
# P H O T OA R K   71  70  n at i o n a l  g e o g r a p h i c  •  a p r i l  201670 AFRICAN WHITE-BELLIED TREE PANGOLIN A baby hitches a ride on its mother at Pangolin Conservation, a nonprofit organization in 
St. Augustine, Florida. The mammals are illegally killed for bush meat and their scales, which are claimed to have medical value.
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On a deeply personal 
mission, Joel Sartore is 
photographing as many 

animals as he can—before 
some disappear.
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FIRST ROW Eastern subterranean termite, sand cat, Roanoke logperch, pink-sided tree frog, greenbottle blue tarantula, Eurasian red squirrel, Nicobar pigeon, green tree python SECOND 
ROW Philippine crocodile, Gulf fritillary butterfly, orangutan, red-fan parrot, bilby, Grevy’s zebra, Diana monkey, yellowtail clown fish THIRD ROW Curl-crested aracari, giant stag beetle, 
ring-tailed lemur, black-and-rufous elephant shrew, shortfin lionfish, desert millipede, Chinese flying frog, Yangtze giant softshell turtle FOURTH ROW Scorpion, four-toed hedgehog, giant 
panda, straw-necked ibis, Schmidt’s red-tailed monkey, Taiwan giant grass mantis, Florida regal doris, American flamingo FIFTH ROW Mandrill, racquet-tailed roller, Asian garden dormouse, 
rhinoceros snake, Australian finches, Amazonian horned frog, North American porcupine, flower beetle SIXTH ROW Chinstrap penguin, fire shrimp, lion-tailed macaque, red-knobbed 
imperial pigeon, panther chameleon, white-throated wood rat, common desert centipede, American oystercatcher SEVENTH ROW Blue-spotted emperor butterfly, pygmy slow loris, 
Panamanian golden frog, blue-spotted tree monitor, Nassarius snail, hyacinth macaw, dama gazelle, titan triggerfish EIGHTH ROW Himalayan wolf, metallic sweat bee, bat star, Guianan 
cock of the rock. Photographs taken at the locations listed on page 85.
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to home—and the zoo was one mile away. Chapo 
told Sartore to come on down. “I was mostly 
humoring him,” Chapo says.

When he arrived, Sartore requested two 
things from Chapo and curator Randy Scheer: 
a white background and an animal that would 
sit still. “What about a naked mole rat?” said 
Scheer. He put the bald, bucktoothed rodent 
on a cutting board from the zoo kitchen, and 
Sartore started taking pictures.

It might seem odd that such a humble crea-
ture could inspire what has become Sartore’s 
lifework: photographing the world’s captive spe-
cies and making people care about their fate. 
But launching a planetwide mission with a tiny 
rodent fits perfectly with Sartore’s philosophy. 
“I get most excited when I do little critters like 
this,” he says, “because nobody’s ever going to 
give them the time of day.”

There are estimated to be between two 
million and eight million species of animals 
on the planet. Many of them (forecasts range 
from 1,600 species to three million) could go 

extinct by the end of this century, as a result of 
habitat loss, climate change, and the wildlife 
trade. “People think we’re going to lose animals 
in their grandchildren’s time,” says Jenny Gray, 
CEO of Zoos Victoria in Australia. “We’re losing 
them now. And those animals are gone forever.”

Zoos are the last hope for many animals on 
the verge of vanishing—but zoos shelter only a 
fraction of the world’s species. Even so, Sartore 
estimates that it will take 25 years or more to 
photograph most of the species in captivity.

During the past decade he’s photographed 
more than 5,600 animals for the passion project 
he calls Photo Ark. He’s taken pictures of small 
ones: a green-and-black poison dart frog, an El 
Segundo flower-loving fly. Large ones: a polar 
bear, a woodland caribou. Marine animals: a 
foxface rabbitfish, a Hawaiian bobtail squid. 
Birds: an Edwards’s 

Photo Ark is a joint project 
of National Geographic and 
Joel Sartore. Learn more at 
natgeophotoark.org.   

(Continued on page 84)

Indian tribes “knowing that their ways of life 
were going to be seriously altered” by westward 
expansion. He thought of Edward Curtis, who 
“photographed and recorded, on early movie 
footage and sound,” threatened native cultures.

“And then I thought about myself,” he says. 
“I’d done almost 20 years of photographing in 
the wild, and I wasn’t moving the needle very 
much in terms of getting people to care.”

He had taken pictures that showed in one 
frame why a species was struggling—an Ala-
bama beach mouse, for instance, in front of 
a coastal development that threatened its  
habitat—but he wondered whether a simpler 
approach would be more effective. Portraits 
could capture an animal’s form, features, and 
in many cases its penetrating gaze. Could they 
also be used to capture public attention?  

On a summer day in 2006 Sartore called up his 
friend John Chapo, president and CEO of the 
Lincoln Children’s Zoo, and asked if he could 
take portraits of some of the zoo’s animals. Even 
with Kathy’s illness, he could work a little close 

 For years National Geographic  
photographer Joel Sartore worked far away from 
home—documenting the astonishing wildlife of 
Bolivia’s Madidi National Park or scrambling up 
the three tallest peaks in Great Britain or get-
ting too close to grizzly bears in Alaska. His wife, 
Kathy, stayed in Lincoln, Nebraska, and took care 
of the kids. “He never wanted to change diapers 
or be a stay-at-home dad,” she says. 

But in 2005, on the day before Thanksgiving, 
Kathy was diagnosed with breast cancer. The 
cancer sentenced her to seven months of chemo-
therapy, six weeks of radiation treatments, and 
two operations. So Joel Sartore had no choice: 
With three kids ages 12, 9, and 2, he couldn’t trav-
el for the stories that were the mainstay of his 
career. Of that time, he says now, “I had a year 
at home to think.” He thought about John James 
Audubon, the ornithologist. “He painted several 
birds that are extinct now,” says Sartore, who has 
prints of Audubon’s Carolina parakeet and ivory- 
billed woodpecker in his home. “He could see 
the end for some animals, even in the 1800s.” He 
thought of George Catlin, who painted American 

By Rachel Hartigan Shea
Photographs by Joel Sartore

NAKED MOLE RAT 
This species of rodent,  
the first animal to be photo-
graphed for Photo Ark, thrives 
in large underground colonies 
in arid parts of East Africa.
Lincoln Children’s Zoo, Nebraska
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FENNEC FOX 
The smallest foxes in the world have 
enormous ears to cool them down as they 
traverse sand dunes in the Sahara, where 
they are common. Their cuteness makes 
them attractive to the wild-pet trade.
Saint Louis Zoo



Nearly half of all primate species are in danger of extinction, and the five here are among the world’s  
most endangered. Around 70 Cat Ba langurs are believed to exist worldwide; the population of red-ruffed 
lemurs is similarly diminished. The brown-headed spider monkey is rapidly losing its South American 

habitat. But life’s pleasures remain: The Sumatran orangutan rests on a comfortable perch, and the 
Delacour’s langur relishes a bit of banana. Clockwise from top left: Miller Park Zoo; Endangered Primate Rescue Center,  

Vietnam (two); Summit Municipal Park, Panama; Rolling Hills Zoo, Kansas
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RED-RUFFED LEMUR CAT BA LANGUR

DELACOUR’S LANGURBROWN-HEADED SPIDER MONKEY SUMATRAN ORANGUTAN



NORTHERN WHITE RHINOCEROS 
This female named Nabiré was one of  
the last of her subspecies. She died last 
summer, a week after this photograph was 
taken. A few months later another northern 
white rhino died, leaving only three.
Dvůr Králové Zoo, Czech Republic



SNOWY OWL 
Snowy owls live in the upper 
latitudes of North America, Europe, 
and Asia, but this one ended up in 
Nebraska and was starving when it 
was rescued by Raptor Recovery.
Raptor Recovery Nebraska 

BRAZILIAN PORCUPINE 
Also known as the prehensile-tailed 
porcupine, the largely nocturnal 
species spends some 85 percent of 
its time in trees. Sartore’s camera 
caught it at rest but alert. 
Saint Louis Zoo

MALAYAN TAPIR 
The baby shown here was just six 
days old when it was photographed. 
The coats of young tapirs are 
spotted to blend in with the dappled 
light of the tropical forest floor. 
Minnesota Zoo
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supported by the National Geographic Society, 
have never been photographed so distinctively 
before, with their markings, their fur, and their 
feathers so clearly on display. If they disappear, 
this will be the way to remember them. Sartore’s 
goal “isn’t just to have a giant obituary of what 
we’ve squandered,” he says. “The goal is to see 
these animals as they actually looked in life.”

Now millions of people have seen the animals 
that Sartore has photographed. People have met 
their gazes on Instagram, in this magazine, in 
documentaries, and projected on the sides of 
some of the world’s great monuments: the Em-
pire State Building, the United Nations head-
quarters, and, most recently, St. Peter’s Basilica. 

There are as many ways to photograph an an-
imal as there are animals, but Sartore operates 
within some basic parameters. All the portraits 
are taken with a black or white background. “It’s 
a great equalizer,” he says. “The polar bear is no 
more important than a mouse, and a tiger and 
a tiger beetle are exactly the same.”

Large animals are photographed in their 
enclosures, where Sartore either hangs a giant 
black curtain to serve as backdrop or paints a 

wall. At the Houston Zoo he draped 18 feet of 
black cloth at one end of a giraffe’s stall. The 
giraffe didn’t even notice, says Peter Riger, vice 
president of conservation at the zoo. “It just 
knew it was coming in to get lunch.”

Small animals are placed in a soft-sided box, 
with Sartore poking his lens through a slit in the 
side. “Some of them fall asleep or eat in there,” 
he says. “A lot of them don’t like it at all.” He 
keeps the sessions short, a few minutes at most.

Sartore doesn’t wrangle the animals himself; 
he leaves that to the zookeepers. If at any point 
“the animal shows signs of stress, the shoot is 
over,” he says. “The safety and comfort of the 
animals come first.” None has been injured.

Sartore, however, has not been so lucky. “A 
crane tried to blind me one time,” he says. “That 
was terrifying.” A mandrill, a burly type of pri-
mate, punched him in the face. A white-crowned 
hornbill—“the nastiest, most badass bird I’ve had 
to do”—struck him with its beak and drew blood. 
“But aren’t I asking for it, in a way?” he says.

Joel and Kathy Sartore sit side by side at their 
kitchen table in Lincoln with the lights dimmed. 
His arm rests on her shoulders. He had returned 
from Madagascar the night before (he began 
traveling again in 2007) and wanted her to help 
him select photos of rare lemurs and pochards, 
a kind of duck, to post on Instagram. “The thing 
that draws people is the human element,” says 
Kathy, who often serves as his photo editor. 

Sartore grew up not too far from Lincoln, in 
Ralston, Nebraska. His parents loved nature. 
His father took him mushroom gathering in 
the spring, fishing in the summer, and hunting 
in the fall. His mother, who died last summer, 
gave him a Time-Life book about birds when 
he was around eight years old that may have 
changed his life. Toward the back, in a section 

pheasant, a Montserrat oriole. And on and on 
and on. Sartore says he won’t stop until he dies 
or his knees give out.

Sandra Sneckenberger, a biologist with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, has seen firsthand 
how Sartore’s photos can move others. A few 
years ago the population of Florida grasshopper 
sparrows—a bird Sneckenberger concedes looks 
“drab brown” from a distance—had plummeted 
to about 150 pairs at only two locations. After 
Sartore’s image of the bird raised awareness of 
its plight, federal funding to help the agency 
conserve it soared from $20,000 to more than 
a million dollars. 

Sartore has taken portraits of animals that 
may be saved—but also of animals that are 
doomed. Last summer, at the Dvůr Králové 
Zoo in the Czech Republic, he photographed a 
northern white rhino, one of only five left in the 
world. The 31-year-old female lay down to sleep 
at the end of the shoot. A week later it died of 
a ruptured cyst. In fall 2015 another northern 
white rhino died; one male and two females re-
main. “Do I think that the rhinos going away is 
sad?” Sartore says. “It’s not just sad. It’s epic.”

Most of the animals in Photo Ark, which is 

After a photo shoot at the Columbus Zoo in Ohio, a clouded leopard cub climbs on Sartore’s head. The leopards, which 
live in Asian tropical forests, are illegally hunted for their spotted pelts. Grahm S. Jones, Columbus Zoo and Aquarium

on extinction, was a picture of Martha, the 
world’s last passenger pigeon. He remembers 
returning to that page over and over: “I was 
amazed that you could go from billions to none.”

Joel and Kathy met as University of Nebraska 
students at a spot called the Zoo Bar. “Our dates,” 
Kathy recalls, “were fishing and frog- gigging,” 
which involves spearing frogs for their legs. The 
activity can be justified, Sartore hastens to ex-
plain: “They were bullfrogs; they’re an invasive 
species here in Lincoln.” 

Kathy’s cancer came back in 2012; she had a 
double mastectomy. That same year, their son 
Cole, who was 18, was diagnosed with lympho-
ma. Both recovered, but the illnesses have left 
their mark. “We don’t get uptight about too 
much anymore,” Sartore says. 

Photo Ark has changed him as well. “It has 
made me very aware of my own mortality,” he 
says. “I can see how long it’s going to take.” If 
he can’t finish the job—he still has thousands 
of species to photograph—Cole will take over. 
“I want the pictures to go to work,” Sartore says, 
“long after I’m dead.” j

Photo Ark has 
documented

5,679*
captive species 
since 2006.

557 
amphibians

1,674 
birds

527
fish

966 
invertebrates

785 
mammals

1,170
reptiles

189 of the 1,674 documented
bird species are threatened.**

123 6222335186

To document the world’s creatures, 
photographer Joel Sartore must 
abide the unruly, distract the curious, 
and clean up unexpected messes. 
Watch video of the animal antics at 
ngm.com/more.

* AS OF JANUARY 2016. **SPECIES LISTED BY IUCN AS VULNERABLE, ENDANGERED, 
CRITICALLY ENDANGERED, OR EXTINCT IN THE WILD   

 MATTHEW TWOMBLY. SOURCE: JOEL SARTORE

Animals on pages 72 and 73 photographed at Audubon Butterfly Garden and Insecta-
rium, Louisiana; Budapest Zoo and Botanical Garden, Hungary; Chattanooga Zoo; 
Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden; Columbus Zoo and Aquarium, Ohio; Conserva-
tion Fisheries, Inc., Tennessee; Dallas World Aquarium; Dallas Zoo; Dreamworld, Aus-
tralia; Fort Worth Zoo; Gladys Porter Zoo, Texas; Great Plains Zoo, South Dakota; 
Houston Zoo; Lee G. Simmons Conservation Park and Wildlife Safari, Nebraska; Lincoln 
Children’s Zoo, Nebraska; Miller Park Zoo, Illinois; Nebraska Aquatic Supply; Newport 
Aquarium, Kentucky; Omaha’s Henry Doorly Zoo and Aquarium; Padmaja Naidu Hima-
layan Zoological Park, India; Philadelphia Zoo; Phoenix Zoo; Plzeň Zoo and Botanical 
Garden, Czech Republic; Pontificia Universidad Católica del Ecuador; Pure Aquariums, 
Nebraska; Riverbanks Zoo and Garden, South Carolina; Riverside Discovery Center, 
Nebraska; Saint Louis Zoo; Sedge Island Natural Resource Education Center, New 
Jersey; Sedgwick County Zoo, Kansas; Shark Reef Aquarium at Mandalay Bay, Nevada; 
Suzhou Zoo, China; University of Utah; Zoo Atlanta


