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The world appears spectrally sublime in Emmanuel Tolentino Santos’s photographs. 
It has to do with photographic method and technique but as important, is a mode 
of itinerancy that shapes his artistic practice. His images condense the world yet at 
the same time, evoke an ‘out of field’: the possibilities beyond the visual frame. His 
projects are durational, unfolding over long periods of time, typically arising from 
chance encounters. These conditions permeate his preference for analog 
photographic methods and his equal love of dark room processes. He employs 
hand colouring in most of his works, referencing an early photographic technique 
that aspired to the painterly, and was instrumental in democratising portrait 
painting.  

His practice is ethnographic in character, in its skilful use of metaphor through 
composition and technique and through his pursuit of paths that lead to slowly 
disappearing places or to trails of peoples whose long held traditions are 
threatened: the habitations of what would soon be a lost world. Emmanuel’s 
photographs capture “two worlds….the mystic heaven and [the] earth within”; 
summoning images that reframe the human condition with poetic acuity. The dark 
room may indeed be his universe, a vastness to float across and a sanctuary to 
ground oneself in. 

Shadow Earth



Artist message 
Emmanuel Tolentino Santos 

Shadow Earth is a photographic exploration that portrays  the changing world around us. It is 
a homage to the beauty, the mystic and the physiological evolution of our planet Earth. It is a 
visual mirror that reflects the transformation of our planet delivered by man in his unending 
quest for an advanced civilisation through the process of perpetual expansion. 

The work highlights humanity’s cultural alienation from within. The micro and the macro 
impact of economic and industrial development, the legacy of colonialism in our society and 
the total negligence of the world populace in managing a healthy planet. Nature is in constant 
struggle against the human race in maintaining its dignity when rampant pollution, 
desecration and destructive economic and military wars became the weapons of choice of 
man in order to gain power and supremacy. These actions are being carried out ubiquitously 
in the name of PROGRESS. 

“What have we sacrificed in order to triumph on this pursuit?”  

Our world is transitioning rapidly with the current situation where every single country in the 
planet is facing an invisible enemy. 

The ‘pause’ button has been pressed and gave humanity a chance to evaluate and reflect our 
past relationship in dealing with each other, our environment and the priorities that each of us 
endeavour to undertake. Good health becomes the new wealth. We must learn more from our 
mistakes and failures rather than being blinded by successes, acknowledging that it is our 
imperfections that make us human and our humanity that makes us influential. 

During this remarkable period in our history, we are beginning to see transformation towards 
our individual attitude to each other. The theme of compassionate world is precipitating all 
around, worthy of being inhabitants of our planet. There is a crystallised revelation working 
towards a virtuous consciousness enriched with human values as antidote to the challenges in 
front of us. A powerful currency that in troubled and difficult times we come to realise that 
virtue shines as the most valuable of all possessions. 

Humility brings us down to our knees, which allows us to feel the earth that cradle us and 
listen to the murmurs of the ground that resonate the feelings of all humanity. It is the essence 
that opens the heart to the truth, a truth that was muted and silenced for so long. 
Humility is not a trophy that we can display nor a piece of clothing that we can wear, neither 
a medal that we receive, it is the subdued light, it comes through the whispered voices in our 
dreams, it is the pulse of our hearts and the unseen shadow of our soul… 

It is a tragedy that we have allowed the degradation of cultures through the confusing wisdom 
of collective globalisation. We easily embraced the “pros” but completely neglected the 
“cons”. We learned to live in the shadow and the silence of questions. At present we need to 
learn to live the question, perhaps we will gradually without even noticing it whilst changing 
our ways, find ourselves experiencing and living the answer that will alter the course of our 
destiny.  

Socrates once said, “ the highest form of human excellence is to question oneself and others”. 
This essay does not provide the outright answer, rather, it serves as a reminder about what we 
have forgotten and what is rapidly metamorphosing before our eyes…  

The Earth’s glorious wisdom and the enduring lament that it equally bears. 
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Witness to a Lost World 
Tessa Maria Guazon 

Filipino photographer Emmanuel Tolentino Santos travels the world relentlessly. His journeys 
are assiduously retold in photographs. They are not straightforward documents of persons or 
places, for while they capture a likeness and convey an exactitude, his images are imbued 
density and heft by a penchant for narrative and a rigorous photographic method. Several 
years back, Emmanuel had a space suit made in New York. He packed the suit on his travels, 
donned it or requested someone to wear it in places we somehow recognise: vast deserts, 
illuminated caves, verdant fields, mined out mountains, or derelict cities, to mention a few. 
The astronaut appears in his photographs alongside farmers working the fields, fisher folk 
towing boats or with a solitary figure trudging along a desert path. His countenance is masked 
by the suit but his gestures show him curious and engaged or in other frames, wondering and 
astray. 

The same cannot be said of the astronauts of Apollo 11 (they were propelled by a heroic 
curiosity to explore the universe) who themselves unpacked a 70-mm colour camera when 
they landed on the moon fifty years ago. The Hasselblad was their most important equipment 
and they recorded the momentous event with it. The images of the astronauts on the moon 
alongside the images of the earth seen from the moon changed the way we saw ourselves 
within a cosmic vastness. The moon landing half a century ago is a far cry from current 
preoccupations with Mars, the red planet. Our fascination with other forms of life and worlds 
beyond has not waned, even while our planet continues to sink and burn. 

The world is spectrally sublime in Emmanuel’s photographs. It has to do with the way his 
images are framed and constructed by way of technique but as important, is a mode of 
itinerancy that had shaped his artistic practice. Framing has to do with what an image 
contains but speaks as much of what is outside it, an 'out of field’ that refers to possibilities 
beyond the photographic image itself.  The photographer’s lens is transformed into a roving 
eye embedded within a knowing self. Emmanuel’s ethnographic practice charts a 
contemporary nomadism; a condition resulting from the world having permeable borders but 
where human ties are sundered by hatred and greed. 

The French philosopher Jean Baudrillard cites photography’s ability to provide an “intense 
experience of the lost presence than in the other arts”; this experience Barthes noted as a 
“once was”, a “lost world.”  The series to which these recent works belong were introduced in 
Santos’s solo exhibition Second Earth at the Cultural Center of the Philippines Little Theater 
lobby in 2014. In them, the figure of the astronaut embodied multiple temporal spheres: it 
was the eye that framed the scene, the lens that captured a singular moment, and the blade 
that severed it from a past, rendering it a ‘once was’. The images conjure places that have 
been struck off an itinerary; destinations already reached. 

The arc of Emmanuel’s itinerary is far reaching: it has brought him from a childhood in 
Bulacan province in Central Luzon; to early forays in photography and music in Baguio City 
in Northern Philippines; to Melbourne, Australia where his interest in diaspora developed; to 
work assignments and travels to Israel, Argentina, Bolivia, Poland, Ukraine, Brazil, among 
others.  His projects are durational, unfolding over long periods of time, typically arising from 
chance encounters. This is reflected in his preference for analog photographic methods (he 
describes his Rolleiflex a ‘quiet’, unobtrusive tool) and his equal love of dark room processes. 
In a 2014 interview, he described working in the dark room as ‘meditative’; its processes 
allowing greater experimentation with printing. His previous exhibitions are regarded tributes 
to masters of light: Second Earth refracted Fernando Amorsolo’s sentient atmosphere, a world 
sheathed by the warm glow of a waning tropical sky. The photographs were rendered in 
colour in close approximation of painting’s density. In tinting them by hand, he references an 
early photographic technique that aspired to the painterly and that democratised portrait 
painting. 

Photography functions as a ‘witnessing’, a simultaneous conjuring of presences and absences: 
one cannot be apprehended without the other. Emmanuel Santos probes the densely layered 
aspects of photographic practice, skilfully employing metaphor through photographic 
composition and technique as he follows the trails of slowly disappearing places and peoples 
whose long held traditions are threatened: the habitations of what would soon be a lost 
world. His photographs function both as document and prophecy, for the earth may soon 
become a ‘magnificent desolation’, which was how Buzz Aldrin described the moon decades 
ago. His photographic practice captures “two worlds….the mystic heaven and [the] earth 
within”; summoning images that record and reframe the human condition with poetic acuity. 
The dark room may indeed be his universe, a vastness to float across and a sanctuary to 
ground oneself in.
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Notes 

1 Edwards, Nathalie, McCann, Ben and Potiana, Peter. 2015. “The Doubling of the Frame: Visual Art and Discourse” in 
Framing French Culture. Adelaide, Australia: University of Adelaide Press, 14. 
2 Edwards, et al. 2015, 17.  
3 Interview with the author, 6 December 2019 Quezon City Philippines. 
4 Eric Caruncho. “Planet Earth is Blue and There is Nothing I Can Do”, Philippine Daily Inquirer, 6 July 2014, https://
lifestyle.inquirer.net/165089/planet-earth-is-blue-and-theres-nothing-i-can-do/, accessed January 17, 2020. 
5 Clare A.P. Willsdon, ‘Painting and Photography’, in Christiana Payne (ed.), In Focus: Pegwell Bay, Kent – a Recollection of 
October 5th 1858 ?1858–60 by William Dyce, Tate Research Publication, 2016, https://www.tate.org.uk/research/
publications/in-focus/pegwell-bay-kent-william-dyce/painting-and-photography, accessed 27January 2020. 
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Artist Profile  
Emmanuel Tolentino Santos (b. 1957, Philippines) 

Emmanuel Tolentino Santos is a photographer based in Melbourne, 
Australia. His extensive travels inform his photographic essays, 
which focus on diaspora and ancient cultures. His portfolios speak 
to this, through visual interpretations of themes, stories, and myths 
from communities across the world. Santos began his career as a 
photo essayist for the United Nations High Commission for 
Refugees. He moved to Australia in 1982 and had since then 
worked on numerous projects and publications.  

His works are in the collections of the Jewish Museum of Australia, 
the State Library of Victoria, the National Gallery of Australia, the 
Victorian Arts Center, the National Library of Australia, the 
Holocaust Centre, the Immigration Museum, the Parliament 
House, the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, the Musee d’Art et 
Histoire du Judaisme in Paris, and the France and Beth Hatefutsoth 
Museum in Israel. His photographs have been widely exhibited in 
Australia, the Philippines, Ukraine, Brazil, Israel, France, China, 
Switzerland, Italy and the Czech Republic. 
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The Baguio Cowboys 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2020  
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)
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We were once connected, speaking a 
common language. Now we look at each 
other from a distance, not knowing where 
we’re going and vaguely remembering 
where we’ve been.



Currimao 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2013 
Colours hand-painted in 2020  
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Around the world, more than 500 million 
people depend on the fishing industry for 
survival. The commercial industry is responsible 
for catching 93.3 million tonnes of wild fish and 
for cultivating 48.1 million tonnes of farmed fish 
annually. Because of its direct involvement in 
marine habitats, the fishing industry has a 
significant environmental impact.
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Butolan 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2012 
Colours hand-painted in 2020  
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)
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A memory. I was once a child comfortable 
in my own skin, bathed by the sun, clothed 
by the wind. I breathe with the Earth, I 
laugh and cry with glorious sky, and now 
that I’ve grown older and have flown back 
from up high, I was asked... who am I?



Zambales 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020  
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5) 

People will always be caretakers of the 
planet: if we respect it, we shall harvest its 
bounty and enjoy its beauty.
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Pampanga 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2014 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Nature is constantly overtaken by housing 
and industrial development; with pastures 
and farming lands catering to the demands of 
growing populations and modern life. 
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Salinas 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Natural farming methods have been 
replaced by mechanised alternatives to 
answer ever higher demands for food and 
agricultural produce. This results in soil 
degradation which hampers future food 
production.
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Angelsea 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2013 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

The warming of oceans and the atmosphere 
will have sea levels rising at a rate never 
before experienced.
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Ahimasha 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2012 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Coal generated power is a major 
contributor to global warming. The energy 
from coal plays a vital role in electricity 
generation yet coal is also a major 
pollutant.
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Baguioili 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2013 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

National Artist Kidlat Tahimik strongly 
advocates the preservation of the customs 
and traditions of Philippine indigenous 
cultures. The wisdom of ancient cultures is 
the key to understanding our planet.
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Balian 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2013 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Overfishing can wreak havoc and destroy 
the environment and marine ecology; 
resulting in a  completely disrupted and 
broken food chain.
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Belarus 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2012 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Endangered species are increasing in 
number; as wildlife populations are 
constantly threatened by human 
encroachment into their habitats, all in 
pursuit of profit and progress.

Pg.17



Bell Caves 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2016 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Humanity is at a losing end when we fail to 
take care of the planet’s natural wonders.
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Carabaomt 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Overpopulation is associated with negative 
environmental and economic outcomes, 
ranging from the impacts of over farming, 
deforestation and water pollution. Three 
decades ago, this mountain was a forest.
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Epecuen 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Epecuen is where the world’s second most 
salinated lake is located. It was once a 
popular tourist town rich in natural minerals 
which were mined for medicinal purposes. 
In 1985, it rained heavily with the lake 
waters rising dangerously leading to the 
collapse of the purpose built embankment, 
burying the town three meters deep. Today, 
it is a ghost town. 
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Laguna 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Commercial aquaculture by big companies 
and illegal fishing at the largest lake in the 
Philippines has contributed to the degradation 
of ecodiversity of its waters and deprived local 
fisherfolk of fishing grounds.
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Lubuagan 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Colonisation and the introduction of 
western ways of life have resulted in 
‘cultural hybrids’; which diluted the 
foundations of traditional cultures around 
the world.
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Taal 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

Taal lake is home to an active volcano, 
providing livelihood to local inhabitants. 
The volcano recently erupted displacing 
thousands not only in Volcano Island but 
also in neighbouring towns.
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Warsaw 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2012 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

The corporate world’s  pursuit of economic 
and financial superiority has created an 
enormous gap between the wealthy and the 
impoverished.
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Wright Park 
Original B&W photograph shot in 2011 
Colours hand-painted in 2019 - 2020 
Type C print, hand coloured photo 
Available in two sizes: 
H120 x W120 cm (Unique edition) 
H100 x W100 cm (Edition of 5)

The paradise that humanity once knew will 
only be encountered in our dreams if we 
neglect what we have left.
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