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Our society is currently confronted with the challenges of disruptive techno-
2 Christophe Bonneuil and Jean- logical, economic, environmental, and social change. Global warming is accel-
Baptiste Fressoz, The Shock of the

Anthropocene: The Earth, History
and Us, trans. David Fernbach (Lon- inequality is increasing: these are only a few of the problems that we are con-
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don: Verso, 2017), 5-18; T.J. Demos,  gronted with almost daily.! We currently find ourselves in the Anthropocene

Against the Anthropocene, Visual
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Culture and Environment Today era in which humankind influences the earth’s climate, atmosphere, geology,

(Berlin: Sternberg, 2017), 10-22. and biodiversity.2 My artistic work reacts against this state of the Earth through
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organic photography and participatory design methodologies. In this short
article | elaborate upon my choice of the anthotype process as my preferred

weapon to visualize the Anthropocene (Fig. 1).

i

The anthotype is an organic and traditionally analogue process that was first
described by the prominent scientist, mathematician, botanist, and experi-
mental photographer Sir John Herschel (1792—-1871) in his paper “On the
Action of the Rays of the Solar Spectrum on Vegetable Colours, and on Some
New Photographic Processes”, which was published in the scholarly journal
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London in 1842.% The antho-
type process is an organic photographic process that affects the discoloration
of natural pigments exposed to ultraviolet light (James, 2016).* An anthotype is
created by applying a photosensitive emulsion made from the colour pigments
of plants to a carrier and exposing it to sunlight for several days or weeks.

Ultraviolet rays break down the colours, slowly creating an image (Fig. 2).
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The anthotype print has a very special property. By actually using plants orig-
inating from the depicted landscape to create photos from that landscape,
a self-referential relationship is established between the physical landscape
and its photographic representation. The landscape actually works as an agent
for the photographic image on different levels. The anthotype print not only
represents the landscape, it is the landscape, since it is made from the flora

that grows there (Fig. 3). Because plants are increasingly affected by environ-
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mental stressors, especially by the devastating consequences of global climate 5 Parvaiz Ahmad and M.N.V. Prasad,

change, the anthotype, in which plants are used in the preparation of a photo- 4% Environmental Adaptations
and Stress Tolerance of Plants in the

graphic emulsion, acts as a suitable tool to tell the narrative of, and illustrate, the . of Climate Change (New York:

Anthropocene (Fig. 4).° Springer, 2002).
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The anthotype process thus enables us to not only experience the story of the
landscape from a human point of view, but also allows us to open up and listen
to the stories that plants and other organisms can tell us about the landscape.
Using this organic photographic method allows for a more embedded attitude
towards ecology than any other chemical or digital process. The use of the
anthotype process was never an aesthetic choice for me, but rather a means

to visualize invisible stories that are present underground.

The first project in which | applied the anthotype technique to create new artis-
tic work was MANUFACTUUR 3.0. This exhibition was curated by Evelien Bracke
and was held in the Z33 — House for Contemporary Art located in Hasselt,
Belgium.® The departure point of the exhibition was the need to rethink our
traditional methods of production and to provide some alternatives. The exhi-
bition itself was a new type of manufacture, a production place where design-
ers, artists, and architects created new work based on alternative production
scenarios over the course of three months (from October to December 2016).”
The focus shifted from presenting products as end results to showing produc-
tion processes (Fig. 10).

The photographic series that originated from this project is entitled Strain

(2016) (Figs 1, 7-9). It consists of five anthotype prints made with an emul-
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sion of elderberry and gin. The title refers to draining or sifting a substance,
an essential part of producing a photographic emulsion. At the same time, it
symbolizes a force that pulls or stretches something to an extreme or damaging
degree. The series focuses on the complex relationship between humankind
and nature, in which both are under pressure. The images showcase the dam-
age caused by a severe storm that struck Wellen, Belgium on 23 June 2016. The
rain, hail, and wind damage ran into the millions of euros. The municipality,

located about 15 km from Hasselt, lies in Haspengouw, which is one of the larg-

est fruit-growing regions in Western Europe. The heavy storm was disastrous
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for the farmers, who lost an entire harvest and their trees.? Strain shows the
storm damage using bruised berries from the afflicted landscape. It witnesses
the tension between humankind and natural forces in a direct and physical
manner. Agriculture has turned the Haspengouw landscape, which is neatly
divided into pastures, arable land, and fruit orchards, into a functional produc-
tion site with a view to generating as much profit as possible. Nature — in the
form of a storm — reclaimed the landscape, resulting in chaos and destruc-
tion. These tensions will continually increase in the future due to man-made
climatological changes. Studies have shown that severe storms will increase
in frequency due to global warming, and food production will be under even

more pressure.®

Since MANUFACTUUR 3.0 focuses on projects that are locally embedded, and
since Hasselt is historically known for its gin distilleries, it seemed obvious
to connect my project to this tradition. As alcohol is often added to photo-
graphic emulsions, | thought of developing a mixture of Hasselt gin and cre-
ated new photographic emulsions based on the historic method of preparation
as described by Herschel. This resulted in a photographic emulsion that was
both light-sensitive and drinkable. The plants | used were local juniper berries,
nettle, blackberries, sloe, tansy, and elderberries. They not only have a place
within the traditional gin-making process, but also have medicinal, ritual, and
other useful properties.'® It is a pity that such applications, and those of other
edible plants near the city, have been forgotten due to our modern lifestyle in
which nature and culture are drifting away from each other. With this project,
| wanted to draw attention to these underutilized, free, and widely available
sources of food and raw materials that also form an essential part of our local

identity and history.!

| started experimenting with these local ingredients, aiming to develop an
organic photographic emulsion with a balance between light-sensitivity, good

image quality, and taste (Fig. 5). In my quest for the right formula I studied eigh-
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teenth- and nineteenth-century traditions and recipes for homemade liqueurs
based on gin, berries, and honey. For this occasion, | collaborated with the
Hasselt Jenever (Gin) Museum and local distiller ‘t Stookkot which specializes

in the use of local raw, organic ingredients which affect the taste of gin.?

This project built bridges between diverse domains that are not usually asso-
ciated with one another. It combined photography and taste, as well as local

history, biology, and alchemy. Although taste is still an unexplored parameter

|

Fig. 10 Kristof Vrancken My MANUFACTUUR-studio in Z33, Hasselt, Belgium
Scenography by Olivier Goethals
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in photography, it proved to be a fascinating way to interact with an audience.
Offering a drink as a means to strike up a conversation is a common social
convention. A drinkable, light-sensitive emulsion made from edible berries
collected in the photographed landscape appealed to the audience’s imagina-
tion (Fig. 6). This opened a dialogue and the first step towards consciousness
was established. In this series, one experiences the anthotype image using
one’s senses of vision, smell, touch, and taste. Drinking the emulsion creates a
special connection between the observer, the landscape, and the image. This

results in a powerful immanent relationship with the image.

By using the nineteenth-century anthotype technique in artistic photography
| want to protest against the Anthropocene and contribute to a greater con-
sciousness of our planet’s problematic state. The anthotype image has the
ability to embed what was photographed in the print itself and it can translate

in a poetic way the narratives of the strained landscape.*?
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