EMMA STIBBON RA
POLAR ICE RETREAT
Establishing new connections between drawing,
science and environment

EMMA STIBBON

RESEARCH OUTPUT

Intersecting Practices of
Contemporary Printmaking
in the UK
China Academy of Arts, Museum
of Contemporary Art, Hangzhou.
Installation view of exhibition
showing three of Stibbon’s
drawings from ‘Polar Ice Retreat’
(far wall).

Polar Ice Retreat brings together a series of large-scale
artworks on paper that resulted from fieldwork in the Arctic and
Antarctica.
The works were made as studio drawings in watercolour or Indian ink
with graphite and carbon powder, or as Intaglio prints. They measure
from 153 x 167cm to 204 x 300cm.
Stibbon worked with geologists, environmentalists, writers and
scientists to transform scientific data, direct observation and experiential
interpretations of landscape collected during the fieldwork. 
Through her use of fragile drawing media, Stibbon utilised innovative
drawing processes, composition techniques, and experimentation with
scale to create unique, emotive, records of the polar landscapes.
Her research process foregrounded the experiential, visceral and tactile
quality of the drawing process and built upon a practice of geological
and environmental engagement into retreating glaciers and ice shelves
(‘Antarctica’, REF2014), by examining how the artist can communicate
experiences of nature, its extremes and its fragility.
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Snow Field
Indian ink and graphite powder
on paper
146 x 207cm
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Summit
Indian ink on paper
201 x 152 cm
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Corrie [diptych]
Ink and carbon powder on paper
each 203 x 298 cm
(overleaf pages 06 and 07)
Corrie [diptych,
left and right panels]
Ink and carbon powder on paper
each 203 x 298 cm
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Lead II
Intaglio print, 98 x 67 cm
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Night Bergs
Watercolour, graphite and aluminium powder
on paper
148 x 200 cm
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Night Navigation
Intaglio print
67 x 98 cm
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Sea Ice
Watercolour, graphite and
aluminium powder
on paper
130 x 300 cm
Section details of the three-metre watercolour
work are included on pages 12 and 13
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EMMA STIBBON | ISFJORDEN,
SVALBARD, 2020

In this short film, Emma Stibbon talks about her residency in Svalbard
and shows us how she made the intaglio and woodcut print ‘Isfjorden,
Svalbard’, 2020. Footage was recorded in Longyearbyen, Svalbard,
Norway, Ink on Paper Press, Wiltshire,
and Spike Print Studio, Bristol.
Film accessible at https://vimeo.com/437798920
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Stibbon drawing in
Graveneset, Svalbard

In ‘Polar Ice Retreat’, Stibbon asks whether drawing can communicate
fragility through the haptic touch of mark making and media, and
whether this can be used by artists to engage the viewer in critical issues
of polar ice retreat.
1.

How can the process of drawing communicate the contrasting sense
of massiveness and fragility experienced in the polar landscape?

2.

What is the role of the artist and drawing in provoking engagement
and reflection on our understanding of polar ice retreat?
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RESEARCH CONTEXT
Stibbon’s research examines the practice of drawing in the
context of a rapidly changing polar environment. She works in
the contexts of the historic and contemporary representation
of the regions and the work of geological and environmental
scientists that recognises the significant changes there. Her
work contributes to debates on the state and future of the polar
regions through significant exhibitions.
Historically, the visual communication of climate change in popular
media culture has tended to focus upon, and prioritise, photographic
and film documentation of climate impacts, which have been
criticised for their disempowering and disengaging effects on the
public (Doyle, 2011). While scientific research provides critical,
measurement-based evidence of how our planet is changing, this
project utilises the language of drawing as an accessible and evocative
form of climate communication. As Bill McKibben says, ‘We can register
what is happening with satellites and scientific instruments, but can
we register it in our imaginations, the most sensitive of all devices?’
(McKibben, 2006)
Stibbon emphasises the experiential capacity of drawing through the
tactile surface and focus of the work, proposing that it is through the
haptic and perceptual sense of touch that drawing can communicate
its sensory qualities, and that the emotional capacity of drawing
engages the viewer. Stibbon builds on the work of other practitioners
and theorists who maintain the particular characteristic of drawing is to
engage the viewer through the immediacy and intimacy of the graphic
‘touch’. David Rosand articulates, for example, ‘We relive an experience
through drawing. In reconstructing the process of drawing we retrace
the gestures of the draftsman; in describing those gestures we ascribe
to them affective content, animation. The space we entered is that
imagined by the draftsman.’
Works in ‘Polar Ice Retreat’ were shown alongside historic portrayals of
the polar regions in two exhibitions. Ice Mirage (Galerie Bastian, Berlin,
2015) considered historic documentation of early expeditions including
work by Herbert Ponting, expedition photographer from Scott’s Terra
Nova expedition to the South Pole. Ice Limit (University of Cambridge,
The Polar Museum, 2015) exhibited alongside the museum’s historic
collections including Edward Wilson’s studies of bergs at The Polar
Museum, Cambridge. The exhibition was accompanied by a series
of outreach events, Drawing Out Science, co-presented
with Professor Katharine Cashman.
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(top) Hut Point
watercolour
Wilson, E.A. (1903)
British National Antarctic
Expedition
1901-04 (Discovery)
Courtesy of Scott Polar Research
Institute, University of Cambridge
(bottom) Antarctic Icebergs
photograph
Ponting, H. (1911)
British National Antarctic
Expedition
1910-13 (Terra Nova)
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RESEARCH PROCESS
The enquiry progresses through four principal
elements:

1. Location and fieldwork

The physical, visceral experience of being in a place
are paramount. Stibbon creates records by scrutiny
of the subject through drawing on location and
exploring the intimate features of the environment.
The challenges of time and weather are embodied in
the work.

2. Studio development

In the studio, Stibbon re-engages with her fieldwork,
interpreting the studies and experiences to create
large-scale drawings. She will often employ devices
of framing, cropping and editing that derive from
preliminary drawings and photographs. She uses
composition and topography as strategies to
promote emotive responses to her work.

3. Dialogue

Stibbon continually checks the validity and accuracy
of her work through dialogue with experts in the field.
She works alongside glaciologists, environmentalists,
artists, writers and scientists.

4. Materiality

Stibbon tests a broad range of materials and making
techniques in the development of her work. She
often uses montage, photocopying and drawing
over source photographs to capture the less tangible
characteristics of the locations she is describing.
Stibbon believes this sense of touch, or the haptic
surface, is intrinsic to the authenticity of her work.
The mediation of image through the process is a key
part of Stibbon’s enquiry. Her methods for gathering
on-site material include direct observational drawing
and photography. Walking and orientating in the
field is an important preliminary to her recording
observed forms. Through this, Stibbon captures the
frailty of both human experience and the graphic
‘touch’ of drawing and generates an understanding
of how drawing can act as a means of communicating
human relationships to a changing environment.
Research process
(top to bottom) Stibbon engaged in polar
field work; page from sketchbook; creating in
the studio environment
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Polar Ice Retreat

Pages from Antarctica
sketchbooks
Watercolour and ink on paper
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RESEARCH INSIGHTS
Stibbon’s research gains insight into the unique appeal of
the drawn image as a means to understand and respond to
landscape. It demonstrates ways in which drawing can offer
an effective and evocative engagement with climate change,
particularly in places where fragility and change risk being
concealed by environmental features that seem massive and
permanent.
Her practice draws audiences to unusual perspectives on the polar
landscape and highlights environmental features in flux. It also brings
new evidence as to the role of drawing as a mediatory tool. Stibbon
proposes that it is the combination of accuracy, careful staging of
images, rendering of subtle atmospheric effects, and the sensory
qualities of multi-material drawn imagery that engages the viewer and
translates the close physical and emotional engagement of the artist.
The Singing Glacier
Mort, H. (2018)
Publication of poetry by
Helen Mort, including
polar images
by Stibbon

The series of large-scale drawings records the identity of environmental
features at a particular moment in time, in specific conditions, alerting
the viewer to the fragility of the landscape through the delicacy of
the ink surfaces and friable nature of materials such as graphite and
aluminium powder in the constructed fabric of the work.
Scientific accuracy, gained through collaboration with artists, scientists,
geographers, and theorists underpinned the emotive impact in an
approach that sought to influence the way in which climate change
issues are communicated. Stibbon tested the dramatic and massive
sense of the polar landscape against the personal understanding she
gained through first-hand experience and the scientific specificity
gained through work with scientists.
The research identified methods of connecting audiences viscerally with
issues of environmental fragility and climate change. Stibbon invited
the viewer to reflect in new ways on the human connection with place,
communicating through the employment of unusual scale and surface in
the drawing process.
These were first exhibited contextually with other representations
of polar landscape, its exploration and formation in the cultural
imagination, furthering the understanding of how drawn images can be
used in curation and their particular relevance in the development of
‘spectacle’ - engaging the viewer experientially in the work and inviting
reflection on our relationship to a fragile environment. Selected works
were also brought into the context of poetic reflection on the polar
landscape in Helen Mort’s The Singing Glacier (Mort, 2018), furthering
the sense of communicative possibility through the drawn image.
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DISSEMINATION

Ice Mirage
(17 January - 3 May 2015)
Galerie Bastian, Berlin

Exhibitions including works from Polar Ice Retreat
Drawn to the Real (12 June – 19 July 2014) Alan Cristea Gallery.
Exhibition of polar works by Stibbon including elements of ‘Polar Ice
Retreat’. Stibbon participated in gallery panel discussion on drawing
practice on 1 July 2018. Accompanying publication Drawn to the Real.
http://www.alancristea.com/exhibition-127-Drawn-to-the-Real
Ice Mirage (17 January - 3 May 2015) Galerie Bastian, Berlin. The
exhibition considered the world’s largest ice sheets and glaciers
both as places of psychological imagining but also as sites of rapid
retreat and change. It also considered historic documentation of early
polar expeditions including work by Herbert Ponting, expedition
photographer from Scott’s Terra Nova expedition to the South Pole in
1912. https://www.bastian-gallery.com/en/exhibitions/emma-stibbonice-mirage/
Ice Limit (11 June - 5 September 2015) The Polar Museum, Scott Polar
Research Institute, University of Cambridge. Drawings exhibited
alongside the museum’s historic collections including Edward
Wilson’s studies of bergs. Accompanied by a series of outreach
events ‘Drawing Out Science’ co-presented with Professor Katharine
Cashman. http://www.spri.cam.ac.uk/museum/exhibitions/icelimit/
Intersecting Practices of Contemporary Printmaking in the UK (September
2015) China Academy of Arts, Museum of Contemporary Art,
Hangzhou, China. Group exhibition including three of Stibbon’s works
from ‘Polar Ice Retreat’.
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Visions of the Great White South (2 – 19 August 2016) Bonhams,
London. Display of the Scott Polar Research Institute’s historical polar
collections included large diptych ‘Corrie’ [see pages 05 - 07] as part
of the gallery display of the artist in residence scheme in Antarctica.
Publication, Visions of the Great White South (2016) Cambridge
University Press. https://www.bonhams.com/press_release/22167/
At the Still Point (29 April – 30 July, 2016) Galerie Bastian, Berlin.
Exploring aspects of reality and its representation, the illusion of fact
and fiction. The exhibition included ‘Summit’ [page 04] and was shown
alongside works by Mark Alexander, Damien Hirst, Jeff Koons and
Matthias Weischer. https://www.bastian-gallery.com/en/exhibitions/
at-the-still-point/
191st Annual Exhibition (1 April – 7 May 2017) Royal Scottish Academy
Edinburgh. Invited artist. Four large intaglio prints from ‘Polar Ice
Retreat’. https://www.royalscottishacademy.org/exhibitions/rsa-annualexhibition-2017/
Eiskalt (7 June 2018 – 20 October 2018) Eres Stiftung, Munich. Group
exhibition which addresses ‘the dark side of power and fake news,
climate change and conspiracy theories’. Accompanying publication
with essay by Dr Sabine Adler. https://eres-stiftung.de/en/program/
ice-cold

Talks and outreach
American Geophysical Union meeting, San Francisco (14 -18 December
2015). Co-authored peer reviewed poster with Professor Katharine
Cashman, School of Earth Sciences, University of Bristol and artist
Rodney Harris. The poster queries the role of drawing and sculpting
in developing the visualisation skills necessary for acquiring geologic
intuition (Cashman et al., 2015).
American Geophysical Union meeting, San Francisco (12 – 16 December
2016). Co-authored peer reviewed poster with Cashman and Harris,
‘Touching the Earth: the Role of Art in Scientific Thinking’ (Cashman et
al., 2016).
Cultural Exchanges Festival (27 February 2017) De Montfort University.
Invited speaker.
Poetry And: Women in the Arctic (16 October 2018) A panel discussion
at King’s College, London with poet Helen Mort and writer Sara
Wheeler. Publication, The Singing Glacier by Helen Mort with Polar
images by Emma Stibbon.
Alternative Facts (17 September 2018) Panel discussion with Dr Sabine
Alder, Gallery Director, Eres Foundation and Professor Stephan
Lewandowsky, FAcSS, psychologist, University of Bristol. Gallery talk
during exhibition Freezing: The Dark Side of Power, Eres Foundation,
Munich.
Winter Workshop: Exploring our Environment through Drawing
(20 October 2018) Hauser and Wirth. Stibbon brought her research
to workshop participants, helping the group explore their responses
to the environment through drawing. https://www.hauserwirth.com/
events/22240-autumn-workshop-exploring-environment-drawing
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Visions of the Great White South
(2 –19 August 2016)
Bonhams, London
Catalogue
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(overleaf)
Corrie (detail)
Ink and carbon powder on paper
203 x 298 cm
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Polar Ice Retreat
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