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When I first saw Zaria Forman’s work, I thought I was looking at a
photograph. Instead I discovered that these incredibly detailed images are
actually hyperrealist pastel drawings. They depict places that are
profoundly affected by climate change—Antarctica, Greenland, and the
Maldives. Her renderings of ice, waves, and water are astonishingly

tangible and compelling. I discovered Forman’s work in a short film called

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/a-mothers-legacy-of-art-icebergs-and-inspiration
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“Perspective.” It had just the right characteristics that I look for when

curating National Geographic’s Short Film Showcase.

This film presents a beautiful portrayal of Forman’s vision and her
relationship to her mother, photographer Rena Bass Forman. The elder
Forman photographed the Arctic from 2001 until her untimely death in
2011. I corresponded with the younger Forman over email about her art,
the Arctic, and the ways that her work is influenced by her mother’s
photography.

Greenland #10, llulissat, 2007 Photograph by Rena Bass Forman
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Greenland #72 Drawing by Zaria Forman

ZARTA FORMAN: My mother dedicated her life to photographing the
most remote regions of the Earth. The cold and isolated landscape of the
Arctic consumed her interest from 2001 until her passing in 2011. She
always said that she was a polar bear in a past life, and watching her spend
endless hours in the frigid winds, patiently and happily waiting for the
moment when the light was right, gave me no doubts that this was true!

She taught me the importance of loving what you do and carrying out
projects full force, no matter what obstacles lay in the way. She created her
own series of journeys entitled “Chasing the Light,” and the Greenlandic
expedition would have been the third in the trilogy. Her work from her
Arctic trips have been compared to [the work of] 19th-century
photographers John L. Dunmore and George Critcherson, who were on
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American painter William Bradford’s 1869 expedition to Greenland. She
was inspired by Bradford’s journey and did extensive research, even

finding glass plate negatives from the trip by Dunmore and Critcherson.
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Greenland #1, llulissat, 2007 Photograph by Rena Bass Forman

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/a-mothers-legacy-of-art-icebergs-and-inspiration 5/19


http://www.clarkart.edu/exhibitions/bradford/content.cfm?id=1
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsucZBC0xH2ZUfnHUaTCMWDUJ_a3QeTTWCpUKvBne-3Sgg66vBrm6UflgU3U-sg0QDAQLSBNHRdwSzS5ztOCbwT5rW7jDxSINJsFMWRzjqMyOEG9vLUBw32Vlz4dH4qlcCPq4rzbj4mCI638hPcE1VJVRRZAYDCQAyZ887WsCckU-3JYpKJjRxHbq5zF_zEyDQN4F8445ALNcFEegw6UrKgXrhCDNirfa24D-S1bwUPoMW__BV-d604ONzPTPmQXINIHFVMjanGBdb8z3SuiZgD7QLRfgdT7yVEFjsvBpCX3LG0qwvpg-jB5I13BVyzEc_6FV_85_QC_6GQ74Fd2OFp8njSsag07gW3nd0BcttYufh_UCqtF_P90wa1GaTzodBFtoAx1VWj3rKc3XXjS8NUwHwXGNFpTFHqmTEZY-9Y1mLGlCnl46zJJGfK_wFR9vgnD9-ifoLtHuMo-iZFYxbiVUPcjqwytUgGkueGj7wDFGFP_vScmMiIVfm9t8_cKv6sRCSUAY5i7xrnrdP0wg5Z9MZPO1FWVMQtkxbUhdBW61J4eiVai4PsxBmwSlRUItvVWB-wMZrcudFSBZimpfPyDzdzKadjWi66VgGlnb62LaFlbs1nWNe1_bJE8XSHbr_xAsEywnFINmbiNuaHQFMkV5bzpAQ2hdYJY7cgpVEiciJpwC4hoOUKGrD0LQF0Gv50-kllziao5HqYN9pnyNE4oswjcoukNrfUC7bWa0uikmx5gII3ZeLMBShx-CO_CjhVbdPgdx1JNRUOrJ5i1g_haJrTOkniptD9P0tTP02LO_Y6_CNJ7UF7_leTvkUlYOJVQkDkJAnG_lBY2hz8RtOU10eL00zswP3jHIMsXIsDfCTOcdbgf8mvTIIfa86fMDpPi38dY-VUfp6EW89qIzVvzZCq0-DeMbnj4HFOsAovwsboyDmLTon9Vcm0--Mfym0lt427iN5ceYrUGRMS-VPS62R8cCimkG3QsCPvXNJ0oktgAVdA36VmlMNbmaGqrBu34klQl74iN39ll13eU1oEw8a8IIZTG3w6xdMzr2UBsjOaJlYCUlK5vipMWsmYBAWbtnLUx7Ysn8SVht8pULIJxqzRweNySLEVJ8l8ZvpVnGwWQpgNUjl4xZ33GdnCcWKu79Xh8Rz2BVRmtw7eZrqPfP6_yAqi_YobCYzhXdT6jK-WfQQRjXAAMPJNMBRaXDN6wfZmWk5vIb-TJG89i5BhbA7397FDub640wpsQuEjrvwRplGuIzuzbVHkyXbOWJnEouGJJns_NVpM2g_cNvQqzNmBvzcaWnGxKJKkLxCDbysbbwJ4sTh-Z&sai=AMfl-YQ9NRnqNgDO5EewH3lRKSv5cgeU3V15qdTwT5nZJEcMNDePERPwl9Wqhw6cIWKi-0mHlATzTX75KE0qgg1AlUx4N8EX2JJknpnzIpd8qL_yFw_xKh-QZ1fSVrFkLNbnl6oY1cMcJXJDMKcU3kcYiVrD6E6qjg1gu6kUIbsjATrehlxVrJx9flfdKIhjEQo5YX8FFqsyp_iNElCKFW9Q0t8&sig=Cg0ArKJSzBu21kszEh8R&cry=1&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&urlfix=1&adurl=https://d.agkn.com/pixel/2389/%3Fche%3D778372178%26col%3D29145860,2563410,355709171,559796104,193084297%26l1%3Dhttps://creditcards.chase.com/a1/freedom/CFDBAU623%3FCELL%3D6PG8%26jp_cmp%3Dcc/29145860/ext/193084297/355709171

7/18/23,5:38 PM A Mother’s Legacy of Art, Icebergs, and Inspiration

Greenland #71Drawing by Zaria Forman

ADVERTISEMENT

FIRST 3 MONTHS FROM ACCOUNT OPINING

ZARIA: Her first encounter with icebergs was in Patagonia, Argentina, in
2001. Usually we traveled as a whole family, but during that particular
adventure I was in my first year of college and couldn’t afford the time off.

I believe her obsession with cold, icy landscapes was born on that trip.
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RACHEL: Can you talk about the trip you took to Greenland to spread her
ashes?

ZARIA: In August of 2012 I led an Arctic expedition up the northwest
coast of Greenland. In 1869 William Bradford embarked on the very first
Arctic art expedition, and our trip followed his path to find inspiration in
the dramatic geography, as he had. We compared exact locations with
photographs from Bradford’s trip, discovering both similarities and

differences in the landscape almost 150 years later.

My mother had conceived the idea for the voyage but did not live to see it
through. She was diagnosed with brain cancer on Mother’s Day in 2011
and passed away six months later. During the months of her illness her
dedication to the expedition never wavered, and I promised to carry out
her final journey. In Greenland, I was compelled to address the concept of
saying goodbye on scales both global and personal as I scattered my

mother’s ashes amidst the melting ice.
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Svalbard #10, Reindeer, Bjorn Dalen Valley, Svalbard. Svalbard lost 50 percent of its reindeer in
2010. This couple was lucky to survive (2010). Photograph by Rena Bass Forman
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Maldives #14 Drawing by Zaria Forman

ZARIA: Fulfilling my mother’s dream to follow Bradford’s voyage in

Greenland was one of the most meaningful gifts my mother gave me.

Her sickness and passing was by far the most challenging experience of my
life. I had never before faced such a tremendous loss. The mourning
process I went through (and continue to go through) shaped and paralleled
the concept of the trip to Greenland, which in turn had significant effects
on my art. I often thumb through my mother’s negatives and contact

sheets from the trips we took together, to find inspiration for my drawings.

Above all though, her dedication, passion, and perseverance continue to
inspire me. She would spend hours on an icy cliff edge, waiting for the
sunlight to illuminate the frame through [the] camera lens that she had
chosen, smiling and happy, long after the rest of the family’s toes had gone
numb. We would whine and complain, urging her to call it a day so we
could return indoors and have a warm meal. She wouldn’t budge until she

knew she had captured what she wanted.
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Greenland #7, llulissat, 2009 Photograph by Rena Bass Forman

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/a-mothers-legacy-of-art-icebergs-and-inspiration 10/19


https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvlk-UG0-t37gIHiwnB6h05IqHZv9xST770E-jr6qtrIAyZCfF-Tc2qjE379eObLUGFLH24y_PMgefP9kBsqFnq8t4WZFX4AsYwLf3p2hs5BGVadVVK88ixzNqxU5xCTTBKvQTpMUhCXdAE2RJqWqpsKlbF62EiIYBFTx_sOTxIPHDEWJSNDSFfIsQHycopI6zJVUJEt56Nd36O2LE6oweCdYrbuIiCu2REeayuRr6sBYgluy0t9KlB3Tfn8dMIX9cFRM1MRCOw3hJrSJj9qQZw4LT2oPtBGYrTyYk_xXPZt3j8onHt5j7GtYxN9Wk_R_Ks2jH1kGAAXaaYUS0SYq_Vhe6Vxm-eqPOG5_4BAnbvh2ia5NO53bLo_CtLcuXWZy_ShoJx2EW8vrZdInOZymYk2q3jOfJesPq1Pot69Jg8XxK913isHd1zrzSIACDRZFpi-_WUeBU_6jzynR6xZufkjyzIyM8g8229JdHvGB5Gg1gRICR-USbxcftCk24SBbPCQ0vzL7wI5wpTX1ML8l5MJokvtr6muxH9qKdHC_VVS1BOvbVweVhl51ERnb6FFFRw8l9zGOtFh9dlw3HlSrK2gSWQBSNffbmWjTPiKf2f9ylq-oRLWVFkFiSzdPyDsHtl5EKVR_G0WmA6T3kTQyu7PiFt5fdo8fI_GsPRk-PrOMoV6y9IsGnM2GQhqMh3D8CFZq2g3vNftohOTf5GaEdwjgMHnB9T6f6cVUmG2Ww1F7B4iuojovdIMahbeScn1JzCG_Tz5V0SfSUFdKQvZNN1lkVBzCgkksP1Ihxv_5wVs1ltNGxAMQs3fobSsKSV7yUGXRxDsdq7VWur73xYLdh4R2fzjh5gpTIO2vPleVm-pBBBZhz2BR0tsieSwaQ54AhGbxtT1vKn2dNotQJLX8MGMcHavpx-bjz7pwF9EXAjgCgPgQUQLlMX7EN-r0vIZdUHggtGHOAGM78eJOx5LggN9CBo1HIHi1kj924H_WWRf9kxslmtOz4LaYUHQD3Ot4WmRftavL2yhqwS47fHHAG0LvrThqZzWPZMZ_n25M8aGLAyXBgYcHDpKCKPwa1xXh4LnW5nmBOBMTqKqdHWrflKvH6AS3LZBKsRPhXK_g8BYLor6yBrnWn8DZtmwCVWGYhUGbMwzF_pNF5x7ekMbzlmO3Tcmbiz1GrFVhrIWMH1Ox4l4IxcUCl_FXni0wJwqTysmQnWfbkcWdlDKa-CN9deUw5lEK6exMC1_RSeSjQ3CJ0lyx8kBfZ9Gq5P4ugppQmjJyS6mQldR0nWWVDUfivgFBcM59PwcYNRIWV4vDITVgxymJeY4Jkw&sai=AMfl-YQCbLg2e2cvRhhAPqnL-M9OtNW29BOh_bGRaN6lL6wy1IytAj6IKumNgpy71QnCUQpJ81qj8xoGECtJ6AXPtnYtGmImg1diNqdrOJNKLyCCiR8HljaSmlZUcyF4pNHrwEM-7domTe-1UgOfyy5wOTdiyxcEBOFLVL3pq9BZAWWMSszwqT2RXvFcF4dCUrX0-3nsRVxdTqTDpq0dJd1qUFI&sig=Cg0ArKJSzIiDlm_v7xQA&cry=1&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&urlfix=1&adurl=https://d.agkn.com/pixel/2389/%3Fche%3D704351018%26col%3D29145860,2563410,355707092,559796104,193084297%26l1%3Dhttps://creditcards.chase.com/a1/freedom/CFDBAU623%3FCELL%3D6PG8%26jp_cmp%3Dcc/29145860/ext/193084297/355707092

7/18/23,5:38 PM A Mother’s Legacy of Art, Icebergs, and Inspiration

Svalbard #33 Drawing by Zaria Forman
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ZARIA: I have always preferred soft pastels over the myriad materials I
have experimented with. The process of drawing with pastels is simple and
straightforward: cut the paper, make the marks. The material demands a
minimalistic approach, as there isn’t much room for error or reworking,

since the paper’s tooth can hold only a few thin layers of pigment.

I rarely use an eraser—I prefer to work with my “mistakes,” enjoying the
challenge of resolving them with limited marks. I love the simplicity of the
process, and it has taught me a great deal about letting go. I become easily
lost in tiny details, and if the pastel and paper did not provide limitations, I
fear I would never know when to stop, or when a composition were

complete!

When I travel, I take thousands of photographs. I often make a few small

sketches on-site to get a feel for the landscape. Once I return to the studio,
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I draw from my memory of the experience, as well as from the
photographs, to create large-scale compositions. Occasionally I will
reinvent the water or sky, alter the shape of the ice, or mix and match a few
different images to create the composition I envision. I begin with a very
simple pencil sketch, so I have a few major lines to follow, and then I add
layers of pigment onto the paper, smudging everything with my palms and
fingers and breaking the pastel into sharp shards to render finer details.

Greenland #8, llulissat, 2007 Photograph by Rena Bass Forman

ADVERTISEMENT
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Lemaire Channel, Antarctica Drawing by Zaria Forman

ZARIA: Artists play a critical role in communicating climate change,
which is, I think, the most important challenge we face as a global
community. I have dedicated my career to translating and illuminating
scientists’ warnings and statistics into an accessible medium that people
can connect with, on a level that is perhaps deeper than scientific facts can
penetrate. Neuroscience tells us that humans take action and make
decisions based on emotion above all else. Studies have shown that art—in
particular drawings, paintings, photographs, and film—can impact viewers’

emotions more effectively than an essay or newspaper article.

My drawings explore moments of transition, turbulence, and tranquility in
the landscape, allowing viewers to emotionally connect with a place they
may never have the chance to visit. I choose to convey the beauty, as
opposed to the devastation, of threatened places. If people can experience
the sublimity of these landscapes, perhaps they will be inspired to protect

and preserve them.

ADVERTISEMENT

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/photography/article/a-mothers-legacy-of-art-icebergs-and-inspiration 13/19



7/18/23,5:38 PM A Mother’s Legacy of Art, Icebergs, and Inspiration

Winston Wachter gallery
View more of Zaria’s work on her website.
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