
Nick Brandt’s stark and soulful portraits are an intimate 
glimpse at a world under siege. A mournful ranger holds 
poached ivory tusks, an abandoned ostrich eggs sits on a 
stretch of parched earth and a small herd of elephants sur-
rounds a skull.

Mr. Brandt has been photographing the threatened wildlife 
of Kenya and Tanzania for more than a decade and has re-
leased his work in two volumes: “On This Earth” (2005) and 
“A Shadow Falls” (2009). He’s now halfway through shooting 
the final volume, and a selection of that new work opens at 
the Fotografiska Museum in Stockholm on Oct. 6.

Over the years, his photographs have taken on an inten-
tionally darker tone to reflect increasing pressures on the 
region, mainly from demand by Asian markets. Raw ivory 
now fetches up to $800 per kilogram and rhino horn is worth 
more per ounce than gold dust, according to the World Wild-
life Fund. Elephants that Mr. Brandt photographed just a few 
years ago have already been killed.

“It’s getting harder and harder to capture these animals be-
cause every year there’s less of them,” Mr. Brandt said. “So 
I’m actually taking longer and longer to take these photo-
graphs but my mission is still to try and show them as sen-
tient creatures.”

His first book was a vision of an Edenic paradise with lush 
landscapes and ethereal moments like a cloud of dust ex-
ploding over an elephant’s head while the scenes in his sec-
ond book become progressively emptier and drier. By the 
end, the trees have vanished and the water has evaporated.

You will not find action shots or telephoto lenses — the usual 
hallmarks of wildlife photography — in Mr. Brandt’s work. 
He opts for tight and solitary portraits in sepia or black and 

white. The resulting photographs feel like artifacts from a by-
gone era.

“I’m waiting for the moment where the animal seems like 
they’re posing or where they’ve set themselves into a land-
scape like an Edward Curtis,” Mr. Brandt said.

This means he can spend weeks with an animal without tak-
ing a single photograph. For a profile of a lion in Kenya’s 
Maasai Mara, he watched it sleep under clear blue skies for 
17 days. But the moment of satisfaction finally came when 
a strong wind blew in and the lion sat up (see photo 5 in the 
slide show above).

Working with guides, Mr. Brandt shoots almost exclusively 
from a car with a medium-format Pentax 67II and spends 
three months of every year photographing all around East 
Africa. (He’s based in southern California).

“What I’m doing feels slightly insane in its impracticality, es-
pecially coming from being a director where you’re a control 
freak and with animals, you’re anything but in control,” he 
said.

Mr. Brandt’s introduction to the region came through his pre-
vious career as a music video director. In 1995, he went to 
Tanzania to work on Michael Jackson’s “Earth Song” and 
was enraptured by what he saw.

“It was so moving. I felt like I was watching these incred-
ible creatures move across a landscape before man was 
around,” Mr. Brandt said.

Frustrated that he couldn’t quite capture this same sense of 
awe with video, he left his successful commercial career for 
photography. Lately, he’s also expanded into serious con-
servation work with his non-profit Big Life Foundation, which 
focuses on wildlife in the Amboseli ecosystem in Kenya and 
Tanzania.

With donations from Mr. Brandt’s photography supporters, 
the year-old organization now has 120 rangers, all local, 
who collaborate with communities to reduce poaching and 
conflicts between farmers and wildlife.

“I’m a pessimist, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to give up 
on trying to limit what’s happening,” Mr. Brandt said. “Some-
times you have to realize that it’s extraordinary that there are 
any elephants left at all.”

He plans to release his third book in September 2013 and 
says the title will complete a sentence he started with his two 
earlier book titles, “On this earth a shadow falls…”

WASHINGTON — When I was very young, I cherished a col-
lection of “space cards” — trading cards that accompanied packs 
of bubble gum — offering exotic visions that supposedly would 
soon be within reach: space ships gliding through Saturn’s 
rings; explorers enduring a Venus dust storm; loopy Technicol-
or Martians making their first contact with visiting Earthlings.

Some of those half-century-old imaginings may have 
been outlandish, but the cards left their mark, assist-
ed by decades of science fiction that confidently as-
sumed we were on the brink of an era of pioneering ex-
ploration. In a way, we were, though not quite as those 
cards suggested. But the appetite they whetted remained.

The images on view at a remarkable exhibition at the Na-
tional Air and Space Museum here could well serve 
as inspirational space cards for this century. But they 
possess far greater power than those old naïve fanta-
sies. They are vividly, compellingly real; they astonish 
and bewilder, luring the viewer into a state of wonder.

In “Beyond: Visions of Our Solar System” 148 photographs 
of moons and planets show these brave new worlds as ex-
traordinary landscapes of mists, dunes, fissures and rocks. 

The exhibition has appeared in other, more modest in-
carnations (including as a traveling show), but this is its 
most complete form. The filmmaker, writer and photog-
rapher Michael Benson deserves much credit for the re-
finement of these images, but we need no technical under-
standing of their origins to be struck by what they portray.

The clouds surrounding Venus have disappeared as radar im-
ages reveal a terrain of sharp-edged ridges, volcanic craters, 
petrified lava flows and delicate striations — testimony to a re-
lentlessly active geographical furnace. We see the blue copper-
ish haze of a Martian sunset — not the invention of a painter of a 
child’s bubble-gum cards but the actual scene from the planet’s 
surface, a small sun penetrating the atmosphere’s powdery dust.

Saturn is photographed as if by a tourist who can’t get enough 
shots of the Eiffel Tower, though now the viewer only wishes 
there were more. It is as if the material world had been left 
behind for a realm of eerie golden textures, delicately shaded 
rings and suspended threads of light. Jupiter, in all its immen-
sity, is almost eclipsed by the impression left by its tiny moon 
Europa, which has a surface like the skin of an aged man’s 
skull, seeming almost transparent, showing veins beneath 
thin flesh, its crusts and ridges the relics of ancient forces.

Some images — umbilical coils of roiling fire from the sur-
face of the Sun or Martian dunes with dark spots mark-
ing the melting of carbon-dioxide frost — almost appear to 
be abstractions, bearing little resemblance to anything fa-
miliar. As for Earth seen from space, even that sight is pre-
sented anew, the planet outlined by a glowing crescent of 
reflected sunlight hitting clouds above the South Pacific.

These photographs offer an implicit chastisement to the wild pop 
sci-fi imaginings of the past, but they are also fulfillments of the 
same urge to know what lies beyond our gravity-bound grasp. 
They are records of unusual ventures, magnificently achieved: 
they were taken by unmanned space probes and beamed back 
to Earth. These contraptions may not carry human life, but they 
are instruments of the extended human will and imagination.

We have sent these probing eyes catapulting in long orbits, 
sweeping past planets and their moons (as with the Galileo or 
Cassini missions), or (as with the Mars rovers) stubbornly ex-
ploring the planetary surface, or (as with Voyager 2) ultimate-
ly veering outward in silent millennial journeys through deep 
space. Arthur C. Clarke, after looking at some of these photo-
graphs, wrote in a foreword to Mr. Benson’s 2003 book (“Beyond: 
Visions of the Interplanetary Probes,” Abrams), “These images 
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