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Subhankar Banerjee's Arctic photo project continues to resonate,  
even as he tackles other subjects 
By Gaile Robinson, Fort Worth Star-Telegram, 5 July 2011 
 
FORT WORTH, Texas - The Amon Carter Museum of American Art in Fort Worth, 
Texas, is showing an exhibit through Aug. 28 of photographs by Subhankar Banerjee called 
"Where I Live I Hope to Know," a series taken near his home in Santa Fe, N.M. They 
contrast dramatically with his photographs of the Arctic wilderness, which have won him 
numerous awards and many museum exhibitions. 
 
The Arctic photographs are spectacular. They show the immensity and fragility of the land 
and its inhabitants. What was commonly thought to be a vast frozen nothingness Banerjee 
showed to be a colorful ecosystem of humans, animals and birds that was as vivid as it was 
majestic. His photographs became the rallying visual for ecological preservationists. 
 
Banerjee was 33 when he went on an expedition to the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in 
2000. He had an interest in sciences and film at the time, but says he was not much of a 
photographer before that trip. 
 
The resultant book, "Arctic National Wildlife Refuge: Seasons of Life and Land," was 
published in 2003 through a grant by the Lannan Foundation; 10,000 copies were printed 
and sent to indigenous communities, activists, students, libraries and policymakers in the 
U.S. and other Arctic countries. The Smithsonian Museum of Natural History mounted an 
exhibition of these photographs. 
 
Banerjee is still working with Arctic issues; currently he is editing an anthology, "Arctic 
Voices: Resistance at the Tipping Point." 
 
On Aug. 26, 2010, he founded climatestorytellers.org, dubbed a "gathering place for stories 
on all things global warming." Most of the articles posted on the site are written by him. 
 
What he has captured on film may well be witness to what global scientists are noting, that 
Arctic sea ice coverage is shrinking as average temperatures rise. A 2010 paper revised and 
then published in June this year in the scientific journal "Atmospheric Chemistry and 
Physics" by authors in Norway says that the Arctic region is "now experiencing some of the 
most rapid climate changes on earth. After 2000 years of Arctic cooling, the trend was 
reversed in the 20th century ... with temperatures now rising at approximately twice the rate 
of the rest of the world with an acceleration of these trends projected in the coming century 
... . Melting glaciers, reductions in extent and thickness of sea-ice, thawing permafrost and 
rising sea level are indications of a recent warming in the region ... . Observations over the 
past 50 years show a decline in Arctic sea-ice extent throughout the year, with the most 
prominent retreat in summer ... . The melting of Arctic sea-ice will effectively unlock the 
Arctic Ocean, leaving it increasingly open to human activity - particularly oil and gas 
extraction and shipping." 
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Banerjee visited Fort Worth ahead of his exhibit opening there in June and had a bit of time 
to talk about the differences between the New Mexico and Arctic photos. Here are some 
excerpts of the interview. 
 
Q: The Arctic photographs were used as a call to action by the environmentalists; how did 
that happen? Was it a conscious effort on your part? 
 
A: I was not a photographer when I first went to the Arctic. I had not published a single 
photograph. When I went to the Arctic I did not know the political realities. I did five 
months of research, which started in 2000, before (President George W.) Bush was elected. 
I went in March the first time and was not involved politically. 
 
After I did three months of work in March, April and May, I came back for a fundraiser; my 
money was running out, as it was a completely self-initiated project. Right at that time 
President Bush made energy a priority; he wanted to open up the area for oil and gas 
exploration and coal mining. I, myself, was not an activist, but very soon I became one. That 
is when I became very clear about what I was doing. 
 
Through the Obama era, it is just as hard. My politics are not with any party, just with the 
ongoing project. When I went back, I was more focused and I knew this body of work could 
be used politically. I was operating in total immersion for 14 months. I was desperate to 
bring something back so I could continue the project. 
 
Q: How so? 
 
A: Three ways. Color became my primary motif. There were debates going on in Congress at 
the time; the Arctic was always described as a frozen, barren wasteland. Even "60 Minutes" 
called it a frozen wasteland. But it wasn't. I thought color would be a way to unlearn some 
of that. Color in a formal sense; I was very consciously thinking about my color space. For 
example, what might look like a completely green space has tracks through it that are subtle 
color variations. 
 
I worked with the theme of interconnectedness. There are 180 species of birds that migrate 
to the Arctic every year; 23 of them are from Texas. I began to look at the huge migrations, 
like the caribou. 
 
Then there was the issue of human rights of the indigenous communities. I tried not to 
romanticize it at all. It is about their survival. If they cannot hunt the whales, caribou and 
fish, every single thing they need has to be flown in, even a jug of milk. There is nothing 
romantic about survival. 
 
Q: Once your photographs became tools for the environmentalists, did you find you had an 
affinity for other photographers whose work had been used similarly? 
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A: A lot of my inspiration comes from literature and other forms of art. There are 
photographers whose work I admire tremendously, but photography has become so 
objective. The photographers I admire have let go of objective tendencies. 
Nan Goldin is a great inspiration; one cannot see one of her shows and come out without 
feeling something. It does not result in a neutral response. That is what I hope people will 
feel about my work. Her subject matter is completely different but the response is what I 
love. I, too, am moving toward subjectivity. 
 
Q: Your titles are very interesting; they are very personal, more like reading a diary. Is this 
something you learned from living with indigenous people in the Arctic? 
 
A: Oh, definitely; no doubt about that. I have no interest in untitled works. In the Arctic 
there is nothing concrete. They might name a mountain "The Mountain Where My 
Grandfather Got His First Caribou." It is always couched in experience. Let's live with that. 
It's the little things like that that are inspired by living in those communities. The world is 
about a set of experiences. It's more about the experience than the object. 
 
Gaile Robinson is the Fort Worth Star-Telegram art and design critic. Additional reporting was 
done by Amy Fickling of McClatchy-Tribune New Service. 
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