5x4 Ebony camera and printing on a large scale, has allowed him to explore detail and texture in the foreground of the images. By placing the horizon line high, or eliminating it altogether, he emphasises the land, plant life, ice or snow, rather than the sky. But Franklin’s images are by no means merely aesthetic experiments. Although not crudely didactic, like many of Misrach’s pictures, Franklin’s have an ethical dimension. The underlying theme of climate change, much of which has been triggered by pollution, unites the series and raises, though does not answer, questions about the future of Europe. The possibility of imminent devastation of European landscapes, is lurking beneath the surface beauty of these images, though as in most good photography, there is a degree of ambiguity in the message to be read.

Part of this ambiguity results from the nature of photography itself. As Franklin points out ‘still photography is good at abstraction, bad at demonstrating process.’ Yet, climate change is very much a process. Inevitably photographic interpretations of this theme are incomplete as explanations of what is happening. They focus on change at the local level: we see particular and tangible effects at specific times in specific places. The processes that explain and predict the course of change are complex and to a large extent invisible. The scientific data relating to climate change, its causes and probable effects needs interpretation by experts. Yet the accumulation of specific visual detail photography can provide still contributes to our understanding of global changes. The medium’s strength lies in its ability to provide emblematic images that make concrete and memorable what otherwise would remain at the level of an intellectual generalisation or scientific hypothesis. Many of Franklin’s images already have an elegiac and unsettling air, the sense that he may have documented landscapes in transition, and that in a few decades Europe will look very different. The accumulation of such images reinforces the idea that the Europe we nurture in our imaginations may be in the process of disappearing and that the process will involve loss.

Golf Courses
Golf courses in Murcia and Andalucia in Southern Spain provide an unconventional subject matter for a landscape artist. Yet in Spain these are symptoms of tensions between the demands of consumers and the resources of the environment. Stylised creations of golf fanatics, they both guzzle water, and provide green oases in often dessicated surroundings: ‘What is interesting for me’ Franklin explains ‘is that golf has never been photographed as landscape before.’ The juxtapositions of cacti, bunker, rough and green, together with brightly coloured golfing clothes, the concrete of clubhouses and holiday homes, all combine in these strangely manicured garden environments. As landscapes, Franklin’s golf pictures focus on curves of neatly raked sand in artificially constructed bunkers, alongside the desert-like land. Without intensive irrigation, these swathes of grass would revert to scrub and eventually to sand. The desert plants in the foreground of these pictures seem poised ready to reclaim the land. A yellow hosepipe restrains a huge cactus from taking vengeance on a couple of golfers who seem oblivious to the threat. In another photograph short wooden posts are all that separate the arid land from the track surrounding a constructed green.

Plastic Farming
Plastic is a relatively modern phenomenon. Today’s agricultural spaces are littered with sheeting, tags, crates, carrier bags or other plastic detritus. One of Franklin’s most memorable images is of orange trees in a small orchard in the Pelopennese in Greece . The farmer has draped them in plastic sheeting to protect the vulnerable plants from frost – a result of greater climactic extremes than previously experienced. Inadvertently he has turned them into draped figures that stand in an ominous group. In another, the wrecks of crudely-constructed poly-tunnels in Southern Spain, littering the sandy soil, are all that remain of a once-productive farm that has become too costly to irrigate.

Disappearing Glaciers
The most obviously symptomatic subjects of climate change, melting glaciers in Austria and Switzerland carry an air of menace. Throughout this aspect of Franklin’s project there is an overt tension between the beauty of the landscape and the underlying threat implied by it. This is genuine sublimity, where the sense of immensity and danger is an aspect of its beauty, here heightened by the knowledge of the consequences of climate change. The monumental scale of glaciers and their mountain settings invites large-scale print-making:  Dan Welldon’s recent London exhibition of images of glaciers in Patagonia, for example, gained much of its visual force from a similar combination of attention to detail and to scale. Franklin’s large prints invite the viewer to enter imaginatively into these depicted scenes rather than to take them in at a distance, at a single glance. 

European glaciers have economic as well as aesthetic significance. They are sources of fresh water, provide ‘clean’ electricity by means of hydro-electric turbines, and are important for irrigation. Some European glaciers are retreating by as much as 30-40 metres a year. For those who can read the signs in the rocks it is easy to interpret whether a glacier is growing or retreating: Franklin, who has visited a dozen glaciers, has yet to find one that is not in retreat. In a century they may have vanished altogether from the Alps. The loss carries with it the threat of extensive landslides with permafrost melting, soil becoming increasingly friable, and the stones formerly held within it beginning to roll down the slopes.

Franklin risked entering ice caves in the melting Gurgler glacier in Austria. This glacier is not only retreating but also thinning. Using ambient light, and long exposures of over a minute, he preserved the details, photographing to the accompanying drip of melting ice. The result resembles a spirit hovering over flowing water. The apparent strength of the immense glacier above is superficial: the ice is steadily melting from underneath and will eventually disappear down the mountain as a stream. On the Pitztal glacier, workers pull sheets of white fleece across the glacier. In summer months this will slow the melting process, but the scale of change is too great for this to be much more than a temporary and ultimately futile measure.

Although most of the changes that interest him are due directly or indirectly to the effects of global warming, Franklin is wary of simplistic wholesale denigration of the effects of climate change. His approach to landscape as a genre has been influenced by his conversations with the photographer Robert Adams. Like Adams, Franklin is keen to avoid mere didactism or creating images simply to illustrate a thesis. Apart from anything else, that would just be a way of finding what you expected to find. Adams explained how within each photograph he tried to encapsulate both positive and negative aspects of what was present, a ‘yes’ and a ‘no’, and how that creative tension and ambivalence was often for him the source of interest in landscape. For Franklin, in the realm of climate change some fluctuations may be beneficial; while others produce apparently harmless changes that mask a darker menace. The temperature rise that makes life hard for one species may allow another to thrive. Agricultural uses of plastic may be ugly, or, perhaps surreal, may in some contexts pollute and degrade the environment, in others enhance it, or make productive plant culture possible. Melting permafrost within a glacier results in a series of striking abstract compositions that at the same time record the precursors of landslides and erosion and ultimately economic disaster for local inhabitants.

Traditional landscape artists have tended to record stable beauty. Change, where it occurred was seasonal and cyclical. Contemporary landscape photographers such as Misrach, Adams, and Franklin, in contrast, are documenting transitions, infiltrations, and transformations. No longer celebrating the spirit of place, such photographers recognise the menace that can lie behind beauty, and the transience and vulnerability of environments that we might otherwise have assumed to be unchanging. In a few decades we may interpret Franklin’s Changing Landscapes very differently.
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