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In an attempt to answer these 
questions, the biogeography group 
photographed and, where possible, 
collected samples of alpine growth; 
the geomorphology group calculated 
and entered in their field books 
the depth of the permafrost, the 
temperature of soil and air, and our 
Global Positioning System (GPS) 
location; and the oceanography group 
registered air and water temperatures 
twice daily. 


The work quickly became 
collaborative. Burns showed the 
geomorphology group how to 
probe the ground to calculate 
the permafrost and take soil 
temperatures. To measure the depth 
of the permafrost, we used a stainless 
steel rod called a “gooser.” This was 
followed by a drawing session. We 
each drew the tundra growth that we 
observed in the area into which we 
had inserted the gooser. [Interestingly, 
Burns notes that explorers of the 
Canadian North used to take a sketch 
artist on each and every journey. 
Sketching is still a component of  
field trips today.] 


Colette Laliberté: The dialogue 
between scientists and artists quickly 
revealed that our working processes 
had similarities. Both groups relied 
on their powers of observation. They 
collected information, transcribed 
collected data, translated that data 
and asked a lot of questions. We 
observe by looking, touching, tasting, 
hearing, smelling; this observation is 
what gives us data. The tools we use 
to register this data vary according to 
the work done. 


Like the scientists, the artists are 
guided by what they find. And like the 
scientists, we engage in a process of 
reflection. We reflect on the present 
world to produce works that speak of 
temporality, change and the fleeting 
moment. We also share similar 
questions: How does one look?   
What is scientific practice? How 
might science and art complement 
one another? How to record a trace? 
How to record a vanishing moment?


According to Bly, we need to 
talk about what science knows. 
Bly is advocating for “a scientific 
renaissance as a way of galvanizing 
a population,” of saving a “planet in 
peril,” and what’s interesting about 
his argument is where it positions art. 
The relationship of science to art, he 
claims, is not discretionary. Art has 
the capacity to take issues that are 
fundamentally scientific and activate 
them in society.


This is also the premise of Cape 
Farewell, and it’s echoed elsewhere, in 
far less remote places than the Arctic. 
The National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA) just employed 
a philosopher-in-residence, and 
Princeton University opened the Center 
for Theoretical Science. In a trans-
disciplinary world, knowledge gathering 
also happens between disciplines. 


But is there a difference, in that 
liminal space, between looking and 
seeing? It’s a question that came up 
again and again during the trip for 
geomorphologist Chris Burns, who 
found partnering with Laliberté so 
“intellectually provocative” he has 
asked her to accompany him and his 
students on field trips in 2010. 


Butterfly Bay. We enjoyed a Zodiac 
tour of Monumental Island in order to 
see polar bears before our final stop 
on September 19 in Iqaluit, where we 
boarded the plane that would take us 
back to Ottawa. 


n. 1 a branch of knowledge 
conducted on objective principles; 
esp. concerned with the material and 
functions of the physical universe


art: n. 1 human skill or workmanship 
as opposed to the work of nature  
2 a making or doing of things  
that display form, beauty and unusual 
perception


Science fills seats, says Adam 
Bly, founder and Editor-in-Chief 
of Seed Media Group, a science 
media company. The first of three 
keynote speakers in the 2008–2009 
President’s Speaker Series at 
OCAD, Bly delivered the talk “The 
21st-Century Scientific Revolution: 
Shattering Disciplinary Boundaries 
Between Science, Art, Design and 
Culture” on November 13, 2008. 


If, as Inuit activist Sheila Watt-
Cloutier has argued, the Arctic 
is the “barometer of the world’s 
health,” then the world is very sick 
indeed. And the melting Arctic is 
our warning.


Cape Farewell’s annual voyages 
into the Arctic are about heeding 
that warning — witnessing the 
effects of climate change and 
then communicating “through the 
emotional responses of the arts, as 
well as through hard science, the 
urgency of action.” 


The project, which has been 
sending artists, scientists and 
students into the Arctic since 2003, 
is the brainchild of British artist and 
filmmaker David Buckland, who has 
adopted as his mandate the notion 
that the world can only change the 
way it acts on climate change by 
changing the way it feels.


Cape Farewell’s voyageurs have 
recorded the way the Arctic has 
changed in film, photography, music 
and words, as well as through 
scientific observation. It is Buckland’s 
wish that all of them, including the 
students — perhaps especially the 
students — return home to assume 
the role of ambassadors, as powerful 
agents of change.


Colette Laliberté, an artist and 
Associate Professor in the Faculty 
of Art at OCAD, discusses her 
Cape Farewell experience in these 
pages. It’s a story that began when 
OCAD President Sara Diamond 
recommended her to David Buckland 
as an artist, mentor and potential 
voyageur. And it’s a story that took off 
on September 5, 2008, when 28 high-
school students, including 16 from 
Canada, 3 from Great Britain and 2 
each from Brazil, Mexico and India, 
as well as 18 specialists in climate 
change, science, art and education 
boarded the Akademik Shokalskiy 
after a two-day stay in Iceland.


Cape Farewell’s sixth voyage, a 
collaboration with the British Council 
Canada, was the first to travel to 
the Canadian Arctic. The young 


people who participated — Laliberté 
calls them “extraordinary” — went 
through a lengthy selection process 
and were chosen in part for their 
communication skills and their 
commitment to the environment.  
The international scope of the group 
was intentional, a way of creating a 
global network of students who  
would become communicators and 
leaders in their own communities  
and beyond.


Leading the oceanography and 
climatology student group was Bruno 
Tremblay, an oceanographer and 
professor in McGill’s Department of 
Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences. 
Working with him were Christopher 
Giesler, science teacher at Ontario’s 
Southwood Secondary School; 
Jessica Houston, artist and instructor 
at The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York; and Geneviève Côté, 
children’s book illustrator and 2007 
General Governor’s Award winner 
for illustration. The biogeography 
group was led by Doug Fraser, Head 
of Science at Ontario’s Timiskaming 
District Secondary School, and 
artist/teacher Karen Channing from 
Newfoundland. Christopher Burns, 


a specialist in permafrost and a 
professor of geography at Carleton 
University in Ottawa, and Laliberté led 
the geomorphology group.  


Colette Laliberté: After preliminary 
training/orientation at Lake St. 
George in Richmond Hill (just 
north of Toronto), and air transport 
to Reykjavik, Iceland, our Arctic 
expedition departed on September 
7, 2008, for 40 hours of navigation 
across the Denmark Strait to 
Ammassalik, Greenland. Following an 
official bonjour with Danish customs, 
the Shokalskiy continued along the 
western coast of Greenland to its 
southern tip, stopping along the way 
at a beach at the foot of a glacier. Our 
itinerary allowed for a second venture 
onto land at Skjoldungen, then up the 
eastern coast to stop in Tasermiut 
Fjord, in Tasisuak Lake, and in Nuuk, 
the capital of Greenland. 


From Nuuk we journeyed another 
38 hours across the Davis Strait, 
cross ing the Arctic Circle to 
Qikiqtarjuaq in Baffin Island, where 
we reported to Canadian customs, 
visited a school and made two 
additional stops in Padlopen and 
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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2008


“Woke this morning to a jagged brown 
coast, a long, dark profile against a white 
sky. In the foreground icebergs queued 
like buses heading south, one behind 
another in the coastal current.”  


— Martin Rose, Director, British Council Canada, and Writing Advisor,  
   Cape Farewell Youth Expedition 2008








As British Council Canada Director 
Martin Rose wrote, in sum, of the 
students who participated in the 
expedition: “They have made for 
themselves opinions on the greatest 
issue of our time, and they are going 
off into the world, strengthened, to 
become leaders and thinkers. 


“It has been a stunning, 
transforming, illuminating voyage.”


--
Colette Laliberté is an artist and an 
associate professor at OCAD, where she 
teaches drawing, painting, installation 
and site-specific art intervention. Since 
returning home she has continued to do 
rubbings. She is also developing a series 
of paintings in preparation for a solo 
exhibition next year.


Laliberté hopes that others will 
join her, that “we’ll draw the line 
together” — for ourselves and for 
future generations. She’s looking 
into a post-expedition exhibition at 
OCAD and is eager to discuss the 
back-home initiatives of student 
voyageurs like George Voronov from 
Dublin, Ireland, who is publishing 
a book.  (For more information, 
visit www.capefarewell.com/
expeditions/2008youth.) 


Cape Farewell — its legacy and 
learning — will live on in the work 
of its student ambassadors and 
its artists and scientists, who will 
draw their own conclusions and 
decide how best to appeal to their 
communities, now and in the future. 
Buckland’s premise — that science 
and art, the rational and emotional, 
will together make the fiercest  
appeal, the one that comes from 
head and heart — is both powerful 
and plausible. 


we had done. The problem is what 
they left behind. We were horrified 
to find so much evidence of human 
activity on this remote seashore of 
the Arctic. And we decided to stage 
an intervention. Drawing the line was 
an art ritual, a metaphor to express 
the urgency we felt, the need to stop 
— or, at the very least, slow down — 
what is clearly endangering our world. 


We asked the students to record, 
as they walked amidst the debris, 
their impressions and sensations of 
the ground beneath their feet. They 
did this with a strip of black paper 
and white Conté. On another, larger 
piece of paper, they drew the vista 
they saw after reaching the end of 
their linear walk. 


Everyone then scavenged through 
various pieces of metal to build a 
three-dimensional junk line, which 
extended from a group of rusted 
barrels to another pile of metal junk 
a hundred metres away. This was 
our way of expressing the necessity 
and the responsibility we have as 
individuals and as a society to change 
our habits of consumption and the 
way we treat the world. 


How, then, do we move from 
tracing a physical presence to 
intervening in it? How do we move 
from drawing a moment in time to 
drawing a line, drawing the line that 
delineates a moral boundary — the 
line that says, and loudly, enough  
is enough.


Colette Laliberté: A couple of 
days before arriving in Iqaluit, we 
conducted a ritual unifying art and 
nature. We landed in Padlopen near 
the small Inuit town of Qikiqtarjuaq, 
and as we approached shore we 
discovered the remains of a previous 
settlement. Hundreds of crushed 
oil drums lay with the carcasses of 
tractors, rusted machinery, tin cans 
and other detritus. We learned that 
the burnt buildings and the dump left 
behind was an abandoned weather 
station dating back to the ’50s or 
early ’60s. 


Chris Burns used the site to talk 
about marginality, reminding us that 
we were standing on a landscape in 
flux. And he spoke of what makes 
change happen. The people who 
made camp here brought what they 
needed to survive, he said, much as 


In fact, as a way to echo the 
repetitive scientific collection of 
data, the artists invited all students 
to devote 10 minutes a day to their 
sketchbooks. The sketchbook thus 
became a place to retreat from the 
group, a site to reflect. Students in 
the oceanography and climatology 
groups were also required to go on 
the bridge each day to complete two 
watercolour paintings: one of the 
skies and one of the oceans.


The art mentors and students 
discussed at great length the power 
and versatility of mark-making, or 
the process of applying pencil to 
paper. We asked students to inscribe, 
through mark-making, a vanishing 
moment, and to do so by observing 
in nature a moment of change — a 
cloud, a bird singing, a pebble thrown 
in the water.


trace: v. tr. 1 a observe, discover 
or find vestiges or signs of by 
investigation


The Cape Farewell Youth Expedition 
2008 brought together artists, 
scientists and students on a journey 
of discovery. The idea, of course, was 
to take it out, upon returning home, 
to communicate to a larger audience. 
But what of during? Perhaps the first 
directive was, simply, to observe. To 
not only look, as geomorphologist 
Chris Burns remarked, but also to 
see. What was perhaps impressed 
upon all travellers was that what they 
were seeing would soon be no longer. 


So, as Laliberté asks, how to 
record a trace? How to record a 
vanishing moment?


Colette Laliberté: On our third 
landing, I picked crowberries with the 
intention of making jam once back 
on board. I marvelled at the soft-
carpeted lichen growing painfully on 
the rock’s surface. And I thought of 
taking home with me a vestige of time 
by making rubbings. 


To make a rubbing is to lift 
something from a place without 
actually taking it. In essence, it is 
“found” work that emerges out of 
the site-specific activity of tracing 
a physical presence, of turning a 
moment in time into a drawing. 
Jessica Houston and I would later 
decide to do a “line” of rubbings. 
The frottage drawings that emerged 
in our case were of 40 000-year-old 
rocks deposited, then shifted, by the 
movement of glaciers in the Arctic. 


We walked on grounds touched by 
few other creatures. We took imprints 
of rocks that could not, or should not, 
be removed. It’s not incongruous to 
create rubbings in a land once home 
to age-old glaciers; the technique 
goes back to 300 B.C. And the 
rubbings we created? They point to 
what’s already there, what has always 
been there: a rock, a fragment of 


a whole, a vestige of the dynamic 
forces of nature and the ceaseless 
passage of time. They represent the 
impossible task of trying to pin down, 
to capture and then hold still the 
ever-vanishing present, this moment 
in time.


 v. intr. 2 interfere; come 
between so as to prevent or modify 
the course of events


If scientific consensus is anything 
to go by, climate change should not 
be a partisan issue. Hopefully, as we 
move forward we’ll value the impartial 
analysis of scientific evidence and 
we’ll also realize that the question 
has become one of affecting change. 
Nobel laureate Sherwood Rowland 
has said: “After all, what’s the use 
of having developed a science well 
enough to make predictions if, in  
the end, all we’re willing to do is 
stand around and wait for them to 
come true?”





