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Abstract

This report describes how my artistic project is related to several issues in the region of the Arctic
Circle. The project, which began in 2023 during a textile art residency in Norway, consists of multiple
works that will eventually become a large series of artworks that aim to contextualise and relate a

number of issues in the Arctic.

During my stay at the JRC Makerspace, in Ispra (Italy), | focused my work on exploring early European
maps of the North Pole - how they imaginatively depicted the Arctic region, and how these fantasies
compare with today's realities. After talking with JRC scientists, | became also more aware of specific
problems of the Arctic population in relation to global warming, for example in the case of the Sami
population and the problem of reindeer not getting enough food, or the weather phenomenon of
black carbon, where the Arctic ice darkens due to air pollution and then no longer reflects as much

UV-light, leading to an acceleration of global warming.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Context

The Arctic is a region where some of the most pressing issues of our time, such as global warming,
are very much in evidence, and at the same time the area is still unknown to many and does not

seem to gain the same attention that other regions receive.

My project on the Arctic began in 2023, during a textile art residency in Norway. It consists of
multiple works that will eventually become a large series of artworks that aim to contextualise and
relate a number of issues in the Arctic. | initially focused on issues related to the oil industry and
global warming. Later, | became aware of the rich history of the region and the post-colonial issues
existing on European terrain. | was surprised as | was primarily aware of colonialism as a practice
happening in other countries outside of the European continent while the colonization inside was not

really present to me.

| started looking at old European maps of the North Pole, ranging from 1595 to 1855, which were
incomplete because the North Pole had not yet been discovered. One of the oldest detailed map of
the Arctic and North Pole was made by Gerardus Mercator [1] and first published in 1595 by his
family (Mercator died in 1594).

The purely speculative and imaginative depictions of the Arctic region inspired me to compare these
fantasies with today's realities. There were uncanny parallels - the old maps suddenly seemed almost
prophetic to me, pointing to much later events such as melting poles and Arctic oil reserves. Through
my research of maps, | became also very interested in the early attempts to discover the North Pole. |
wanted to find a way to weave the stories and images of these voyages into the project as the
attitudes of these driven explorers were not dissimilar to the behavior of today's exploiters in the
region. | became particularly interested in the mid-19" Century expeditions conducted by John Ross
that aimed to find the Northwest Passage. Others explorations that raised my interest were those
that aimed to reach the North Pole, namely those made by William Edward Parry in 1827 and Roald
Amundsen in 1925.

Another source of inspiration is my personal connection to the North Pole. As the great-grandson of
Claude Dornier, the aircraft engineer who designed the Dornier Whale aircraft that Roald Amundsen
and his crew used to attempt to fly to the North Pole in 1925, | feel a strong connection to the Arctic,

its discovery and history in relation to technology in my own family.

My artistic work on the Arctic is related to these issues, which are mostly the result of Western

exploration and exploitation of the region. In much of my artwork there is a strong political



component based on research, personal relationships with the subject matter and a desire to make a

difference and present an issue in a different way than is often the case.

1.2 Proposal

The aim of this project is to find meaningful connections between different stories set in or related to
the Arctic. The oil and energy industry plays an important role, as well as the history of the region -

the discovery by western explorers and the objects, maps and images associated with it.

From a wide variety of images that relate to the Arctic, | chose a specific set of imagery which derived

from my initial interest in maps of the region from the times before the region was even discovered.

The black rock, which is called Rupes Nigra on Mercator's 16™ Century map [1], is a kind of starting
point for me. The imaginary rock that only exists as a drawing on a map reflects the hopes and
desires of Western explorers, for whom the discovery of this mythical rock was supposed to bring
great fortune. For me, such myths are also visionary harbingers of events in today's Arctic, where the

discovery of raw materials such as oil, also known as black gold, or environmental problems such as

Black Carbon can be read as some sort of surreal confirmation of these old myths.

Figure 1: A digitally altered version of Mercator’s map of the North Pole as a cyanotype print on cotton fabric. Source: Lars

Preisser.



For me, the urge of expanding civilizations to discover and exploit their findings can be seen as a
cause of today's problems. It was already apparent here with what disrespect and also with what
short-sightedness and arrogance they proceeded. Western technology, may be impressive, but it has
also failed time and again and now often causes more problems than it ultimately solves. | am
referring here to any technology that aims to produce faster and higher quantities in order to
increase profits, especially when it disregards the risks involved. For example, the faster a car goes
the deadlier it will be if it crashes, or the more passengers an airplane or ship can transport the
worse it will be in case of an accident. These Ideas are very much related to the writing of Paul Virilio

and his concept of Dromology or the ideas of the Accelerationist Movement [2].

While indigenous people used the few natural materials they had to build, for example, sledges that
were ideally adapted to the environment and sufficient for what was needed to survive, the west
used repurposed warships and high-tech airplanes to attempt to go where no one had gone before,
no matter the cost, often for pure nationalistic or selfish reasons. In my own artwork there is often a

hidden critique of this sort of technology which may seem ironic as | come from a family with a long

tradition of technology ranging from airplanes to industrial weaving looms.

Figure 2: Photo of workspace with a cyanotype print. Source: Lars Preisser.



2 Process

My focus during the JRC Makers-in-Residence programme was on developing cyanotype prints, for
which | brought various natural fabrics and the necessary chemicals. Cyanotype is one of the oldest
photographic processes and was used on an early Antarctic mission in the mid-19t" Century to make
prints of marine plants. In my artistic work it is always very important to me to use a technique and

material that is appropriate to the subject and can support its message.

The process of cyanotype begins by coating the fabric with a mixture of ferric ammonium citrate and
potassium ferricyanide in the dark and leaving it to dry overnight. The liquid chemicals are sensitive
to light and turn blue when exposed to UV-light. To get an image on the fabric, you can simply place
objects or shapes on the fabric and then expose it to light so that everything turns blue except the
parts that were not exposed to the sun. At the end, the fabric must be washed out with cold water to
fix the image and prevent the exposure process from turning everything else blue as well. The

duration of the exposure also plays a role: the longer you expose, the darker the blue becomes.

I mainly worked with drawings and old pictures related to Arctic exploration. These pictures were
made by the explorers themselves as a record of the local plants, animals, objects and people.
Indigenous people who were skilled in drawing, for example, maps, aided them sometimes. | edited
these digitally and created collages, which | then printed out on transparent tracing paper using a
black and white printer. | then placed these prints on the light-sensitive fabrics and exposed them to
the sun. Using this method, | was able to transfer detailed photographic images onto the fabric. I like
the idea that this process was invented in the 1840s, at the same time as Western exploration of the
Arctic began, | like that it is nomadic as it can be done with very few tools, and that it is so connected

to nature that it requires the sun and ideally also very cold water.

The cyanotype or blueprint is also a metaphor for the future, for something to be constructed or built
in the future. It has been extensively used for printing plans for machines or buildings but has been
replaced by cheaper printing methods since the 1940s. | chose this medium because i think we need
new plans. For example, to give more support to underrepresented populations in the fight against
overpowering corporations or promote traditional knowledge and crafts so that they can become a
real alternative to purely industrial mass production in the future. These would be alternatives that
can also be cleaner, safer and more innovative as they can adapt to change much faster than heavy
industries, which are not very flexible as they rely on extremely complex infrastructures, workflows
and their stability. To start a dialog about such questions, | visually juxtaposed old and new Arctic
technologies and dug into Arctic history to find examples of past failures of the West in attempting to

tame the Arctic, but also of the things that have worked out, such as the tools of the people who



have lived there for thousands of years. These ships, airplanes, sledges, dinner plates, maps, CEOs,
animals are all part of the Arctic narrative and by rearranging these | am also trying to promote a

rearrangement in the way we can think and act about it now and in the future.

My research process went in different directions. | looked for all sorts of visual material, especially
drawings from the time of the western explorers, to get an idea of how they viewed the Arctic, how
they viewed the indigenous population and vice versa. For me, there is not much difference between
the exploitation of that time and today. | have therefore tried to find images and stories where
parallels between today and then would become visible. The explorers of that time and the CEOs of
today, the old maps and the extent to which our present and future are already visible there, the
sledges of the natives and the airplanes of the explorers, or a porcelain plate from a sunken ship
called Terror whose crew starved to death in the ice. The research went far beyond what | could

practically process in my artworks in the short time available during the residency.

Figure 3: Process photo showing a black and white print of my motif on transparent paper which lies on top of a piece of
fabric covered in the UV sensitive liquid that has been dried overnight. The clip frame ensures that the print is pressed closely
onto the fabric ensuring a sharp image. Exposed to the sun for about 5 minutes, depending on the weather, the areas
exposed to light will turn blue and be fixated on the fabric while everything blocked by the black areas on the transparent

paper will remain unexposed and can be washed out in the next step of the process. Source: Lars Preisser.



3 Results

The results of my residency at the JRC Makerspace are, on the one hand, the physical artworks |
made and, on the other, the research and an archive of images and texts | collected and read during
my stay. | was able to learn a lot and built an extensive library of images and texts related to the

region which will be a great resource in the future too.

The source material, the old maps of the Arctic and my series on oil company CEOs, has been given
even more context and depth by the new information. It is beyond the scope of this report to go into
each work individually, so | will focus on what | consider to be the strongest works and explain them
in more detail. For example, | have chosen the head of the CEO of the energy company ENI, Claudio
Descalzi, as my subject. The oil platform Goliat, which the company operates, is currently the
northernmost oil rig in the world. It thus symbolizes the constant striving for more, the advance into
ever more extreme regions with ever more extreme consequences. This attitude corresponds to that
of the European explorers in the Arctic and stands in stark contrast to the way of life of the

indigenous peoples, who have lived in harmony with the land for centuries.

| printed Descalzi's head as a half-submerged island in the water on a cyanotype print (Figure 4). This
is intended to allude to rising sea levels, but also to the black rock, Rupes Nigra, on Mercator's map,
which 500 years ago promised prosperity to those who would penetrate this region. A second
version of this print shows Descalzi's head both from the front and from the side. This unusual type
of portrait is actually known from forensic science, but also from ethnographic pictures that
Europeans sometimes had made of indigenous people of the Arctic. Here, for example, the portrait

and the story of Inuit hunter Qalaherriaq [3] stands out.

On the bottom of my cyanotype | have included small drawings under the portrait which, for
example, refer to the rock Rupes Nigra or to the UV-light that could be reflected by the bald head
(Figure 5). During my online research, | also stumbled upon a story that claimed that if all white men
would shave their heads then supposedly this would reflect enough UV-light to prevent further
global warming. There was no mention though of the rising greenhouse gas emissions due to that

reflection, counteracting the positive effects.

The article was posted on April 1% so there might only be a very small extent of truth to it. The story
also refers to the phenomenon of black carbon, the darkening of Arctic ice due to pollution and a

reduction in UV reflection, which would accelerate the process of global warming.



Figure 4: Various cyanotypes hung at my Studio in Berlin (DE). Source: Lars Preisser.

Figure 5: Detail from one print with drawings that relate Rupes Nigra (the black rock on Mercators Arctic map) to the CEQ’s

head and indicate how UV light gets reflected by white surfaces. Source: Lars Preisser.

Another interest of mine, which | need to further work on, is the technology and knowledge of
European explorers in comparison to that of locals. As a first step symbolizing this interest, |
superimposed images of western technology related to the Arctic with traditional Arctic technology.
In this case, the Dornier Wal that Amundsen used and which my great grandfather designed, and a
drawing of an old sledge from the Kamchatka region (Figure 6). In many of my artworks | am
guestioning our approach to technology which values speed and quantity more than anything else.
This in turn leads to many problems like pollution and an ever increasing demand for energy and raw

materials. In this regard, | am impressed by the design of the sledge as it is made from a very
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restricted set of natural materials only, and yet, or because of that, it is perfectly adapted to its
surroundings. Western machinery in contrast often has no regards for its surroundings and while the
Dornier Wal seaplane was an extremely versatile and well-designed tool it still did not reach the

North Pole.

Figure 6: Cyanotype print of an image of European ships arriving in the Arctic (top), a drawing of a tradition sledge from

Kamchatka and a Dornier Wal seaplane (bottom). Source: Lars Preisser.

Other prints I've made include an old drawing showing early western settlers arriving in the Arctic
Circle (Figure 6, top), or a print of a special dinner plate recovered from the ship H.M.S. Terror (Figure
7), which got stuck in the ice in 1848 and its entire crew starved to death. The plate was found in
perfect condition in the sunken wreck of the ship in 2016, and the word Terror is still on it, which in
retrospect has a double meaning. | wanted to connect this story of starvation, for example, with the
story of the reindeer in the regions where the Sami live, who complain that due to global warming,
the thick, soft snow covering the tundra melts overnight and freezes again, so that the reindeer can
no longer reach the grass on the ground. Disregard for the soil and a lack of knowledge can therefore
have disastrous consequences. For that purpose, | made some first sketches and printed an image of
the plate and some drawings of Reindeers trying to find food but these are no final results and |

might go in an entirely different direction in terms of material and technique. One possibility could
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be to display the actual plate with some grass on it under a layer of ice, or to turn it into a video

artwork capturing the process of melting snow and ice formations on the plate.

| realized that bringing images from the past of Arctic exploration back to life and combining them
with modern images related to the Arctic is a good way to stimulate interest in both the history and
the present of the region. While some of my attempts to relate different shapes, stories, maps and
faces may be far-fetched, daring or surreal, there is an element of truth in them, much like in the
early speculative maps of the North Pole. | think the more we know about something, the more we
realize that everything is connected. And to find solutions, also in art, | think it's very important to
listen and include as many factors - voices, perspectives, data - as possible. | try to follow a similar
path to really reach a level of depth so that the images can start to speak for themselves and because
| deal with so many different stories, technologies and objects in this work, | think it is a good

approach in order to appeal to a broad spectrum of audiences from various backgrounds.

Figure 7: Detail of Cyanotype showing a dinner plate from the H.M.S. Terror wreck that was discovered in 2016. Source: Lars

Preisser.
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4 Reflections

4.1 Main challenges

During my stay at the JRC Makerspace, my main challenge was to establish a workflow for the
cyanotype process since the makerspace had no dedicated textile or photo lab — something that the
JRC Makerspace could consider as development in the future. By using the regular washing sinks,
building a small “dark room” with cardboard and utilizing cloth hangers in my accommodation | was

able to overcome this obstacle.

If | consider the overall project, the biggest challenge for me is to find a form of presentation that
guides people through the works | create so that they understand them. Most art is not intended to
be didactic, and that is good in the sense that people can instead form their own opinions and
journeys of discovery. However, at the same time | think it's particularly important not to make
things too difficult or abstract - at least that's my approach. It also always depends on the context in

which | show my work. | think it's important to appeal to a wide audience in order to evoke change.

Another challenge will also be to find the structures and funding that will support the project in the

future and give it a bigger audience and therefore more impact. | am sure this will happen.

4.2 What could be done next?

The next step for me as an artist is to document all the work | did in the JRC Makerspace and create a
portfolio for this project so that | can apply for grants, residencies and exhibition projects that are
interested in the Arctic theme. A lot of what | made in the JRC Makerspace were smaller artworks, as
there were no larger facilities such as a textile or printing lab. Nevertheless, to me, these are
important artworks that are part of the series | am building. | can imagine making larger versions of
some of these works and showing them in galleries, museums or at other art events. | hope to raise
awareness and get people thinking about these issues. Some elements, like my series of CEO
foreheads, also directly criticize the people in the industry who exploit the Arctic and | see some
potential to provoke change once there are enough people who raise their voices or make art that

addresses these issues and every single one counts.

In any case, | will keep an eye out for opportunities to show this series of works in other contexts. It
would be very desirable to be able to show the project in the Arctic region, to stimulate exchange
and to develop the work further. There are a few art residencies in the Arctic regions which | would

now feel more confident to apply to with my project.
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| also believe that my art and my stay at the JRC can have an impact on the researchers and others
that | talked to about my work. | hope that my perspective and my art somehow communicated a
different perspective or previously unknown facts. | would like to think that it can foster an
increasing interest in the past and present and future of the Arctic, acting as a motivator to keep
working on this topic and exploring it thoroughly. Once | documented all the results, the images of all
the artworks will become part of this exploration and also the actual blueprints that are staying at
the JRC Makerspace can be a steady reminder that the future of the region can be influenced and

remapped if plans are put into action.
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5 Conclusions

The opportunity to be in Ispra and work in the JRC's maker space was really special and different
from other art residencies | have participated in. Not only did it help me understand how the EU
works, but it also reinforced my belief that art is an important part of democratic societies and it's
great that this is supported by institutions. Being invited as an artist has motivated me to work
harder on this theme and it is only through opportunities like this that artists can sustain and develop
their work further. Thanks to this experience there will be a future for this project alongside the
immediate impact and results of the residency. It was particularly interesting to meet different
people from such diverse backgrounds, to broaden my horizon and to feel the potential that exists in

such spaces as the JRC Makerspace.

In regard to my project, | have gained extremely valuable insights into Arctic matters and | was able
to deepen my own theoretical knowledge as well as gained more experience in my practical
processes. Also, connecting with other makers and artists, researchers and scientists felt inspiring
and purposeful as artists often work in a bubble that is less connected to actual politics and
policymaking processes; so this is a good model that the JRC has of having different makers at the
same time in residency. This experience was exciting and | hope that these kinds of exchange will be

developed and improved further in the future.
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