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come back with anything more than sketches and
some ideas, so to be able to make work while I was
there as well was a huge bonus.’

She returned with three series of automatic
drawings, which she describes as being ‘by the sea
and of the sea’. Armed with a fat pencil-case filled
with felt pens, watercolour paper, string, board and
masking tape, she had a vague idea of using these
rudimentary materials to gather sketches and
information, and perhaps try out some Arctic sea-
water washes. It wasn’t until the boat had set off
that her intense awareness of its rocking and pitch-
ing inspired her to set up a pendulum in her cabin,
attached to the bottom of a chair, to record on
watercolour paper positioned below it the patterns

hoping that this adventure would spark new ideas
and approaches. ‘I told the Crafts Council I wanted
to push my practice,’ she says. ‘I was really ready for
that opportunity.’ She could hardly have chosen a
starker contrast from her daily life. Instead of being
isolated in her studio, surrounded by her tools and
materials, she was thrust into a friendly gathering
of scientists, musicians, artists, architects, writers,
arts directors and poets, spending 24 hours a day in
their company for two weeks, surrounded by the
dramatic and other-worldly Arctic landscape.

‘To be able to spend the time reflecting on my
practice, and mixing with the calibre of artists that
went on the trip, was just the most phenomenal
experience,’ Rowledge tells me. ‘I didn’t expect to

For an artist who has ‘barely been out of Britain,’ as
she puts it, Tracey Rowledge could hardly imagine
going further off the map than she was last Septem-
ber, on a voyage around the melting ice caps of the
Arctic. She was selected and funded by the Crafts
Council to go on an expedition with Cape Farewell,
an environmental awareness charity, for its 2008
trip to Disko Bay. This, like all seven of the Cape
Farewell’s Arctic trips so far, was designed to gather
scientific data, as well as spark dialogues, aware-
ness-raising projects and collaborations among the
unusual crew of artists and scientists, inspired by
their experiences at the coalface of climate change. 

As a book-binder, increasingly dissatisfied with
the perceived confines of her craft, Rowledge was
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Tracey Rowledge hoped that 
a trip to the Arctic would 
spark some fresh thinking,
away from her book-binding
discipline. She returned with 
a whole new body of work and
a much clearer view of her
personal and artistic horizons,
says Veronica Simpson 

Clockwise from left:
Arctic Drawings: Series 3,
no.4; Arctic Drawings:
Series 3, no.8; Arctic
Drawing: Series 3, no.5, 
all colour felt tip and
Arctic water on paper, 
all 28 September, 2008



‘I woke at 5.30, got out of bed, and recorded
the rocking. I decided the colour of the 

felt tip, the sea and the boat dictated the rest’
CRAFTS  SEPTEMBER | OCTOBER 2009 37

C
R

E
D

IT
S

36 SEPTEMBER | OCTOBER 2009  CRAFTS

of motion at specific points of time and geography.
‘For a long time I have been trying to find new ways
of drawing which are outside of me having a pencil
in my hand and making marks, trying to find a sys-
tem outside of my conscious mind deciding where
those marks should go,’ she says. ‘It was about me
being a vehicle for describing movement.’

Her first, black series is particularly striking.
The variety and intense kinetic energy practically
fizzes on the page. All eight of these have now been
purchased by Cape Farewell, to be part of a touring
Unfold exhibition that will circle the globe over the
next few years. Using Letraset Pantone pens, she
made a second, colour series, which conveys less of
a sense of movement, and one of almost cosmic
patterning. 

For these two series, she timed the drawings at
about three hours apiece, to control the amount of
bleed from the pens. She would set them up
between trips to Inuit villages or lectures on the
changing marine ecology. ‘It was wonderful to be
able to set up a drawing, go for a walk and for it to 
be finished when I came back, to let go of the pre -
cision of book-binding,’ she says.

She was more personally, physically engaged
with the third series , using her arm as a pendulum
for everyday fat colouring pens, chosen at random.
There’s a much looser, varied patterning of lines
and squiggles resulting from a body trying to
absorb the motion of the ship. She points to a pic-
ture that is the most densely striped, from top to
bottom, with zigzagging lines of cerise, turquoise
and green. It was initiated during the night of the
worst storm. She recalls: ‘I woke up at 5.30, and got
out of bed in my pyjamas and just hung there, over
the paper, recording the rocking of the boat. 
I decided the system, the colour of the felt tip, and
where I would put it down. Then the sea and the
boat being on the sea dictated the rest. What was
really interesting for me was how intuitive the
process was throughout. I knew the only thing 
I could do was create work that embodied an 
emotional response to climate change.’

There were, however, plenty of opportunities
to discuss the politics and science. Staff from 
the National Oceanography Centre, the British
Geological Survey team and the Scottish Associa-
tion for Marine Science were all on the trip, gath-
ering useful data. They gave lectures and talks, 
as did assorted architects and environmental 
analysts – from RIBA president Sunand Prasad 
to Joe Smith, Senior Lecturer in Environment at
the Open University. 

Says Rowledge: ‘People felt this huge sense 
of responsibility, and were thinking a lot about
how they could respond, without it being clichéd.
I’ve never made political work and I knew that
wouldn’t be appropriate for me.’

She was fascinated by all the scientific data
being generated on the trip, including sonic map-
pings of the ocean floor. And the science finds its
way into her work, with drawings bearing the date,

Cape Farewell’s
Disko Bay
Expedition
Founded by artist David Buckland
in 2001 to evoke a ‘cultural
response to climate change’, 
the Cape Farewell charity also 
co-ordinates and hosts awareness-
raising events and shows directly
sparked by the crew-members’
experiences. Projects involving
2008 crew-members include:
1: The flatpack travelling
exhibition Unfold, curated by
Buckland and Chris Wainwright,
Head of Camberwell, Chelsea 
and Wimbledon Colleges, at 
the University of the Arts, 
London. Artists include 
Buckland, Rowledge, Wainwright, 
Heather Ackroyd, Dan Harvey,
Sunand Prasad and Amy Balkin. 
Previewed at the Salisbury
Festival, it will travel
internationally from 2010
2: The 100 Questions temporary
exhibition at the Science Museum,
featuring work by Rowledge and
Carl Clerkin commissioned by 
the University of Cambridge
Programme for Sustainability
Leadership, tied in with a Nobel
prize-winners’ symposium 
on climate change
3: A dedicated BBC Radio 4
broadcast by Material World
presenter Quentin Cooper 
4: A 40-minute segment on the
Todayprogramme, edited by 
Jarvis Cocker in December 2008 
5: An evening of Arctic stories and
music by former crew-members 
at the Eden project in July 2009
6: A literary night at the Royal
Court Theatre, with talks on
global warming by Ruth Little 
and Sunand Prasad 
7: A panel discussion at the 
Hay-on-Wye Festival on creative
responses to climate change, 
with Buckland, Antony Gormley
and Marcus Brigstocke 
8: An album by Ryuichi Sakamoto,
inspired by his 2008 trip 
9: A new documentary, Burning 
Ice, from director Peter Gilbert,
for Sundance TV
10: The Earth exhibition at the
Royal Academy curated by
Buckland in November 2009
11: The SHIFT music and art
festival, featuring Cape Farewell
members, 22-30 January, 2010 at
the Southbank Centre, organised
by its artistic director Jude Kelly.  

time and geographical coordinates of their cre-
ation. She comments: ‘I find it quite powerfully
affecting that there, within these pieces of paper,
will be all the information you need to locate where
we were in that moment of time and what the con-
ditions were. For me it’s more moving than an
essay. It’s visual data.’ 

Inevitably connections sparked during the
many informal dialogues between crew members,
usually at mealtimes. Rowledge and Smith, for
example, were inspired to collaborate on an exhibi-
tion that recently took place at the Science
Museum. Sponsored by Smith’s associates at Cam-
bridge University’s Programme for Sustainability
Leadership, the 100 Questions event was held in
May, with a debate and forum alongside the work
they commissioned from Rowledge: a selection of
Nobel prize-winners’ writings on how we can
improve our stewardship of the planet, displayed
within a beautifully made wooden desk created by
Carl Clerkin, with a leather and gold tooled desk-
top made by Rowledge. 

So how did the trip push Rowledge’s craft? She
confesses that she hasn’t made a single book since
she got back: ‘There hasn’t been time,’ she explains,
but she is also appreciating the break. Book-bind-
ing is a specialism she adopted after graduating in
Fine Art from Goldsmiths, and in many ways its
disciplines had begun to restrict her. ‘I think I feel
much freer now. I don’t feel that I have to always
make either a book or not a book. It doesn’t come
down to those two categories any more. I’ve always
thought I was ideas-led and book-binding is quite
restrictive. Now I think I’m ready to make whatever
I want to make. The trip has allowed me to move
forward at a much greater pace than I would have
done on my own.’

The experience has also reinforced her enjoy-
ment of collaborations, a shift which Rowledge
consolidated last year by co-founding the 60|40
initiative along with ceramic artist Clare Twomey
and silversmith David Clarke (see Crafts No.215,
November/December 2008, p.21). ‘I really enjoy
working with other highly skilled people and that’s
becoming more important – to seek people I can
work with rather than just making something com-
pletely on your own, completely controlled.’

That’s not to say that she’s abandoning her dis-
cipline. She is quietly satisfied that, through hob-
nobbing with the likes of singers Jarvis Cocker and
KT Tunstall and comedian Marcus Brigstocke,
among other crew members, she has spread a little
more awareness of this ancient and venerable craft.
‘Having those conversations about the applied arts
and being able to create a picture of what it is and
the breadth of people working in that arena was
really satisfying. I don’t think many of them had
any understanding of what book-binding was
about before, but they probably do now.’
‘Unfold’ will tour from Spring 2010, details 
to be confirmed. www.traceyrowledge.co.uk,
www.capefarewell.com
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Clockwise from left: 
Arctic Drawings: Series 2,
no.6, 70° 46.28' N 54° 
38.9' W, colour felt tip 
on paper, 1 October, 2008;
Arctic Drawings: Series 2,
no.3, 68°15.30' N 51° 05.7' W,
colour felt tip on paper, 30
September, 2008; Arctic
Drawings: Series 1, no.1, 
69° 10.46' N 53° 43.10' W, 
black felt tip on paper, 
28 September 2008; Arctic
Drawings, Series 1, no.2, 
69° 10.42' N 53° 36.75' W,
black felt tip on paper, 28
September, 2008; Arctic
Drawings, Series 2, no.1, 
69° 02.73' N 52° 22.00' W, 
colour felt tip on paper, 
29 September, 2008.
Far right: Tracey Rowledge
on the Disko Bay
Expedition, 2008
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