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EARTHLINGS
The earth lets out a sigh
It is Spring 2020. The world comes to a screeching standstill - like
a train that has to make an abrupt stop in its tracks. What follows
is a tense silence. A wayward pandemic forces humanity to retreat
into a lockdown, into private bubbles of family or friends. At least in
those places where people have the luxury to withdraw from social
interaction. It turned out to be the calm before the storm. Across
the world, outraged cries sound through the streets, calling out
inequality, unequal opportunities and distribution of wealth, racism
and climate change. On the surface, it seems there is more that
divides us than unites us.
It is Autumn 2021. It looks like the mutating virus will claim a longlasting place in our everyday reality. We didn’t have a ‘Summer of
Love’ but a summer of natural disasters filled with heated debates on
how to take back control of our lives.
The young artists in the exhibition Earthlings seem to be visionaries.
They chose their themes prior to the corona outbreak, yet they reflect
on societal issues that came to a height during the pandemic. It is
more evident than ever: how we have chosen to live together in the
limited space on this planet has resulted in a precarious balancing
act. We share the earth with one another, with animals, and the nature
that surrounds us. The sun, the mountains, plants, trees, rocks may
all look the same to everyone; their meaning differs from person
to person. The place where we were born determines our identity;
a home for one is an unfamiliar place for another. How do we share
our, sometimes painful, history on earth with each other? What is the
impact of our limitless consumption on the climate? How malleable
are our lives?
These are some of the existential questions raised by the young
artists in this exhibition. In their work in Earthlings, they concern
themselves with our planet, ask questions about our place in the
ecosystem and search for solutions. They confront us with the
urgencies of our world. And employ all possible ways of imagining
to reflect on our current times. Simultaneously, they offer hope and
propose alternatives for the future.
Earthlings is an exhibition by FOTODOK made in collaboration with
curator Jenny Smets. It shows a selection of work from artists who
recently graduated from the photography departments of Dutch art
academies. The artists were part of Blurring The Linesan international
talent program founded in 2016 by Klaus Fruchtnis (Paris College of
Art, France) and Steve Bisson (Urbanautica Institute, Italy)
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MARINA CANEVE
Are They Rocks or Clouds? (2019)
The Dolomites form an impressive mountain range in Northern Italy. Its high
peaks and massive, steep rock walls will move anyone who walks amongst
them. The area has a long history of hydrogeological catastrophes, including
landslides and severe flooding. The mountain range is always in motion. Due to
climate change, the risk of a new disaster in the near future has even increased.
This concerning scenario does not prevent indigenous mountain inhabitants
from staying and even building new houses and roads, as they continue to
feel connected to the area’s history. Photographer Marina Caneve grew up
in Northern Italy. She is fascinated by the relationship between the small
inhabitants and the destructive force of the mountains. She understands the
beauty of it, as do the mountain dwellers.
In the book ‘Are They Rocks or Clouds?’ she researches the history of natural
disasters in the Dolomites. Working with archival images, recent photos,
research, drawings and text, she traces how we reflect on this history in our
collective memory. The project researches the relationship between human
habitation and the mighty force of nature and how we redefine our boundaries
within that relationship to maintain a comfortable life. Taking bigger risks over
time.
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VIKTOR NAUMOVSKI
Standing in the Sun (2019)
‘Us boys of the suburbs are different.
Baptized to wear foil around our necks.
Walk with dog teeth under our armpits’
‘Standing in the Sun’ by photographer and director Viktor Naumovski
(Macedonia) is a personal and imaginative film inspired by his emotional
experiences of growing up in a country in transition: a country emerging from
a war that westernizes over time.
It is a coming of age story about a group of boys living in a suburb of Skopje,
Macedonia. Masculinity and patriotism are omnipresent, both in Macedonia’s
society and amongst these youngsters. Naumovski’s childhood friends and
family members contributed to the making of the film; they inspired him,
played parts in the film, made the costumes and contributed their thinking at
all stages of its production. Through this collaboration, Naumovski researches
the relationship he, as a director, has with these people from the past; the
outsiders find their place in his world of art. Together with them, Naumovski
returns to their shared history in Macedonia and creates a new present.
‘Standing in the Sun’ deals with identity, heritage and family connections.
Naumovski is currently working on the second chapter in this project.
‘Rifles on our shoulders made sure we had things under control...
But we’re just boys, what did we ever have under control?’
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ELINE BENJAMINSEN
Footprints in the Valley (2020 ongoing)
We seem to be developing an awareness of the influence of our level of
consumption on our surroundings. The pandemic and recent climate-related
disasters, including flooding and forest fires, have made our response to this
more urgent. High on the list of disputable behaviour is the frequencywith which
we fly and the CO2 emission this causes. The term “flight shame” has recently
made its way into the dictionary. Savvy entrepreneurs have responded to this
with compensation schemes: those who book a ticket can have a tree planted to
compensate for emissions. The Norwegian photographer Eline Benjaminsen
let an English company plant a tree in her name and set out to look for it
afterwards. She found ‘her tree’ in the Great Rift Valley in Kenya. There, she
saw how good intentions can have detrimental consequences. The European
drive for compensation induces the soil and nature with financial value. The
indigenous Sengweg-people who have been using the land in Emobut are now
refused entry—often with a great display of power. Their relationship with the
land and the ecosystem has been disrupted. This European appropriation of
land can be seen as a contemporary continuation of imperialism.
As with many of her projects, ‘Footprints in the Valley’ is a work that depicts
important but visually abstract subjects. She creates ‘impossible documents’:
images of physical objects which fail to document anything at all, and in doing
so, demonstrate that underlying power structures are often invisible. With
this practice, she aims to confront the viewer with the limitations of their own
understanding. ‘Footprints in the Valley’ consists of prints, video and text. The
images in Embobut are made in collaboration with the Sengwese activist and
community leader Elias Kimayio
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GILLEAM TRAPENBERG
‘Unbé t’aweró (2021)
‘Unbé t’aweró’, means soon it will be later in Papiamento, the local language
on the Caribbean islands Bonaire, Aruba and Curaçao. Photographer Gilleam
Trapenberg was born on Curaçao. He spent his childhood there before
moving to the Netherlands at age 19. The stereotypical images brought
forth by Western media on the Caribbean tourist industry are the subject of
Trapenbergs work: the postcard-worthy photos of heavenly white beaches
and beautiful rose-coloured sunsets. With ‘Unbé t’aweró,’ Trapenberg
aims to create a more nuanced and realistic view of his homeland. Curaçao
is a paradoxical island. The land of heavenly beauty co-exists with a land of
corruption and a lack of economic progress. Curaçao became an independent
country within the Kingdom of the Netherlands in 2010, but its colonial past
has left its traces in society. Life on the island seems to be standing still.
Trapenberg captures this through the daily habitat of people living on the
island. He sees the still beauty of a bedroom interior from times passed; in
two porcelain sculptures of peacocks standing in front of a broken window,
he recognizes the poverty with which the inhabitants struggle. He finds the
melancholic look on people’s faces and captures this in his portraits. ‘Unbé
t’aweró’ is an unpolished portrait of raw beauty, the other side of a tropical
paradise.
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FRIJKE COUMANS
Hoveniers van het Verlangen (2018)
The project ‘Hoveniers van het Verlangen’ by photographer Frijke Coumans
deals with contradictory desires. Control is the most common object of desire,
the need to make the world malleable. We want to maintain a firm grip on our
lives and fear the unexpected and inevitable. This desire for control is fed
by appearances and consumption. Eros, the Greek God of love and passion,
is a contradictory force. He challenges us to embrace the unknown and
uncontrollable. Desire implies a need that disappears as soon as it is met.
What remains is often emptiness. In her photographs, Frijke Coumans shows
the relationship between the unknown and unanswered and the desire for
control. A depiction that does not offer answers but tickles our imagination.
We see chaos and order, love and happiness. The photographs call upon the
viewer to find their meaning and fill in the blanks.
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MICHELLE PIERGOELAM
The Untangled Tales (2020)
Er tin tin, sigri tin tin...
The mythical story of Anansi the spider finds its origin in Africa and has been
passed down for generations in Surinam. Anansi is teased by opponents
who are larger and stronger than this tiny spider. Still, Anansi managed to
beat his opponents by employing his wits and cunning, even when facing the
bullying tiger. Through these stories, enslaved people could communicate
their thoughts with one another without being understood by the slave
owners who might be present. Secretive conversations could also take on
other forms. Surinamese enslaved women wore colourful headscarves as
part of their Creole costume, the Angisas. They would hide secret messages in
these scarves; different ways of folding would give the headpiece a different
meaning that could only be deciphered by insiders. For example, the Angisa
portrayed in this exhibition signals a problem.
In ‘The Untangled Tales,’ photographer Michelle Piergoelam depicts how this
tradition of headscarves, and the story of the spider were used during slavery.
And how these stories have been shared between generations.
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ZOË SLUIJS
(What happened when) I stopped pretending to know (2020)
Insecurity is a complex emotion for many of us. We would rather have control
over the way things work; we want to understand why they are the way they
are. Ideally, we would know what the remainder of the day, the week and the
rest of our lives will look like. We had a degree of control over this in the past,
but the corona pandemic has left us in the dark.
In her latest series (‘What happened when) I stopped pretending to know’,
photographer Zoë Sluijs playfully shares mankind’s universal inability to
get a grip on the world. We see that most of our attempts at understanding
or influencing the world lead to nothing but failure. Van Sluijs’ work does
not aim to explain the world or reveal its truths but shows how someone can
respond to unanswered questions. It demonstrates that insecurity does not
exclusively lead to negativity. We can embrace the ‘not knowing’ from time to
time. And this embrace is what (‘What happened when) I stopped pretending
to know’ asks of the viewer.
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FLEUR JAKOBS
Van de Aarde Ontdaan (2018/2019)
Fleur Jakobs produced the images in ‘Van de Aarde Ontdaan,’ not knowing
that the outbreak of Covid-19 was upon us, nor what the impact would be
on the world and our daily lives. Jakobs’ interest in the relationship between
humans, nature, technology and science was as significant as her fascination
for the impossibilities it offers to solve unthinkable problems. The images
in ‘Van de Aarde Ontdaan’ respond to the control we want to have on our
surroundings. Taking the contemporary viewpoint that everything in life is
malleable, Jakobs invents made up scientific experiments. For example, she
sows together two halves of two different plant leaves. These experiments
are intended to eradicate nature’s mistakes. Mankind wants to determine
how a plant grows and which shape a vegetable can take. Plants and flowers
are produced in such ways that we can hardly speak about nature or natural
development. The immense influence on the world mankind desires to have, is
what Jakobs shares in her work.
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SIDE PROGRAM
Launch of Trigger #3: Care		

Nov. 12, 2021

10:30 - 13:00

Trigger - FOMU’s platform for research, reflection, and debate on all things photographic—
launches publication Trigger #3: Care during Paris Photo: a breakfast, a roundtable on practices
of care in photography, with a subsequent FOTODOK exhibition adding to this momentum.
Four contributors to the brand new publication who work from different care contexts are invited
to the round table: Lisa Barnard, Silvy Crespo, Mashid Mohadjerin, and Pablo Lerma. By discussing
their different practices of care in photography, we try to assemble some practical, concrete
guidelines on matters of care for new and established artists, curators, and policy makers. We
happily invite the audience to think with us about questions such as “How can one practice care
through photography?” This exchange explores the relationship between photography, selfcare, solidarity networks, personal histories, activism, the post-human, and sociopolitical justice
movements.

FOTODOK Book Club #27		 Nov. 12, 2021

17:30 - 19:30

Le FOTODOK Book Club gives a stage to the stories in photobooks. In this live discussion,
photographer and photobook aficionado Rob Hornstra interviews the makers of photobooks—
photographers, designers, and publishers. Great stories and insights are shared; the Book Club is
visual story telling at its best. The 27th edition will take place at Atelier Néerlandais, Paris as part
of the exhibition Earthlings, organized by FOTODOK, that highlights young photography talents
that have graduated from Dutch academies in the past five years.
The FOTODOK Book Club can be visited and will also be livestreamed so that you can experience
the visual stories wherever you are.

Tours by Artists			

Nov. 13, 2021

10:00 - 11:30

What could be better than getting rare insights directly from the artists? During Tours by Artists
all photographers participating in the Earthlings exhibition will be present to happily speak about
their artistic practice. Don’t miss the opportunity to learn and fully dive into the stories of these
promising young artists.

Exchange Program			

Nov. 18, 2021

09:00 - 17:00

This is our online exchange program for photography students coming from France and the
Netherlands. During this day the students will learn about how to pitch their work online. This
way, the students can improve their skills in digitally presenting their work for an audience, and
get a chance to expand their network with peers from other academies in both France and the
Netherlands.
Participating schools from the Netherlands include: The Royal Academy of Arts (KABK), The
Hague; Willem de Kooning Academy, Rotterdam; and Hogeschool voor de Kunsten Utrecht,
Utrecht. Participating schools from France include: Paris College of Art, Paris, and École nationale
supérieure Louis-Lumière, Saint-Denis.
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COLOFON
© images by Eline Benjaminsen, Marina Caneve, Frijke Coumans, Fleur
Jakobs, Viktor Naumovski, Michelle Piergoelam, Zoë Sluijs, Gilleam
Trapenberg
© texts by Jenny Smets
Design and Layout: Zoë Zandwijken
Producer: Victoria Chaushyan, Lisanne van Happen
Exhibition design: under the supervision of Michael Klinkenberg
Curator: Jenny Smets
FOTODOK Director: Femke Rotteveel
Printing and binding: Libertas Pascal
Special thanks to Nicolette Koopman, Joannes Mols, Lilian
Widdershoven, Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, Gemeente
Utrecht, Mondriaan fonds, Pictoright, Blurring the Lines, Photo
Saint Germain, Kummer & Herrman, Paris College of Art, Urbanautica
Institute, European Cultural Centre, The Royal Academy of Art, The
Hague, St. Joost School of Art & Design, Breda.
Printed in the Netherlands
www.fotodok.org / www.atelierneerlandais.com
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