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Sawmills in Lagos, Nigeria, a city that Burtynsky describes as a “hyper-crucible of globalism.” As Lagos is transformed by
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PHOTOGRAPHS BY EDWARD BURTYNSKY

OUR	FAR-FLUNG	CORRESPONDENTS

THE LONG VIEW
Edward Burtynsky’s quest 

to photograph a changing planet.

BY	RAFFI	KHATCHADOURIAN

commerce and climate change, it offers images of what he calls “large-scale human systems that impress themselves upon the land.” 
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Our helicopter was heading 
over the Niger Delta, across a 
vast and unstable sky, with gray 

clouds surging above. I was sitting be-
hind the pilot, and behind me, gazing 
out a starboard window, was Edward 
Burtynsky, a Canadian photographer 
known for his sweeping images of in-
dustrial projects and their effects on the 
environment. For three decades, he has 
been documenting colossal mines, quar-
ries, dams, roadways, factories, and trash 
piles—telling a story, frame by frame, of 
a planet reshaped by human ambition. 
For one seminal project, sixteen years 
ago, he travelled to Bangladesh to shoot 
decommissioned oil tankers that were 
being ripped apart by barefoot men with 
cutting torches. Those images of mon-
umental debris—angular masses that 
appear to emerge from sediment like 
alien geology—remain transfixing. Care-
fully choreographed, shot in hazy and 
ethereal light, they echo the sublime 
power of a Turner landscape even as 
they portray a reckoning with garbage.

Burtynsky had hired our helicopter for 
four hours, at a rate of two dollars per 
second, to document the ravages of oil 
theft in the estuaries along Nigeria’s south-
ern coast. Since crude was discovered in 
Nigeria, in 1956, it has brought wealth 
and corruption, impoverishment and 
armed conflict—a global symbol of squan-
dered possibility. “Wherever there is oil, 
especially in developing countries, by and 
large there is a lot of pilfering, and soci-
ety doesn’t really enjoy the profits,” Bur-
tynsky had told me. “In the Niger Delta, 
the pushback from the have-nots has been 
to go in there and start pirating the oil.” 
In recent years, parts of the delta have 
taken on the atmosphere of a war zone: 
hidden among mangroves and low bush, 
villagers and local militias have estab-
lished countless makeshift distilleries to 
refine crude stolen from pipelines, while 
dumping tons of oleaginous waste back 
into the ground. The government has es-
timated that two hundred and fifty thou-
sand barrels are stolen daily, but nobody 
really knows. Last year, Nigeria’s newly 
elected President, Muhammadu Buhari, 
vowed to end the theft, noting, “The 
amount involved is mind-boggling.” 

In the heat of the helicopter’s cabin, 
Burtynsky adjusted a pair of orange- 
tinted sunglasses on his nose. He was 
wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a loose 

button- down, to shield his arms from 
the sun. His large frame was compressed 
into his seat, and—because he would 
be shooting out an open door—he was 
buckled to a military-grade safety har-
ness. As sweat dampened his graying 
hair and goatee, he had begun to take 
on the faded crispness of an engineer 
logging too many hours in the field. 

At the age of sixty-one, Burtynsky 
conducts his shoots with unceasing en-
ergy—waking at dawn, working past 

midnight—and rarely succumbs to ir-
ritability, an easygoingness polished by 
years of creative adversity in difficult 
places. He had gone up in the helicop-
ter two days earlier, but the conditions—
bright sunlight that he classified as 
“snarky”—had been less than ideal. He 
spent the following day at a military 
airstrip in Port Harcourt, the regional 
capital, debating whether to go up again. 
He prefers to photograph in bright 
overcast, when shadows fade away. As 
he told me, “When the light is soft, you 
sense the volume of a place.” Rain would 
ruin the shoot, but so would clear skies, 
and the weather was mercurial. Few 
photographers can spend two dollars 
per second for a flight, and even for 
Burtynsky—whose prints sell for tens 
of thousands of dollars, and who can 
raise millions for his projects—the cost 
is significant. “I wonder if we should 
risk it,” he had murmured. He munched 
on homemade granola. He napped on 
metal chairs. He decided not to risk it. 

The next morning, though, a cloud 
canopy seemed like it might hold, and 
so he told his producer, Jim Panou, to 
ready the aircraft. Panou has been work-
ing with Burtynsky for more than a de-
cade, solving logistical problems with 
a hardheaded intensity that is belied by 
his soft, rounded features. A photog-
rapher in his own right, he devotes much 
of his time to working on Burtynsky’s 
international shoots. Using Google 
Earth, Panou had scanned hundreds of 

square miles of the delta in search of 
the most dramatic of the illicit distill-
eries. Everywhere we went, he carried 
two iPads, and even as we waited in the 
military airport he was still searching 
for hidden sites: “Ooh, that’s a pretty 
hellish one.” Burtynsky told me, “He’s 
like an extension of my consciousness.” 

As the two men prepared in the chop-
per on the tarmac, very little needed to 
be said. With Panou’s help, Burtynsky 
readied his gear, and then he fell into 
contemplation. “Some birds over the 
runway,” the pilot announced, and he 
joked about how much extra it would 
cost if he lifted off and had to avoid 
them: “Put a big old barrel back there 
and put hundred-dollar bills in.” Bur-
tynsky did not respond; he sat silently 
as we waited for the flock to pass. “O.K.,” 
the pilot said. “Ready for takeoff.” 

Port Harcourt is notorious for 
kidnappings, but from a helicopter 

at a thousand feet it looks sleepy. Along 
its perimeter, large boxy houses, appar-
ently newly built, were partly submerged 
in floodwater. Then the cityscape gave 
way to lush vegetation, periodically in-
terrupted by industry: way stations for 
pipelines and isolated oil-production 
facilities, some of them shut down, 
most of them servicing multinational 
companies. We passed an outpost flar-
ing gas across the surface of rectangu-
lar pools of water; others flared sky-
ward. There were hundreds of facilities 
in the bush—so many that pilots fer-
rying roughnecks sometimes have to 
consult illustrated guidebooks. 

“This is the most contested landscape 
that I’ve photographed,” Burtynsky told 
me. Between 1966 and 1999, a series of 
military dictatorships dominated Nige-
ria’s politics and offered special protec-
tions to the oil industry. Millions of bar-
rels of crude were spilled into the Delta, 
ruining farms and fisheries, the foun-
dation of the region’s economy. By the 
nineteen-nineties, the pollution had 
grown so pervasive that Ken Saro-Wiwa, 
the activist and writer, famously de-
scribed it as an “omnicidal” weap-
on—“human life, flora, fauna, the air, 
fall at its feet, and finally, the land itself 
dies.” In 1995, amid international pro-
tests, the authorities executed him. 

Over the years, conflict in the delta 
has escalated and ebbed, depending upon 
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Nigeria’s political climate and the price 
of oil. Omolade Adunbi, the author of 
“Oil Wealth and Insurgency in Nige-
ria,” told me, “Imagine living in an area 
and you are denied access to your live-
lihood, and even if you wanted to find 
an alternative there is none that exists.” 
The illicit distilleries, in other words, 
were emblems of both criminality and 
victimhood—belonging to a cycle of 
damage that grew as it caused more peo-
ple to commit more ecological harm. 

Beyond a wide river, the lushness 
began to diminish. Large swaths of veg-
etation appeared blackened and shriv-
elled, revealing miles of eerily linear 
markings, forming grids—the residual 
imprint of seismic explosives that geol-
ogists had detonated in search of oil. 
Creeks and man-made canals held water 
that swirled in a range of toxic hues: 
umber-slate, or milky green, or shades 
of blue-gray that were indistinguishable 
from the opalescent sheen-coated soil. 
Here and there clusters of dead man-
groves, bleached the color of bone by 
the sun, clung to the soil.

The helicopter descended to four 
hundred and fifty feet. “I always had this 
rule,” Burtynsky told me. “Shoot at no 
higher than seven hundred feet—eight 
hundred, max—because as soon as you 
go past that all the details become in-
significant. The landscape starts becom-
ing more pattern, less recognizable.” We 
were hovering over our first destination: 
a canal that Burtynsky had nicknamed 
Snoopy, for the shape of a large patch 
of oil in the water. The canal was lined 
with rows of homemade distilleries—
rusted cube-shaped ovens that sprouted 
long pipes, some ending in runoff pools. 
Since Buhari came to office, a military 
task force had begun to crack down on 
the theft, and many sites were charred 
black from attacks. But a few, apparently 
rehabilitated, demonstrated activity: a 
faint plume, a nearby tent. Before takeoff, 
the pilot had warned Burtynsky that 
men on the ground might fire at the he-
licopter. If that happened, he said, he 
would take evasive maneuvers. 

Panou, an iPad in hand, was focussed 
on the shoot. “On the water there’s 
much more sheen than the other day,” 
he said. “Pay attention to that aspect 
of it in your shooting.” 

“Are we clear to open the door?” 
Burtynsky asked.

“Yeah,” the pilot said. 
While we hovered over the location, 

there was a burst of activity on the 
ground: some men dashed into a tent, 
then headed for the canal. “Eight per-
sonnel scrambling to get on a boat,” the 
pilot warned. “Watch out for gunfire.” 

With the door open, the thud-thud 
of the engines grew louder, and the cabin 
filled with exhaust. Burtynsky was peer-
ing into the viewfinder of an eight-pound 
digital Hasselblad. While exploring an-
gles on the landscape, he bent at the 
waist, swaying from side to side. The 
camera sat atop a handheld gyrostabi-
lizer, a compact cylindrical device that 
weighs an additional six pounds, and 
contains two wheels spinning at twenty 
thousand r.p.m.s, providing a constant 
counterforce against jolts or vibration. 

At times, Burtynsky leaned out the 
side of the helicopter, his body extend-
ing so far beyond the doorframe that 
the downwash flattened his hair against 
his skull. He didn’t notice. He told me 
that he enters a meditative state be-
hind the lens: waiting for the flicker-
ing moments of alignment that occur 
when a view of the landscape shifts 
from discordance into order. “You kind 
of dial in to a frequency, and then you 
start going into deep concentration,” 
he said. “You try to let the subject tell 
you where it is.” 

The co-pilot’s voice crackled in our 
headsets to inform us that the men 

below were moving: “A guy is in a po-
sition, standing right on top of the boat.” 

“I am going to hold this altitude 
here a little bit, Ed, for the threat,” the 
pilot said. “Once that boat clears that 
first turn, I can descend.” The boat, it 
seemed, was fleeing us, and Burtynsky 
tracked its motion through the cam-
era, incorporating it into his frame. We 
arced around the men, and, as their 
wake stirred the oil-covered water, he 
took a barrage of photographs. The 
light was warm, diffuse, ideal, but then, 
suddenly, the pilot issued a clipped 
order: “Close the door, please.” A light 
on the dashboard signalled an urgent 
mechanical problem. “I am shutting 
down engine No. 1,” he said, and then 
veered back to the airstrip. 

On the ground in Port Harcourt, 
while a maintenance crew studied the 
chopper, Burtynsky rushed to a briefing 
room with Panou, to review images from 
the shoot. He had taken a hundred and 
thirteen. Scrolling through them on a 
laptop, Panou muttered, “This is just 
wonderful light, beautiful.” Some pho-
tos had the texture of neo-Expression-
ist paintings: darkly gorgeous portraits 
of devastation. “It’s like a lost civiliza-
tion,” Burtynsky said. “It’s otherworldly.” 
The men fleeing our helicopter were 
transformed by his camera, their escape 
now framed as an elegiac narrative: sol-
itary figures traversing an apocalyptic 
topography. I could picture the image 

“Remind me, what’s the difference between a metaphor and a simile?”
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The Stoic philosopher Epictetus was born a 
slave, around 55 A.D., in the Greco-Roman spa 

town of Hierapolis—present-day Pamukkale, Turkey. 
I first encountered his teachings in 2011, shortly after 
moving from San Francisco to Istanbul. I lived alone 
on a university campus in a forest. In the midst of a 
troubled long-distance relationship, I sometimes went 
days without talking to anyone but my boyfriend’s 
disembodied head on Skype. I was demoralized by 
Turkish politics, which made both secularists and re-
ligious people feel like victims. If you were a woman, 
no matter what you were wearing—décolleté or a head 
scarf—someone would give you a dirty look. 

The first line of Epictetus’ manual of ethical ad-
vice, the Enchiridion—“Some things are in our con-
trol and others not”—made me feel that a weight was 
being lifted off my chest. For Epictetus, the only thing 
we can totally control, and therefore the only thing 
we should ever worry about, is our own judgment 
about what is good. If we desire money, health, sex, 
or reputation, we will inevitably be unhappy. If we 
genuinely wish to avoid poverty, sickness, loneliness, 
and obscurity, we will live in constant anxiety and frus-
tration. Of course, fear and desire are unavoidable. Ev-
eryone feels those flashes of dread or anticipation. 
Being a Stoic means interrogating those flashes: ask-
ing whether they apply to things outside your control 
and, if they do, being “ready with the reaction ‘Then 
it’s none of my concern.’ ” 

Reading Epictetus, I realized that most of the pain 
in my life came not from any actual privations or in-
sults but, rather, from the shame of thinking that they 
could have been avoided. Wasn’t it my fault that I lived 

in such isolation, that meaning continued to elude me, 
that my love life was a shambles? When I read that 
nobody should ever feel ashamed to be alone or to be 
in a crowd, I realized that I often felt ashamed of both 
of those things. Epictetus’ advice: when alone, “call it 
peace and liberty, and consider yourself the gods’ equal”; 
in a crowd, think of yourself as a guest at an enormous 
party, and celebrate the best you can.

Epictetus also won me over with his tone, which 
was that of an enraged athletics coach. If you want to 
become a Stoic, he said, “you will dislocate your wrist, 
sprain your ankle, swallow quantities of sand,” and you 
will still suffer losses and humiliations. And yet, for 
you, every setback is an advantage, an opportunity for 
learning and glory. When a difficulty comes your way, 
you should feel proud and excited, like “a wrestler 
whom God, like a trainer, has paired with a tough 
young buck.” In other words, think of every unrea-
sonable asshole you have to deal with as part of God’s 
attempt to “turn you into Olympic-class material.” 
This is a very powerful trick.

Much of Epictetus’ advice is about not getting 
angry at slaves. At first, I thought I could skip those 
parts. But I soon realized that I had the same self-re-
criminatory and illogical thoughts in my interactions 
with small- business owners and service profession-
als. When a cabdriver lied about a route, or a shop-
keeper shortchanged me, I felt that it was my fault, 
for speaking Turkish with an accent, or for being part 
of an élite. And, if I pretended not to notice these 
slights, wasn’t I proving that I really was a disengaged, 
privileged oppressor? Epictetus shook me from these 
thoughts with this simple exercise: “Starting with 
things of little value—a bit of spilled oil, a little sto-
len wine—repeat to yourself: ‘For such a small price, 
I buy tranquillity.’ ”

Born nearly two thousand years before Darwin and 
Freud, Epictetus seems to have anticipated a way out 
of their prisons. The sense of doom and delight that 
is programmed into the human body? It can be over-
ridden by the mind. The eternal war between subcon-
scious desires and the demands of civilization? It can 
be won. In the nineteen-fifties, the American psycho-
therapist Albert Ellis came up with an early form of 
cognitive-behavioral therapy, based largely on Epic-
tetus’ claim that “it is not events that disturb people, 
it is their judgments concerning them.” If you prac-
tice Stoic philosophy long enough, Epictetus says,  
you stop being mistaken about what’s good even in 
your dreams. 

VISIONARIES: 
EPICTETUS

By Elif Batuman
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in a gallery, and a viewer standing be-
fore it, at first wondering what she was 
even looking at, then noticing the tiny 
boat and grasping that the endless, hori-
zonless muck was a landscape. But what 
would anyone be doing in such a place? 
And what to make of the unfamiliar 
rusted equipment, or the seismic lines 
across the earth? Burtynsky thought 
that several images were exhibition-wor-
thy, and as Panou scrolled he grew more 
excited—until, at one point, he caught 
himself and said, “Look at what we’re 
calling jewels!”

Burtynsky’s ongoing effort to 
photograph industry has evolved 

into something of an industrial process 
itself. Before we arrived in the delta, 
Panou had spent months anticipating 
problems that Nigeria might offer a vis-
itor with a two-week schedule and more 
than a hundred thousand dollars’ worth 
of equipment. The attention to detail 
extended to our entry at Lagos’s Mur-
tala Muhammed International Airport, 
in March. The head of the airport, a 
brusque, pudgy official in traditional 
dress, met us at the gangway and ush-
ered us through the bureaucracy within 
minutes. “They didn’t even look at our 
gear,” Burtynsky said with amazement, 
as porters hauled off two dozen bags. 

The luggage contained two Hassel-
blads, two Canons, two Sonys, and a 
Red Epic, capable of shooting film-qual-
ity movies. There were eleven carefully 
wrapped precision lenses, three laptops, 
and six two-terabyte hard drives. There 
were two large drones, handmade in 
the Pacific Northwest by a company 
that specializes in aerial equipment for 
photographers. And, for the drones, 
there were spare parts, maintenance 
gear, and, crucially, high-powered bat-
teries: metallic bricks that collectively 
weighed eighty pounds, and often were 
trouble at airports. Amid all that, Bur-
tynsky had packed just a few personal 
items: some changes of clothes, a base-
ball cap, a book about geology, which 
he barely had time to look at. 

Burtynsky has never liked working 
fast and light. He began shooting seri-
ously in the nineteen-seventies with a 
large-format view camera, a heavy tri-
pod, and a drape. A single shot could 
take twenty minutes to prepare. When 
he was a student, an instructor urged 

him to try photographing people on side-
walks, and, Burtynsky told me, “I spent 
six months wandering the streets trying 
to be Garry Winogrand, and it just wasn’t 
me.” What excited him, then as now, was 
grand expeditionary photography from 
the turn of the twentieth century, when 
naturalism and modernism pushed up 
against each other. He was in awe of 
Carleton Watkins, who became famous 
for his meticulous images of Yosemite, 
shot on huge custom-made glass plates, 
or with a stereoscopic camera—an early 
attempt at 3-D. To lug his equipment, 
Watkins travelled with a dozen mules, 
or with chartered railroad cars hitched 
to the Union Pacific. “I could sense going 
to these places,” Burtynsky told me. “The 
work had the excitement and straight-
forwardness of a well-seen and well-ren-
dered view of the world.” 

Like Watkins, Burtynsky has built 
a reputation on ambitious projects that 
double as tests of stamina. “Oil,” a six-
pound book published in 2009, con-
tains a decade’s worth of work, explor-
ing the effect of crude upon the earth. 
He started his most recent project, 
“Water,” in 2008, and it took five years, 
and travel to ten countries, to finish. 
Burtynsky shot mesmerizing vistas of 
mountain reservoirs, desiccated lakes, 
agriculture, and suburban sprawl. He 
also joined with the filmmaker Jenni-
fer Baichwal to co-direct “Watermark,” 
a documentary that combines his stills 
from the series with cinematography. 
“I see myself as a filmmaker in train-
ing,” he told me. The storytelling in 
“Watermark” is low in exposition and 
high in visual splendor. In one shot, 
the frame is filled with the body of a 
worker; as the camera pulls back, we 
see that he is facing Xiluodu Dam, on 
the Yangtze River—one of the world’s 
tallest dams. Over the course of a min-
ute, the shot subverts our sense of scale. 
As Burtynsky put it, “That thing just 
keeps getting bigger, and the guy is 
just diminishing and diminishing.”  
The scene ends in a terrifying pan-
orama of engineering that reduces the 
sole visible person to insignificance. 

Such imagery can be potent, but it 
can also attract criticism. Paul Roth, 
who curated “Oil” at the Corcoran Gal-
lery of Art, told me, “There have al-
ways been people suspicious of Ed: ‘Is 
everything going on in the world re-

ally fodder for your aesthetic?’ ” Where 
Burtynsky’s epic industrial landscapes 
are least successful, they convey beauty 
and immensity without being intellec-
tually engaging. “They run the risk of 
becoming mere pretty pictures,” Art-
forum noted in 2002, citing a series he 
once made of shipping containers 
stacked, like colorful blocks, in a ship-
yard. Over the years, greater skepticism 
has been voiced about what is, argu-
ably, a less problematic issue: Burtyn-
sky’s inclination to depict toxic land-
scapes in visually arresting terms. A 
critic responding to “Oil” wondered 
whether the fusing of beauty with mon-
umentalism, of extreme photographic 
detachment with extreme ecological 
damage, could trigger only apathy as a 
response. Paul Roth had a different 
view: “Maybe these people are a bit 
immune to the sublime—being terri-
bly anxious while also being attracted 
to the beauty of an image.”

In fact, throughout his career, Bur-
tynsky has used his camera to create 
painterly abstractions as often as he 
has to create sublime imagery. While 
working on “Water,” he wrestled with 
the sprawling and complex nature of 
the subject, and found himself seeking 
higher and higher vantage points. In 
India, he used a hydraulic pole to shoot 
an overhead view of a religious festi-
val on the Ganges that attracts tens of 
millions of people. Eventually, he left 
the ground entirely, using helicopters 
and fixed-wing airplanes. As he drifted 
upward, his images became flatter, 
stranger: visual puzzles.

I first met Burtynsky a year before 
the delta shoot, when he was exhibiting 
images from “Water” at his Toronto gal-
lery in a joint show with the late David 
Shapiro, the New York artist, who had 
painted a series of geometric abstrac-
tions based on circles in squares. Early 
aerial photography, especially of battle 
zones in the First World War, helped 
give rise to abstraction in modern paint-
ing, and abstraction in painting in turn 
influenced photography; the joint show 
emphasized the symbiosis. Burtynsky’s 
photos, of circular pivot-irrigation sys-
tems in the Texas Panhandle, had been 
shot from above, looking straight down, 
in a way that recalled Shapiro’s work. 
On first inspection, the photos look like 
panels of wood, stained in sepia and gray, 
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with circles and lines carved into them, 
but when you stand close the earth be-
comes readable in exquisite detail. “Farm-
ing is the single largest thing we’ve done 
to transform the surface of the planet,” 
Burtynsky told me. “This aquifer, they 
estimate, contains eight Lake Eries of 
water, and they have already nearly de-
pleted one. It’s like draining the Great 
Lakes, but we don’t see it.” 

At the time, Burtynsky was launch-
ing his latest collaboration with Baich-
wal, a film and book about the Anthro-
pocene—a term coined by scientists who 
believe that the present geological epoch 
is defined by humanity’s planetary im-
pact. “We were on tour for ‘Watermark,’ 
and we were talking about what this next 
project should be,” Baichwal recalled. “I 
said, ‘I think we should do Anthropo-
cene,’ and he said, ‘Nobody knows what 
that means. Wouldn’t it be interesting if 
we could let the world know?’ ” 

From his Toronto gallery, Burtynsky 
drove me to his home—a brick Victo-
rian on a leafy street near a university—
where he and Baichwal and a team of 
researchers were holding their first meet-
ing for the new project. Burtynsky set 
out bread and cheese, salad, and olives 
on a hardwood table. “What took out 
the dinosaurs was a meteor impact,” he 
said. “We, the human species, are now 
that impact. Humans are shifting the 
balance of the planet, and the choice 
rests within us to destroy it all, or not. 
It’s a huge, complex thing to solve. We 
are a predator species run amok.” 

After lunch, we climbed to the sec-
ond floor, to a home office, where the 
team grappled with the challenge of 
telling such a conceptually ambitious 
and far-reaching story. Strictly speak-
ing, the Anthropocene is a matter of 
geology: measuring humanity’s dom-
inance over nature by identifying traces 
in rock stratigraphy. Because many of 
the epoch’s defining effects—climate 
change, ocean acidification, deforesta-
tion, mass extinction—are unfolding 
at a rate faster than geology typically 
records, scientists have focussed on ev-
idence that is easier to identify: fallout 
from nuclear tests or plastic residues. 
Burtynsky and Baichwal faced a re-
lated problem while making the film: 
most of the phenomena are either in-
visible or marked by an absence. 

The team worked out themes and 

locations, covering a wall with index 
cards. Was kudzu in Mississippi the way 
to represent invasive species? For mass 
extinction, what about filming an Af-
rican northern white rhino? Which in-
dustrial megaprojects were best to il-
lustrate human terraforming? There was 
the Congo’s forty-thousand-megawatt 
Grand Inga Dam project, but maybe it 
was too inchoate to shoot. Baichwal 
suggested an island that the Chinese 
were building in the South China Sea. 
“Is there anything more human than 
human-created land?” she asked.

At that time, Nigeria was one of many 
possible destinations. “It’s a tough one 
in terms of danger,” Baichwal said about 
the delta. “I’m not sure how we are going 
to get in there.” But in the coming 
months Burtynsky grew more interested 
in the country. One of his collectors had 
urged him to do a book on Africa, and 
after a visit to Kenya he agreed, believ-
ing that there would be overlap between 
the projects. Across the continent, he 
saw an epic story of industrialization 
and economic colonialism, hope and 
environmental degradation. Document-
ing it, he expected, would take many 
years. “The growth figures for Africa 
are staggering—frightening,” he said. 
“It’s the next big global play.” 

Outside Murtala Muhammed In-
ternational Airport, two S.U.V.s 

were waiting at the curb. Nigeria was 
suffering from a countrywide fuel short-
age, so Panou had hired them from a 
company with its own reserves. Each 
vehicle came with an off-duty police 
officer (who remained at all times uni-
formed and armed), and, for assign-
ments of potentially heightened dan-
ger, Panou had brought in a team from 
the State Security Service—a domes-
tic intelligence agency with a portfo-
lio that includes guarding the Presi-
dent. Amused by the touch of overkill, 
Burtynsky called the men “my army.” 

In the field, Burtynsky shifted freely 
between projects, and between photo-
graphic media. Primarily with the An-
thropocene film in mind, he spent a 
morning in Lagos taking video at a 
surreal multibillion-dollar complex 
called Eko Atlantic, where developers 
were dredging sediment from the Gulf 
of Guinea to construct a four-square-
mile peninsula—the first phase of their 

plan to build a glimmering, privately 
run city. “This is terraforming on a 
grand scale,” he said, as our S.U.V. jos-
tled across artificial dunes. 

Burtynsky was particularly interested 
in the project’s ocean retaining wall. In 
Lagos, he often referred to a study by 
the climatologist James Hansen, which 
argued that sea levels could rise much 
faster than previously estimated. “What 
we thought was going to happen in fifty 
years could happen in twenty,” Burtyn-
sky told people. But the city wasn’t re-
treating from the gulf; it was pushing 
farther into it. Traversing the artificial 
peninsula, our S.U.V. passed a concrete 
batching plant making dolosse—mas-
sive pods, resembling jacks, used to build 
the seawall. “Concrete is something that 
goes deep into the future,” Burtynsky 
said. “Those things, once buried under 
sand—they could be uncovered in, like, 
two million years. That is what the An-
thropocene is about.” 

A few days later, Burtynsky filmed 
at Makoko—a shantytown with the 
population of a small city, where peo-
ple live in houses propped on stilts over 
Lagos Lagoon. The structures, built 
with rudimentary materials—rough-
hewn timber, sun-bleached corrugated 
metal, thatch, tarps—were linked by 
makeshift bridges, drooping electrical 
wires, and laundry lines. The waterways 
were shallow and murky with sediment. 
Unlike Eko Atlantic, the ramshackle 
settlement had no fortifications to pro-
tect it from the changing climate. Sooner 
or later, Makoko will be imperilled.

Panou had hired a catamaran for the 
team, and, as it pulled into the slum’s 
primary waterway, residents in wooden 
canoes quickly surrounded us. “We’re 
in the thick of it,” Burtynsky said. 

“It’s like Venice,” Panou said.
In no time, people began to climb 

aboard, including several community 
leaders, or baales, who were displeased 
that we had come without their permis-
sion. Some of the men yelled, and for a 
few moments it looked as though the 
deck might be mobbed. The son of one 
of the baales—a young man named Sun-
day Shemede—told me, “You can’t just 
come into this community and do any-
thing. A lot of people come to take pic-
tures, and they show that things are not 
good. Then the government wants to 
tear this place down.” In 2012, he said, 
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Camera-mounted drones allow Burtynsky to find precise aerial vantage points.

an order was issued to evacuate Makoko, 
and demolition equipment was quickly 
dispatched: “They came with police, and 
even shot one of our men. We got a law-
yer, and they stopped. They were saying, 
‘This is an eyesore.’ But my family has 
been in Makoko for four generations.” 

Burtynsky tried to calm matters by in-
viting one of the baales to look at his work 
on a laptop. Scrolling through images, he 
explained, “I am a painter, but I use a cam-
era—and I don’t speak badly.” The baale 
watched, unmoved. Speaking badly was 
not entirely the point, it turned out. The 

issue was primarily one of respect, a Yoruba- 
speaking member of Burtynsky’s crew ex-
plained. With further discussion (and some 
cash), respect was communicated, the deck 
cleared, and shooting commenced.

Such encounters underscored the 
complications of landscape photogra-
phy in a place like Lagos—particularly 
in the dense, impoverished areas that 
interested Burtynsky. The city was no 
longer defined by lawlessness, as it had 
been under military rule, but it still felt 
precarious. A strong governor had re-
cently taken steps to elevate Lagos from 
the decades of neglect. Bus lanes were 
created, bridges built, garbage collected. 
In some areas, the effort to clear slums 
or informal markets for construction 
projects even began to appear too ag-
gressive. “It’s as if the government has 
gone to the other extreme, almost try-
ing to rubber-stamp a false identity onto 
the city,” one Lagosian told me. Work-

men with Chinese companies could be 
seen building a new rail line, while Chi-
nese scrap merchants hauled off dere-
lict oil tankers dumped on beaches.

The new dynamism was partly what 
had drawn Burtynsky to the city: Lagos, 
he told me, was “a hyper-crucible of 
globalism.” Yet, for many residents—
contending with little or no electricity, 
snarled traffic, low wages, and the 
whims of local bosses—life remained 
difficult. In the roughest areas, street 
toughs had joined with violent groups 
linked to universities and high-level 

political patronage networks. Johnson 
Ayodele, a criminologist at Lagos State 
University, told me, “Where I live, these 
boys came to avenge the death of one 
of their members. They got the person 
they targeted; then they started shoot-
ing sporadically, and in the process they 
killed a five-year-old boy. They shot a 
man in the back, and he died that day. 
That should give you a good picture 
of how secure our environment is.” 

One afternoon, Burtynsky decided 
to photograph two disused oil rigs off 
Lagos Island. A Nigerian firm had been 
operating them for multinationals, until 
millions of dollars disappeared in a deal 
gone bad, and the state seized the as-
sets. Once engines of wealth, the rigs 
were now rusting next to a roadside 
promenade, near one of the island’s 
poorest communities. Suspecting that 
a photo might work for his Africa book, 
Burtynsky set up a position on the em-

bankment. Ditches dug to repair un-
derground pipes looked like bombed-
out craters. The State Security men 
waved away anyone in the vicinity—a 
gesture that so enraged one man that 
he began to issue a cascade of threats. 
An officer brandished a machine gun 
and taunted him: “Come and take this 
away from me.” The State Security  
Service has a reputation for acting with 
impunity, and for a moment the pos-
sibility of violence hung in the air. Bur-
tynsky, seated at a laptop with Panou, 
barely glanced at the commotion.

In Lagos, Burtynsky never picked 
up a camera to photograph the human 

drama around him. He was seeking to 
document not the struggles of individ-
ual Nigerians but the aggregate effect 
of those struggles, how they formed a 
combined image. “What I am interested 
in is how to describe large-scale human 
systems that impress themselves upon 
the land,” he told me. A term that he 
often uses to describe his work, “resid-
ual landscapes,” implied an even more 
remote interest: man-made terrain dis-
tinct from people. Flying into Lagos, 
Burtynsky had been struck by what he 
saw—an endless urban expanse with vir-
tually no vegetation. He wanted to cap-
ture it in panorama, by shooting from 
the rooftop of a tall building. With an 
estimated twenty-one million inhabi-
tants crammed together, Lagos could 
easily serve as a symbol of overpopula-
tion. But, given the city’s compressed 
human need and deep sociological com-
plexity, what did it mean to look at its 
residents only from on high? The moral 
complications that came with represent-
ing a living community—struggling with 
serious economic and political challenges, 
on a continent recovering from the leg-
acy of colonialism—differed greatly from 
shooting abandoned quarries or First 
World megafarms.

One evening in our hotel, Burtynsky 
sent me an e-mail with the subject head-
ing “Worth a read.” It contained an essay 
by an art historian at McGill Univer-
sity, a meditation on Rem Koolhaas’s 
trip to Lagos sixteen years earlier. From 
the ground, Koolhaas had seen an  
“aura of apocalyptic violence.” From a 
helicopter, he had seen the opposite:  
evidence of brilliantly improvised and 
self-organizing urban planning. Koolhaas PH
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came to believe that Lagos was a “par-
adigmatic case-study of a city at the 
forefront of globalizing modernity,” and 
began to make the radical argument that 
many of the city’s dysfunctions should 
be heralded rather than fixed. Numer-
ous critics disputed this, and it was not 
hard to see why. Whether from the 
ground or the air, Koolhaas’s vision of 
the city did not fully take into account 
the reality of life there. Lagos existed in 
tension between order and chaos, in-
dustry and corruption, built by inhabi-
tants acting with creativity, frustration, 
longing, theft, laziness, poverty, wealth—
the full range of human experience. The 
challenge was to depict it without re-
sorting to caricature.

Burtynsky and Panou and their hired 
crew spent several days hunting for a 
high-rise on Lagos Island. After years 
of blight, most of the tall buildings 
there stood empty. One afternoon, their 
convoy drove up to the old headquar-
ters of the Ministry of Defense, a crum-
bling edifice built in the nineteen six-
ties, now occupied by squatters. Inside, 
the floors were bare concrete; aban-
doned official papers were scattered in 
piles. A stairwell wound upward near 
an open elevator shaft, and Burtynsky 
ran up, but after climbing six flights he 
decided that there was an easier way. 
Instead of using a rooftop, he would 
launch a drone. Unlike a helicopter, a 
drone could fly at relatively low alti-
tudes. Unlike a rooftop, it could take 
his camera wherever he wanted. 

Burtynsky and his crew made their 
way to Towry Street, a quiet alley that 
could be used as a staging area for the 
drone. The alley ran into a busy thor-
oughfare, and, on a corner opposite a 
shop for church vestments, a thin man 
under an umbrella used an air compres-
sor to fill the tires of cars in rush-hour 
traffic. Near the staging area, some men 
were sipping beer under a tarp. The at-
mosphere was relaxed, congenial. It was 
3:30 P.M., and the sun was intense. “It’s 
not my favorite light, but I like the spot,” 
Burtynsky said. “We’ll do it in about an 
hour.” Then he napped. 

To operate the device, Burtynsky 
had brought along another camera-
man, Mike Reid, a soft-spoken man 
from a mill town in northern Ontario. 
Reid set up the drone on a wooden 
table, treating it as carefully as if it were In the Niger Delta, Burtynsky shot illicit oil refineries, which dump tons of waste into the 



TNY—2016_12_19—PAGE 89—133SC.—LIVE PHOTO—R29205—EXTREMELY CRITICAL PHOTOGRAPH TO BE WATCHED THROUGH-

OUT THE ENTIRE PRESS RUN—PLEASE USE VIRTUAL PROOF—HARTFORD PLEASE DO NOT PULL PAGE OUT BY 1/16” 4C

ground. His work, a curator says, inspires the sensation of “being terribly anxious while also being attracted to the beauty of an image.” 
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rows of band saws in open sheds, amid 
rifts of sawdust. Whenever he was not 
shooting, he was preparing for a shoot. 
One of the few breaks came on a late 
afternoon, when he agreed to give a 
talk at a bar called the Winehouse 
Lounge, in an affluent neighborhood. 
The place had the feel of a hipster en-
clave. Children watched soccer on a 
flat-screen TV; a wood-panelled cham-
ber was stocked with bottles of wine. 
The bar was furnished with sofas and 
armchairs, paintings and drawings. 

Burtynsky gave a brief slide show 
featuring his signature pieces; then he 
mingled with a sense of ease that grew 
as he consumed more wine. He chat-
ted with the regional head of Uber, and 
a photographer from the delta. Papa 
Omotayo, an architect with a practice 
in Lagos, told me, “In Nigeria, we are 
driven by a desire for industrialization, 
but we are unable to visualize its effect 
from a wider perspective. His images 
were stunning in that aspect.” One at-
tendee, an intern at an arts foundation, 
asked Burtynsky if she could join a 
shoot. He said yes without hesitating. 
The next morning, when she showed 
up at our hotel—sitting quietly near 
the café with a camera in her bag—he 
told her he had seen something of his 
younger self in her determination. 

For much of his childhood, Burtyn-
sky lived in St. Catharines, an indus-
trial town at the edge of Lake Ontario. 
His parents, Ukrainian immigrants, had 
survived the Soviet famine of the early 
thirties, only to be forced into farmwork 
by the Nazis. They met after the war, 
in northern Canada, where many Ukrai-
nians had been interned during the First 
World War, and a vestigial community 
remained. They moved to Ontario, as-
piring to work on farms near the ham-
let of Jordan. Instead, once they settled, 
Burtynsky’s father, Peter, found a job 
on a welding line for General Motors.

In St. Catharines, Burtynsky and 
his siblings—two sisters and a younger 
brother—grew up in the nationalist at-
mosphere of an émigré community 
whose homeland was unreachable, 
trapped behind the Iron Curtain. “My 
first language was Ukrainian,” Burtyn-
sky told me. “I could barely speak En-
glish.” (His given name was Taras Bu-
ratynsky; he retouched it when he 
turned thirty.) The family’s social life 

a living thing. The device looked like 
a robotic spider, five feet in diameter. 
From its abdomen hung a gimbal with 
three motors that make thousands of 
corrections a second, to steady the cam-
era in the air. Reid mounted a Hassel-
blad onto it and dusted the lens. 

By early evening, the light had soft-
ened—but then, suddenly, the shoot 
became a race against the darkness. 
More people congregated at the street 
café, while onlookers gathered near the 
air compressor. “Everybody seems to 
not mind us around,” Burtynsky said. 
“I guess they can see we’re Canadians.” 
Then he picked up a metallic frame, 
filled with electronics, and hung it from 
a harness around his neck. The system 
featured an L.C.D. screen, which was 
linked by radio to a GoPro mounted 
on the Hasselblad’s viewfinder, and con-
trollers to aim the camera. Someone 
had to hold up a transponder tethered 
to the frame with wires; even so, com-
munication with the camera was spotty.

Scouting for a vantage point, Burtyn-
sky had pointed above the shop selling 
church vestments and said, “My guess is 
that it’s going to be up in that pocket. 
You have no idea what you are going to 
get until you take a look.” Primed up, the 
drone released a vaguely ominous buzz; 
then it shot into the sky, scattering dust 
across the street. It did not take long for 
Burtynsky to find the vantage point he 
wanted: an oblique angle on a cluster of 
buildings at the intersection of two thor-
oughfares. To activate the shutter, he 
pulled back a switch, which made a tiny 
thwang as it returned to position. 

After the flight, Burtynsky and 
Panou reviewed the photos. In one, 
rectilinear streets divided the frame, 
but some rooftops also appeared to 
form, in a fortuitous counterpoint, a 
spiral—Lagos, self-organizing. The 
shot contained a startling level of de-
tail: as Panou zoomed in from the ae-
rial view to a courtyard, a resident’s be-
longings came into vivid focus. After 
he zoomed back out, Burtynsky circled 
the photo with his finger, saying, “This, 
fantastically big, will just come alive.” 
He then decided to reshoot the scene 
at eight times the resolution; because 
the drone could fix its position in the 
sky, he would be able to recapture the 
view piecemeal with a longer telephoto 
lens, then stitch the digital files to-

gether in Canada. The extreme reso-
lution implied that Koolhaas’s conflict-
ing visions of Lagos—ordered from 
above, chaotic from the ground—could 
be united into one image, capturing 
both the city and its humanity.

In a sense, such technology sug-
gested a profound artistic shift. Car-
tier-Bresson famously spoke of the 
photographer’s “decisive moment”—
the fleeting recognition that something 
significant is passing before the lens. 
But what kinds of decisions would a 
photographer make when he had tools 
powerful enough to capture every-
thing—the furrowed brow of a woman 
reading a book in a distant window, 
the weariness of a driver miles away—
rendering an entire cityscape while also 
vacuuming up the tiniest detail? One 
evening, I asked Burtynsky. 

“With my four-by-five camera, I 
could print a forty-by-fifty-inch print, 
and you could look at it at a certain level 
of detail,” he said. “With this new tech-
nology, I can have the same resolution, 
but for an image the size of a billboard.” 
He was shooting with a sixty-megapixel 
camera, and just that week (it pained 
him to learn) Hasselblad had announced 
a new hundred-megapixel version. “In-
creasingly, digital photography is show-
ing us the world in a way we can’t see 
it—that’s even beyond my capacity to 
see.” The photographer, in effect, was 
becoming an adjunct to the camera, 
which could probe reality at a depth far 
greater than the eye. Only later, in a stu-
dio, sifting through troves of pixellated 
data, would he settle on an image.

Burtynsky has never found Car tier-
Bresson’s dictum relevant to his method; 
he has spoken instead of the “contem-
plated moment.” As he once put it, “You 
find your way to the image slowly.” With 
each year, digital technology was allow-
ing him to work with greater deliber-
ation. “I feel that we’re at an exciting 
moment,” he said. “It wouldn’t excite a 
conceptual artist so much—it might, it 
might not—but I work in the world of 
the gargantuan, trying to define such 
things, and so it’s exciting for me.”

Throughout our trip, Burtynsky 
barely wavered from his schedule. 

“I am in execute mode right now,” he 
said, jumping out of his S.U.V. at a 
complex of sawmills along the lagoon: 
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I’ve been in dreamland quite a while
And just woke up with blissful smile

From nodding off I don’t know when.
I must’ve missed a lot since then.
Now Christmas comes! The snow grows deep!
I’m glad I didn’t oversleep.
Sit close and give your bard a kiss,
And tell me, dears, what did I miss?
One thing I’m really hoping, dearies,
Is that Cleveland won the Series.
God love Bill Murray—was he there?
And David Ross—how did he fare?
Now that I’m clothed and on my feet,
There’s tons of folks I’ve gotta greet.
So for a start I’ll open with
A big “Noel!” for Sula Smith,
And send a storm of Yuletide glee
To weatherperson Ginger Zee.
I’ll carol odes of ancient stock
For Prof. G. W. Bowersock
And shout out, “Rest ye merry, Ma’am!”
To plus-sized beauty Ashley Graham.
Say, how’s Obama? How’s he been?
And his fine family: joy to them!
What’s Tommy Chong been doin’ lately?
I hope Chris Pine is thriving greatly.
May City Council Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito
Have a holiday that’s neat-o;
Ditto to Winona Ryder,
Elon Musk, and Gary Snyder,
Joe Starita, of Nebraska,
Faithful Reader, in Alaska,
All midterm students cramming knowledge, 
And Pres. Greg Hess, of Wabash College.
The mail is cluttering my stoop—
I’ve really not been in the loop.
I’ll read the piled-high papers when
We get time to relax again.
But first, I’ll strings of lights uncoil
With my good buddy Brian Doyle 
(The Brian Doyle, the Portland sage;
His writing’s really all the rage)
So we can tack these babies up,
With help from quaffs of festive cup 
Which we shall share with Tamsin Venn
And Esa-Pekka Salonen.
I haven’t finished praising yet
The splendid Lear deBessonet;
I cannot find enough to say
In praise of Lear deBessonet.
And I am really half insane
With how much I love LeBron James.

(Glory be and me-oh-my-oh,
What greatness cometh from Ohio!)
Hey, look! From past the heliopause
A sleigh approaches: Santa Claus!
He swoops to do a flyby o’er
Simone Biles, J. Safran Foer,
And Mr. Dylan, Hibbing’s son.
(Uh, what was that you said he’d won?)
Then St. Nick flies an Immelmann
Right over Michael Kimmelman,
Edward Hirsch, Demi Lovato,
Former wrestler Mr. Sato,
Mark Rylance, Dita Von Teese,
Monty Python’s great John Cleese,
Olympic fencer Ibtihaj
Muhammad, and George Cabot Lodge.
Now Santa’s getting kind of crazy,
Diving at Lenore Skenazy,
Climate prescient James Hansen,
Goth-y rocker Marilyn Manson,
Joanne Liu, borderless doctor,
Sly Stallone, and Robert Proctor.
They hit the deck as he goes by
And yell, “Who taught you how to fly?”
What’s up with this verkakte year?
What news do I not want to hear?
With dark and gloomy-seeming frown
You say I must be sitting down
Before you’ll tell— Oh, no. Not that.
Bring me a glass of something, stat.
I gasp. I faint. I swoon. I sigh.
AY-YI-YI-YI-YI-YI-YI-YI!
(Printer: repeat for ten lines more
While I lie face down on the floor.)

Greetings, friends! It’s Christmastime,
When once again we mangle rhyme

And meter just to broadcast blessing,
All good will and joy confessing,
To those we like and those we don’t,
The ones we’ll hug and those we won’t.
Peace to us all. Thank God we’re here.
A grand transcendence drawing near
Reminds us to Love One Another:
Everybody’s (gulp) our brother 
And sister, too—a saying true,
Though easier to say than do.
Look to the star, keep spirits high.
Good times are coming by and by.
Do not let yourselves get down;
Faith’s more a verb than it’s a noun.

GREETINGS, FRIENDS!
BY	IAN	FRAZIER
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gether in 1980 and married five years 
later. With her encouragement, he built 
a color darkroom in their basement. 
What interested him most was the  
geometry of nature; by shooting wild 
flora, he hoped to create Pollock-like 
abstractions. In 1982, he took a two-
week road trip through the Allegheny 
region in search of images, mostly in 
the swirls of windblown grasses. In 
Pennsylvania, he got lost. “Somewhere 
at the fork of a highway, I ended up on 
the wrong fork,” he recalled. “Rather 
than going back, there were secondary 
roads to where I wanted to be, and 
midway on one of those I ran into this 
small town called Frackville. It was a 
coal town. And I got to this one place, 
and it was all open coal tailings—all 
the crap that doesn’t have any value. I 
took a whole bunch of pictures. I started 
driving, and there was just more and 
more of it, in every direction.” 

Burtynsky spent months in his base-
ment enlarging the photos of grasses, 
but they seemed clichéd, sentimental. 
Six months later, frustrated, he returned 
to his contact sheets and stumbled on 
his Frackville shoot. “I had my eureka 
moment,” he told me. He began to re-
search mining, and to pay closer atten-
tion to photographers who had docu-
mented built terrains. Visiting Ottawa, 
he saw an old photo of a quarry by Au-
gust Sander. The image—a vast pit pre-
sented from a confusing vantage point, 
suggesting that the world had been tilted 
on its side—encouraged Burtynsky to 
explore the tension between realism and 
abstraction in manufactured landscapes. 
In 1983, the government awarded him 
a grant to travel across Canada, to shoot 
mines, quarries, and rail cuts—micro- 
plateaus blasted into mountains to sup-
port tracks. Along the way, he realized 
that he had stumbled upon an idea ca-
pacious enough for a career. 

Burtynsky worked obsessively, some-
times waiting half a day behind his 
camera for the right conditions. His 
artistic references drew heavily from 
painting: Caspar David Friedrich’s ro-
mantic panoramas and Jean Dubuffet’s 
flat panels of texture. As if to affirm 
that these were residual landscapes, he 
rarely included people. He thought of 
spent quarries as inverted skyscrap-
ers—evidence that matter had been 
shifted from one area to another—and 

revolved around a Ukrainian social club 
that Peter had helped build. “In the 
Ukrainian community, he was seen as 
the creative-artist type,” Burtynsky said. 
Peter was an avid landscape painter, 
and he encouraged his children in art. 
In 1965, when Burtynsky was ten, his 
father purchased a darkroom from an 
elderly widow and rebuilt it in the base-
ment. Among the equipment were sev-
eral 35-mm. cameras, including an old 
Minolta, which he handed to his son. 
Burtynsky took it wherever he went. 
“I became the kid with the camera,” 
he later wrote. He photographed friends 
and shot events at the Ukrainian com-
munity center, where he sold prints for 
seventy-five cents apiece. 

In 1967, Burtynsky’s father received 
a diagnosis of cancer—he had been ex-
posed to PCBs at work—and his dis-
position, which was strict but outgoing, 
turned more severe. “I was a bit of a 
daydreamer,” Burtynsky told me. “I was 
one of those kids who, you’d say, ‘Go 
sweep the garage,’ and half an hour later 
I’d be following ants. I’m sure my dad 
looked at me and was, like, ‘Hopeless’—
and he kind of made me feel that way. 
He got really short-tempered, probably 
resentful about what had happened. So 
I butted heads with him in a bad way. 
At one point, he said, ‘You’re not going 
to amount to anything. I’m going to 
work on your brother.’ ” Burtynsky con-
sidered running away, but when he was 
fifteen Peter’s condition became termi-
nal. “About a month before he died, he 
told me that I was going to be the man 
of the house,” Burtynsky recalled. “It 
kind of made me feel guilty—but it was 
a relief. I took more responsibility for 
the family, and assumed direction for 
my life. There is nothing more moti-
vating than someone who is important 
to you who says you can’t achieve some-
thing. It’s one of those motivators where 
you say, ‘Fuck you—just watch me.’ ”

Burtynsky helped his mother with 
janitorial work to support the family. 
After high school, he got a job at a plant 
that built frames for trucks—the most 
gruelling labor he has ever done, he 
says—and then another on an assem-
bly line for Ford. He was also taking 
night classes in photography, and he be-
came determined to enroll in a full-time 
program. In 1976, he entered Ryerson 
Polytechnic Institute, in Toronto. But 

he studied intermittently, often return-
ing to industrial labor to pay for school. 
At one point, he worked in a gold mine 
in northern Ontario. “It was insane,” he 
said. “You go down, like, two-thirds of 
a mile into the earth, and then walk 
along these drifts for another thousand 
feet, climb up, and you are somewhere 
in the middle of fucking rock.”

One summer, Burtynsky returned 
home to work at G.M., where he held 
a number of jobs, among them helping 
to clean up PCBs. The plant offered him 
a management position and the pros-
pect of steady employment. “My mother 
kept saying, ‘You got a great job, you can 
have a house,’ ” he told me. But by then 
he had already decided to leave: “I felt, 
in my heart, I wanted to be an artist.” 

Although Burtynsky was the 
child of a manufacturing town, it 

didn’t occur to him till later that in-
dustry was a subject worthy of artistic 
investigation. As a student at Ryerson, 
he was painfully shy—often sitting qui-
etly in the back of the classroom—and 
uncertain about what he wanted to 
achieve. But he was ambitious, driven 
to show his work. “Some of us did not 
have a skin thick enough to subject our 
work to the test of public opinion,” 
Claude Baillargeon, a fellow-student 
who is now an art historian at Oak-
land University, recalled. “I envied Ed 
his ability to do so.”

Gravitating to view cameras early 
on, Burtynsky sank much of his money 
into gear. “These are really slow-mov-
ing, methodical, contemplative tools,” 
he told me. “The lenses that I used were 
largely designed for the commercial 
world, to do portraits of cars and per-
fume bottles. Those were the industries 
that could afford the huge margins for 
that kind of treatment, which gave you 
an image that was rich and tonal.” For 
one assignment, he photographed aban-
doned mansions in the American South, 
focussing on their ruined, vine-covered 
façades. Back in Toronto, he tried sell-
ing the prints. “I met him in 1979, at a 
garage sale,” Jeannie Baxter, then a stu-
dent at Ryerson, recalled. “I told him 
he was crazy to charge seventy-five 
bucks for them. But he was question-
ing what he was doing. He could see it 
was a hard way to make a living.” 

Burtynsky and Baxter moved in to-
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his pictures were so thoroughly stripped 
of political motivation that it was hard 
to imagine them working in the ser-
vice of either industry or environmen-
talism. After spending years in one 
quarry, Burtynsky offered the company 
a trade: a print to hang in their head-
quarters in exchange for granite for his 
kitchen. “So I am showing them pic-
tures, and I go through the whole pile, 
and the president looks up at me and 
goes, ‘Why did you make these, and 
why would anybody want them?’ ”

Through the eighties, Burtynsky 
gained critical attention—his first se-
rious exhibition, affiliated with the Na-
tional Gallery of Canada, was in 1988—
but he struggled financially. Shortly 
after he and Baxter married, they 
opened a printing studio, called To-
ronto Image Works, and worked furi-
ously to get by. “We knew every single 
restaurant that served dinner after mid-
night,” she recalled. As the business 
took up more of his time, Burtynsky 
became increasingly pessimistic about 

his art career. Unable to imagine doing 
commercial photography, he was ready 
to give up and focus on the printing 
business, or even to change careers en-
tirely. Then, in 1990, he received a visit 
from a former investment banker at 
Bear Stearns who had purchased some 
of his prints. “He said, ‘Why aren’t you 
doing your work?’ ” Burtynsky told me. 
“And I said, ‘I think it’s done. I can’t 
run my business and do my work.’ ” 
The collector urged him to shoot, vow-
ing to purchase ten photos, whatever 
they were. “He said, ‘I am going to 
make them worth your while.’ ”

Nicholas Metivier, Burtynsky’s chief 
dealer, in Toronto, told me that a turn-
ing point in sales came in 1996, with a 
large diptych of iron-ore runoff at a 
nickel mine in Sudbury, Ontario. The 
oxide-heavy water—iridescent red- 
orange, like molten lava—glowed 
against the black earth. “He went just 
as the snow melted, because he knew 
he would get that contrast,” Metivier 
recalled. “He used a very wide angle 

lens, and with an eight-by-ten camera 
he was able to keep horizon lines flat, 
so you didn’t get the fish-eye effect. 
The average viewer had no clue that 
the river was less than three feet wide. 
They thought it was the size of the 
Thames. People found it shocking.” 

The images, titled “Nickel Tailings 
#34” and “Nickel Tailings #35,” were 
pristinely focussed, tidily composed, 
semi-abstract. They appeared to be say-
ing something forceful about the mod-
ern world, but with enough looking 
that forcefulness began to dissolve: was 
this a study in ultra-toxicity, or was it 
a benign terrain transformed by pho-
tographic sorcery? (A review in the 
Times later took a severe view, calling 
the scene “misleading.”) The scale of 
the landscape might have been inscru-
table—Burtynsky left no tell—but it 
was possible to register that something 
was off. Looking at the prints, you had 
the disconcerting sense of knowing and 
not knowing what was before you. 

Nobody bought the photos at first, 

Burtynsky seeks moments when the view of a landscape falls into order: “You try to let the subject tell you where it is.” 
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What is the precise moment, in the life of a 
country, when tyranny takes hold? It rarely hap-

pens in an instant; it arrives like twilight, and, at first, 
the eyes adjust. 

Xu Hongci had been drawn to politics by the prom-
ise of dignity. Growing up in Shanghai during the Sec-
ond World War, part of a downwardly mobile middle- 
class family, he resented the Japanese occupation and 
the Chinese leaders who failed to prevent it. “Japanese 
soldiers would fish in our pond, swaggering off with 
the biggest carp without paying a single penny,” Xu  
recalled, in a memoir he wrote years later. “Our na-
tion’s tragedy awakened my political consciousness at 
a young age.” 

He dreamed of making China strong again, of eras-
ing “injustice and darkness.” At the age of fourteen, he 
placed his faith in the radical change envisioned by 
Mao Zedong, joining the Communist Party before it 
came to power, in 1949. The first time Xu noticed cracks 
in Mao’s project, he rationalized them as the by-prod-
ucts of bold reform. Xu and his classmates had been 
ordered to identify “counterrevolutionaries” in their 
ranks, but they could find none. They fingered an in-
nocent boy who, Xu conceded, “would have to suffice 
as a target for a round of criticism.” 

For a time, autocracy rewards the true believer, and 
Xu received a coveted place at Shanghai No. 1 Medi-
cal College, to study medicine. Violence was spread-
ing, but Xu found ways to justify the lists in the news-
paper of men and women executed in the Campaign 
to Suppress Counter-Revolutionary Activities. He was 
only a “bystander,” he told himself. 

Mao told his people to watch their neighbors, to 

ferret out threats from within and from without. Xu 
played his part, until he, too, became suspect. In 1957, 
Mao repeated his call to “let a hundred flowers bloom 
and a hundred schools of thought contend.” Xu voiced 
his dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union, and he spoke 
favorably of the Hungarian uprising against Moscow’s 
control. It was a trap. The president of Xu’s college la-
belled him a “traitor to the party.” Now the victim, Xu 
realized that the accusations he had parroted about 
others “were nothing but lies.” 

In April, 1958, Xu was sentenced to laogai (“labor 
reform”), modelled on the Soviet Gulag. He was one 
of five hundred and fifty thousand men and women 
across China who were convicted in the Anti- Rightist 
Campaign. Xu was sent to the White Grass Ridge 
camp, in barren southern Anhui Province. He and 
other convicts were housed in bamboo barracks and 
forced to scratch at the earth with the goal of “reclaim-
ing wasteland.”

Autocrats promise the unobtainable, and in 1958  
Mao vowed to catapult his country past Britain in 
fifteen years. In Xu’s camp, the workday was extended 
to nineteen hours. Dysentery ravaged the convicts.  
Xu’s calves, swollen by edema, grew as large as his thighs. 
Mao promised to triple the size of the harvest, and  
he ordered the people to plant rice seedlings three  
times more densely than usual. The crops died. Fam-
ine set in.

During the next decade, Xu escaped from laogai 
three times. On each occasion, he was recaptured. 
But his persistence is astonishing, because, as the 
laogai survivor Harry Wu later put it, “all of China 
was a prison in those days.” In 1972, Xu escaped once 
more and succeeded, at last, in reaching Mongolia, 
where he settled and later married. He wrote down 
his story, but he was unknown, and when he died, 
in 2008, it remained unpublished. Erling Hoh, a 
Swedish-Chinese journalist, happened on an oral 
history of Xu’s escape and in 2012 discovered the 
manuscript. In January, “No Wall Too High” will be 
published in English.

Xu’s story can be read as a testament to man’s un-
willingness to succumb, or as the description of a mo-
ment when “the naked truth, so long outraged, burst 
upon the eyes of the world,” as Albert Camus wrote of 
Hungary’s uprising. But, above all, it should be read as 
a warning. Tyranny does not begin with violence; it be-
gins with the first gesture of collaboration. Its most en-
during crime is drawing decent men and women into 
its siege of the truth. 

VISIONARIES: 
XU HONGCI

By Evan Osnos
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but curious collectors began to pick 
through his back catalogue. At the time, 
Burtynsky said little about his motiva-
tions, which sometimes gave rise to 
confusion. (Granta later put “Nickel 
Tailings #34” on its cover, beside the 
title “This Overheating World,” though 
the image had nothing to do with cli-
mate change.) “I think he was hiding 
a bit, so that when you looked at his 
work the sublimity had more force,” 
Paul Roth told me. “When he did talk 
about his motives, he said, ‘I am not 
out to tell people a unitary story about 
what they should do to save the earth 
but, rather, to give people a picture of 
what it takes to live the way we do.’ ” 

Over the years, as the global conse-
quences of human activity have become 
unmistakably pressing, Burtynsky has 
connected his photography more di-
rectly with environmentalism. “There 
has been a discussion for a long time 
about climate change, but we don’t seem 
to be ceasing anything,” he said. “That 
has begun to bring a sense of urgency 
to me.” And yet in his pictures he still 
strives to avoid didacticism. At the saw-
mills, while reviewing the contents of 
his Hasselblad’s memory card, Burtyn-
sky stopped on an image that verged 
on total abstraction: logs, shot from 
above, floating in water murky with 
sawdust and sediment. They could have 
been toothpicks in mud. “People will 
like those,” he told Panou. “You don’t 
know what it is.” 

In Nigeria, Burtynsky was shoot-
ing images faster than he could edit 

them, and it would be months before he 
could give the work careful scrutiny. From 
Lagos, he had to fly to India, then to 
Kenya, for additional shoots. Then there 
were trips to London, Switzerland, and 
Germany, for meetings and exhibits. To 
see the first Nigeria prints, he suggested 
that I return to Toronto in July, three 
months after our trip.

For more than thirty years, Burtyn-
sky’s studio has occupied space in a cen-
tury-old brick building designed for a 
letterpress. The ceilings are high, the 
floors not entirely level. Tall shelves hold 
hundreds of books, organized by cata-
logue numbers on their spines. Burtyn-
sky’s photo archives are kept on hard 
drives in a walk-in antique safe with walls 
three feet thick. To the extent possible, 

he controls every aspect of his photo-
graphic process. He designed his own 
software to deal with galleries, and nearly 
all his photos are printed down the hall, 
at Image Works, which Jeannie Baxter 
runs. In 2007, the couple amicably sep-
arated; they have two grown daughters. 
When he is not travelling, an aging Gol-
dendoodle that they share wanders back 
and forth between her office and his. 

“It’s one of those days,” Burtynsky 
said when I arrived. The following 
morning, he was flying to China, to 
shoot more dolosse, and then on to 
Borneo. That afternoon, he also had a 
meeting at Think2Thing, a 3-D-print-
ing studio that he co-founded in 2013. 
And he was putting the finishing 
touches on a book—a slim volume, ti-
tled “Salt Pans,” based on his recent trip 
to India. Not having exhibited new 
work since “Water,” he was eager to sell 
some pieces. The photos—shot from a 
plane and a helicopter—continued in 
the abstract aerial vein. From his hotel 
in Gujarat, he had sent me an e-mail: 
“Just had a fabulous three days of shoot-
ing. Paul Klee kept jumping out of this 
landscape.” The images were surreal 
and engaging, but they also suggested 
a limitation that Burtynsky would one 
day have to confront. As one of his 
friends put it, “The problem with shoot-
ing from an airplane is that there is less 
differentiation in point of view. There 
is a danger of falling into a formula.” 

Four people work full time in Bur-
tynsky’s studio. Bit by bit, they were 
sorting through the gigabytes of data 
that he had brought back from Nige-
ria. One assistant was assembling the 
super-high-resolution composite from 
Towry Street. Meanwhile, Burtynsky 
was working on his first print from the 
delta. He was wavering between two 
similar images, taken three minutes apart, 
of a large configuration of rusted dis-
tilleries, and he hoped that seeing them 
at scale would help him decide. Both 
featured the same scene: a sheen-coated 
creek, black runoff pools, and a wooden 
boat filled with oil. “It not only shows 
the infrastructure but also the apoca-
lyptic landscape,” he said. “It’s almost 
hard to imagine what happened here.” 

The first of the Niger Delta pho-
tos, a print the size of a highway sign, 
was tacked up with magnets on a steel 
wall panel. It was bright, with a wide 

view of the landscape—including a 
cluster of dead trees at the top—and, 
shot at a slight angle, gave a relatively 
clear indication of the space. When the 
second image was posted, Burtynsky 
said, “Interesting. It’s darker, moodier.” 
The image was also flatter, with fewer 
trees. Burtynsky stood inches from the 
photo and squinted at a rickety pier 
extending from the distilleries to the 
creek. “I was looking at this earlier,” he 
said. “It must be to bring stuff over. I 
don’t know if the tides would make it 
this far back—or maybe it floods when 
the rains come.” He stood back again. 
Sensing that the photo lacked warmth, 
he headed over to Image Works for a 
revise. The corrected print was tacked 
up after lunch, just as Panou, who had 
strolled over from his apartment, walked 
in. “That’s what it looked like,” he said, 
stepping up to it. 

“I would yank some yellow out,” 
Burtynsky said. The photo was warmer, 
but it had taken on a heavy, mustardy 
hue. “The yellow must be rust.” 

“Rust and oil and everything else,” 
Panou said. 

They looked silently. Occasionally, 
Burtynsky approached the print and ran 
his fingertips across it. “This one is more 
electric on the eyes,” he said. “The sur-
face is more active. The yellows are kill-
ing it, though.” He suggested another 
color correction. “Color can totally in-
fluence you, because color is emotional.” 

We walked back to Image Works 
again, and Burtynsky sat down beside 
a technician. “Somebody way back when 
said it takes two people to use Photo-
shop: one to work, the other to say 
when to stop,” he said, and laughed. 
Beyond making adjustments to color, 
he said, he would not tamper with an 
image. His work, in many ways, re-
quires that the image’s authenticity go 
unquestioned. “I am maybe seen as a 
bit of a throwback to modernism, and 
I don’t deny that,” he told me. “What 
I am doing is creating this constant 
body of work—a way of understand-
ing the world.” Watching the heavy 
yellow tones fall away, Burtynsky nod-
ded in approval. “What is reality?” he 
said. “At a certain point, you just aim 
for the print. You are not going in there 
and inventing a whole bunch of new 
stuff, but you are getting to something 
that resembles what it was.” 


