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80 Degrees North: Artist Book as Environment
Abstract
This paper is a life story about the composition and material environments of a book, its conception,
genetic make-up, birth, ongoing evolution, and descendants. It proposes the idea that an artist book
is more than just its title, its physical appearance, and conceptual underpinning. It argues that an
artist book has the capacity to materially contain and emanate/engender a complete physical
environment that is embodied and adaptively changed through successive stages in its
development.

a twinkle in my eye
Art engenders becomings, not imaginative becomings … but material becomings, in which
these imponderable universal forces touch and become enveloped in life, in which life folds
over itself to embrace its contact with materiality, in which each exchanges some elements or
particles with the other to become more and other. (Grosz, 2008: 23)
The genesis of this artist book lies four years ago (2017) and 14,000 km away – at the top of the
world. Although I did not know it at the time, the ideas, materiality, and environment of 80° N were
conceived in the remote landscape of Svalbard in the High Arctic, while I was on an artist residency.
For this residency, I had the privilege of sailing through the archipelago of Svalbard aboard the
barquentine sailing vessel Antigua with twenty-nine other artists, historians, writers, researchers,
and environmentalists from around the world.1 During this voyage, we experienced firsthand a
fragile and essential environment, a moment in time held forever. Moving through the fjords, we
gathered our information and memories of this polar umwelt through all our senses, carefully
enfolding them within to be reflected on, considered, and felt.

Figure 1. Annique Goldenberg, Bockfjorden, Svalbard, 2017
The concept of umwelt was developed by nineteenth-century biologist Jacob von Uexküll after
observing that organisms gain information about their immediate surroundings through all their
senses.2 The information gathered is internalised and processed, leading to adaptive change. Von
Uexküll stated that a creature’s umwelt is a distinct perceptual universe, unique for every living
being. Thus, each of my fellow voyagers was experiencing their own unique outer and inner
processing of the frozen landscape.
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I collected field data in many forms during the Arctic residency, including photography; petri dishes
containing ice-melt drawings; frottages or rubbings made directly onto the snow and ice; sound
recordings; and videos. This material has been the foundation for several different bodies of work,
and much of this data has since emerged to take expression through the form of artist books.3
One of the materials I work with is paper; I handmake paper pulp from plant fibres and recycled
cotton and linen cloth. As paper is born in water, it is able to visibly render the memory and
transformational quality of water. Before leaving Australia, I prepared a small amount of white
recycled cotton cloth, pulping it in the well-equipped papermaking studio at Queensland College of
Art (QCA), Griffith University, and then dehydrated it for ease of travel.
Upon my arrival aboard the ship, I used the pulp in a site-specific experiment on the deck of the
Antigua, adding it to a tub of melted ice. The dried fibres rehydrated and separated into the water,
gently encircling the piece of glacial ice I had placed in the centre. I stepped back to observe the
movement and interaction of the suspended fibres in the water that were subtly responding to the
gentle rocking of the ship at anchor and the freezing temperature of the air over time.

Figures 2–5. Annique Goldenberg, Studio experiments aboard S.V. Antigua, 2017

Slowly the movement of the ship drew wave formations in the pulp,
and ice formed on the surface, trapping pulp fibres into place.
The white water gradually froze overnight into a white seascape,
until the next morning, a crew member shoved it to one side,

shattering the illusion.
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genetic lineage and family connections
Upon my return to Australia, I started experimenting with large-scale paper pulp drawings, mapping
out a representation of the shape of the Arctic ice cap as it was during the month I was there.
The North Polar ice cap is not a
solid sheet of ice, but rather an
ever-moving vortex of newly
formed and ancient sea ice, on
average 2–3 metres thick. It
floats above the very deep
Arctic Ocean and is pushed
and pulled by the Beaufort Gyre
ocean current, arctic winds, and
the transpolar drift current.

Figure 6. Annique Goldenberg,
Draft pulp drawing of Arctic ice
cap –October 2017, 2018
The medium of pulp allowed me to draw with these motions and movements of ice and it
surprisingly stayed wet for the entire week. I had hoped it would dry into one sheet of paper, to be
pulled easily from the floor, but the conditions forced me to consider other paths and developments,
which will be discussed later in the paper.
LIVING WATER: the ocean stretched, my doctoral research at QCA, focuses on developing creative
ways, in this time of climate change, to share stories about our interrelationship to water, that most
essential of elements – how we experience it, react to it, impact it, connect with it, and take it for
granted.
Using a multi-media approach, I apply an aleatoric methodology, whereby chance and random
events are invited to enter the process. Through my research, I have come to interpret chance and
randomness as the physical manifestation of the natural laws that apply to my materials and the
ambient environment when they are given space to take form and have agency. This approach has
led to a co-creative process where exciting, unforeseen, and innovative results emerge. These
demonstrate the benefits of being ‘in partnership with’ rather than ‘in control of’ our world. As Brian
Massumi comments:
The necessary incoming of chance toward the outcome of the experiential event gives
newness to every event. It makes every occurrence the appearance of novelty. Every
event a creative event. (Massumi, 2011: 150)
In the same year that I visited the Arctic, Cyclone Debbie hit the east coast of Australia, causing
severe flooding in the Northern Rivers region where I live. We personally experienced damage
when the Wilson River broke its banks, and I collected a large bucket of flood mud that had been
deposited on our ground floor as the flood waters flowed through Lismore. I did not know how this
evocative material would be used, but its materiality (its smell, colour, and texture) are all instant
memory triggers of flood. Once the waters had receded, the clean-up and rebuild commenced, and
we attempted to reclaim our spaces. I became intrigued by the patterns that emerged in a freshly
plastered wall—the wet Besser blocks visible at first, then slowly fading, a reminder and memory
made visible of the presence and power of the flood water that had entered uninvited.
The flood mud soon found its place as a sculptural element within two large paper works and a
projection, in my 2018 exhibition Remoulding the Landscape. Placed in a small glass tank under a
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Perspex cover, the mud quickly sank to the bottom, creating a desolate landscape. The sculpture
evolved over the course of the exhibition, with scum forming on the surface, changing and growing
daily, until the next, unexpected stage in its lifecycle appeared: mosquitoes, living and dying inside
the flood biosphere. The evolution and unfolding narrative within the sculpture expressed for me the
fecundity, life, and death of this flood microcosm.

Figures 7 & 8 Annique Goldenberg, Flood Biosphere, Remoulding the Landscape, 2018
The flood tank went on to have various iterations, being exhibited in Sustainability Week at QCA; a
group exhibition in the University of Newcastle’s NewSpace during the Narratives of Climate
Change Symposium 2018; and finally, as a central element in called to account, a sculptural
installation consisting of the tank of flood water, a silent projection, and headphones with audio.4

conception
The interactive sculpture called to account was situated in the
Flood Room, one of two rooms in my 2019 exhibition LIVING
WATER: in flux, where I brought together the two
environments that I had experienced in 2017: flood and ice.5
The alignment of these two watery worlds was a direct
statement about the interconnected and interrelated nature of
water, water cycles and human affect around the world.
Projected into the flood water is the gesticulating figure of a
woman. We do not hear her message and most of us do not
understand Auslan, the Australian sign language. The woman
is signing a translation of Greta Thunberg’s iconic speech that
she addressed to the UN COP 24 Climate Change
Conference in 2018.6

Figure 9. Annique Goldenberg, called to account, LIVING
WATER: in flux, 2019
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It is only if the viewer chooses to put
on the headphones that they hear
Thunberg’s voice, and maybe, begins
to comprehend and link the silent
language and the materiality of the
muddy tank with the message being
conveyed through the spoken word.

10. Annique Goldenberg, projection
detail from called to account, LIVING
WATER: in flux, 2019
The second room, Moving into Darkness, contained a representation of moments and sensations I
had experienced in the Arctic. Large-scale panels of a work from my Arctic Integration series (a
photograph of an Arctic glacier digitally overlaid with an English water ice-melt drawing) were placed
on the far wall, positioning the viewer into the landscape.
Recreating the experimental drawing of the previous year, I used pulped cotton bedsheets from a
Lismore op shop to draw the October 2017 Arctic ice cap on the floor. A soundtrack composed of
both human and Arctic landscape recordings played quietly in the background. A single, ultra-violet
bulb hung from the centre of the room, casting a dim, deep blue light over the wet pulp. The room
was very cold due to the air-conditioning (another aleatoric event) and viewers could circumnavigate
the floor work. It became evident while observing the audience that many of them felt the urge to
understand what this material was through their fingertips, bending down to touch the pulp. As
Kontturi suggests,
When encountering art, we are not merely involved in a process of signification, and should
therefore approach art in a manner that recognises the importance of its sensory dimension:
that is, we should sense art as a material process in which meanings are immersed.
(Kontturi, 2018: 194)

Figure 11. Annique Goldenberg, Moving into Darkness, 2019, pulp drawing, digital panels,
soundscape, ultra-violet light
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At the end of the exhibition, the work had to be removed.

The ice-cap environment was filmed,

as I slowly swept it into the centre,

its materiality shrinking,

until just a single form remained.

Figures 12–19. Annique Goldenberg, stills from Moving into Darkness de-install performance, 2019
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A solitary, paper iceberg

Figure 20. Annique Goldenberg, still following Moving into Darkness de-install performance, 2019

Figure 21. Annique Goldenberg, still following Moving into Darkness de-install performance, 2019
gestation
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Finally, the two worlds merged within a watery incubator. Having travelled south through these
different environments, and having no preconceived ideas of what would transpire, I placed the
remnant pulp that encapsulated the genetic memory of my experience of the Arctic into the small
flood tank. Mould, dust, and dirt from the floor had already discoloured the pulp, and the muddy
residue in the tank added to the palette.

Figures 22 & 23. Annique Goldenberg, the co-creative formation of the book, 2019
Over several weeks, the water slowly evaporated and the pulp sank down to the bottom of the tank,
settling into fibrous layers, with all the elements interacting and affecting each other —a material and
environmentally responsive umwelt.
birth
The resultant book that emerged coalesced all the preceding experiences, environments, and time
into this final form. Deceptively light and strong, with a textured and layered surface, its pages are
tantalisingly fused together, its fossilised materiality formed through the co-creative actions of my
decisions and the transformative physical properties of the environment, pulp fibres, water, gravity,
and time.

Figure 24. Annique Goldenberg, 80° N, 2017–2020
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naming
A book needs a cover and a title that reflects the content of the book. This resultant artefact tells of
distance and time passed, possessing an aged, museum-like quality. Hence, I placed it into a glass
box, suggestive of archival storage and display, that is etched with the details of its lineage.
On the lid, a star of longitudinal lines crossing at the point of the North Pole is just visible, the book
located under the mantle of this cartographical language. On the spine are the years, latitudes and
longitudes of its conception and birth.
Inside on the mirrored base, only revealed upon removal of the book, is the etched representation of
the Arctic ice cap of October 2017, its ancestral homeland. The act of removal and revelation links
the viewer’s curiosity to affect; one is only exposed through the action of the other.

Figure 25. Annique Goldenberg, 80° N, 2017–2020
a living lineage
This paper has followed the story of a book and my understanding of it as an ‘environment’. What is
the environment of 80° N? I have found it to be multifarious, both physical and narrative. It is the
Arctic, touching ice, sailing the water, distance, and fragile ecosystems, an experience of place and
time internalised through the senses. It is the material impact of continual and induced
transformation, an environment of memory. It speaks of slow evolution and co-creation, of layered
stories, ideas, and places converging. It is a physical book of absorbed transformations, human
impact, and natural laws. It is a story that began in the far reaches of the north that evolved in mind
and space until finally, taking form it has gone on to seed ideas that continue to travel south. A
journey from pole to pole, this story has spawned new collaborations between humans and water,
connecting environment to experience to thought to memory to form.
80° N – artist book as environment
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Endnotes
1

I was selected for the October 2017 winter expedition; see www.thearcticcircle.org
Von Uexküll’s theory went on to inform and influence many twentieth-century post-humanist
philosophers such as Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Deleuze and Guatarri. His work also formed
the basis of biosemiotics.
3
A five-volume series of frottages, text and found objects, touching ice, 2017–20, and Arctic
Wunderkammer 2017, also came out of this residency in the Arctic. See
www.anniquegoldenberg.com/touching-ice
https://www.anniquegoldenberg.com/arctic-wunderkammer
4
www.anniquegoldenberg.com/called-to-account-2019
5
LIVING WATER: in flux was a two-room exhibition in the Project Gallery, Queensland College of
Art Galleries, Brisbane, Australia, in 2019. More images and information can be found on my
website www.anniquegoldenberg.com/living-water-in-flux
6
See Greta Thunberg’s speech here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VFkQSGyeCWg
2

