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Preface

Timo Jokela &
Glen Coutts
University of Lapland, Finland

T

his anthology contains contributions from Canada, England, Finland,
Norway, Russia and Scotland. It is the third book in the Relate North
series, the first two (Jokela & Coutts, 2014; 2015) addressed the broad
theme of ‘sustainable arts and design’ through the lens of subthemes: ‘engagement and representation’ (2014) and ‘Heritage and Identity’ (2015). In this
volume, the interrelated themes of ‘culture’, ‘community’ and ‘communication’
formed the basis of the call that was issued to researchers and artists.
The call was issued at the Relate North symposium and exhibition of Arctic
Arts and Design Thematic Network (ASAD) of University of Arctic which was
held in November 2015 at the University of Alaska, Anchorage and the content
of this volume was selected from the proposals submitted. Each contribution,
chapter or visual essay, was subjected to academic peer-review and the book
you are now holding is the result of that process.
According to a study by the Nordic Council of Ministers (2011), there are
certain ‘megatrends’ taking place in the Arctic and the North. One such trend,
global warming, is happening much faster in the Arctic than any other place
on earth with serious consequences for local communities. Another important trend is globalisation, this relates to the exploitation of natural resources
such as oil, gas, minerals and ecosystems that are threatened by tourism.
Such trends will have significant implications for Arctic communities and
cultures. An estimated four million people live in the Arctic, including more
than 40 indigenous groups representing 10% of the entire Arctic population
as noted by the Arctic Human Development Report (AHDR, 2007). One
effect of globalisation is a shift from rural to urban in terms of economic
activity, culture and lifestyle. The result is a concentration of populations in
larger conurbations. This process is complex, involving locational identity,
culture and well-being. In addition, political structures, communication and
the distribution of power, demographics, social and cultural relations are all
impacted (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2011).
Communities in the Arctic and Northern regions share common challenges. These groups have a mix of populations, each with their own languages
and traditions. Increasingly, young people in the Arctic are sent to the south,
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or larger cities to be educated. The youth of the Arctic expect to move from
their birthplace for education and employment. Educational opportunity
determines the settlement choice of those in smaller communities (Karlsdottir
& Junsberg, 2015). This has led, in many small towns, to an erosion of the
social fabric and associated problems, for example, ageing populations, youth
unemployment and the disintegration of cultural activity. Psycho-social problems and loss of cultural identity are also becoming more prevalent.
The Nordic Council of Ministers’ report (2011) advocates more investment in the people of the Arctic. The advent of the so called ‘knowledge
economy’ has the potential to enhance human skills and creativity, seen
as important assets for the 21st century. The service sectors of administration, education, culture, health and social services have become a key source
of income for many families in the Arctic. These services act as the main
economic pillars for communities and they increasingly support and maintain
traditional activities. We believe that higher education can play a leading role
in enabling communities to take charge of their own development. A key aim
of the Arctic Sustainable Arts and Design network (ASAD, 2016) is to promote
research and academic debate on the changing role of art and design for
northern and Arctic communities.
Since its establishment in 2011, ASAD has sought to ‘identify and share
contemporary and innovative practices in teaching, learning, research and
knowledge exchange in the fields of arts, design and visual culture education.’
(ASAD, 2016). The organisation is one of the thematic networks of the University of the Arctic, the networks aim to ‘foster issues-based cooperation within
networks that are focused but flexible enough to respond quickly to topical
Arctic issues’ (UArctic, 2016).
Each year, since 2012, ASAD network has hosted an annual event in the
form of a symposium and exhibition. These gatherings take place in a Northern
or Arctic country, the first was in Rovaniemi, second in Reykjavik, third in
Kautokeino, fourth in Anchorage and fifth in the Shetland Islands. Through
the annual symposia, academics, artists, researchers, historians and cultural
specialists come together to present, analyse and share practice in sustain-

able arts and design. It is important to note a unique feature of these events,
each one includes an exhibition of art and design work that complements
the academic forum. The reader should interpret the terms ‘arts’ and ‘design’
widely to include, for example, crafts, indigenous making, media, product or
service design. In addition to hosting the annual symposia and exhibitions,
there have been numerous collaborations between organisations and members
of the network, demonstrating that the boundaries between what constitutes
‘art’ and ‘design’ activity, especially in a socio-cultural context, are becoming
increasingly blurred. What constitutes creative practice in the 21st century is
a complex and fluid question that many of the authors in this volume explore.
The contents of this book reflect the different perspectives and research
approaches of the authors. As editors, we respect the traditions and conventions that are the norm in different countries and regions across the
circumpolar north. In bringing together this diverse collection, we hope we
have remained true to the authentic voice and register of each author and that
the reader will appreciate the different ways that research is conducted, not
only in the arts, but also in different cultures.
In the opening chapter, Biggs reflects on the idea of ‘north’ and place as
interpreted through a set of photographs. He reflects on the complex relationship between environment, society and self in a northern context. Drawing on
his previous research in Ireland, England and Scotland he explores the notion
of understanding ‘north’ for the creative arts. With lengthy involvement of
supervising arts doctoral research practice on the one hand and in his years
of experience of ‘deep mapping’ on the other, he presents a fascinating case for
‘re-visioning’ north.
The second chapter, by Manninen and Hiltunen, reports on a large-scale
research project that sought to explore young people’s notions of identity and
citizenship. Entitled ‘Creative Connections’ (2014), the research used art as a
way of stimulating debate between and across cultures. Although the project
involved many northern and southern European countries, the authors focus
on the Arctic and questions of living in either an urban or rural setting. A
timely topic as more of the worlds’ population will live in cities in the future.
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Themes of marginality, cultures under threat and lost community run
through the next chapter. Burnett discusses Scotland’s far north and islands
as a ‘cultural industry of margins’. The history of the highlands and islands of
Scotland is a turbulent one and the way that communities have been represented or portrayed through art tends to linger as images of romantic wilderness, emptiness and the struggle to survive or make a living. Recently however,
research has examined the potential of cultural and creative practice for
renewal and sustainable communities.
In the fourth chapter, the research of Zemstova and Sharapov explores
the ‘tradition that does not exist’ peasant wood painting that has been practised for centuries in the area around the Komi republic. A rich tradition of
folk art and wood painting that has largely been ignored by ethnographers
and cultural historians. The authors’ research and educational project ‘Ethnographic Mapping of the Traditional Arts and Crafts in the Komi Republic’ was
ongoing at the time of writing.
The penultimate chapter by Kuure, Pietarinen and Vanhanen presents
a multicultural workshop model that was developed and tested as part of a
week-long intensive programme Murmansk. The participants included
Finnish and Russian undergraduate students and the broad focus of the work
was issues of concern to society: ‘Social issues have long been an interesting
topic for designers and it is an even more topical now with today’s many social
challenges, such as ageing, healthcare issues, and waste’ (p. 104).
Design is also the key focus in the final chapter. Using design methods to
collaborate and transmit cultural meaning is Ivey’s central theme. Using action
research methodology, the author developed a web-based resource that celebrated Gaelic culture and values: ‘Its core principle is to reflect and reinforce
community and the cultural values that have been maintained in Nova Scotia
Gaelic communities over generations’ (p. 130).
The chapters are followed by two visual essays; image-text features that
report and explore some of the ways that artists can interpret northern themes.
In quite different ways, the two essays touch on the intertwined themes of
culture, community and communication.

Bevan and Downes, working in the northern island of Orkney (Scotland), report on a research project that brought together artists, archaeologists,
anthropologists, environmental scientists and community to investigate the
shoreline of Sanday island.
The final contribution, by the Norwegian artist Kolostyák, presents a case
study on the phenomenon that is ‘tundra’. The artist’s installation was made
out of ice and transported from Swedish Lapland to France for the art festival
«L’Art dans toutes ses états 2007» in Limay, just outside Paris.
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Visual Essay

WILDER BEING:
Destruction and creation
in the littoral zone

Anne Bevan & Jane Downes
Orkney College, University of the Highlands
and Islands, Scotland, UK

I

n this visual essay we tell the story of Wilder Being1, an inter disciplinary
art and archaeology project that focused on the eroding coastline of an
island in Orkney, in the far north of Scotland.
Both fragile and resilient, the Orkney archipelago is particularly affected
by climate change, most visible in the littoral zone, where increased storminess and rising sea levels are causing destruction of internationally significant
archaeological sites (Gibson, 2008). We focused on the shore as a vibrant place
and as a place to think about past and future sustainability.
Initiated and led by researchers and students from the University of the
Highlands and Islands (UHI), the project involved a collaboration with the
local community in this unique and specific context. By combining contemporary art and archaeological techniques, our aim with the Wilder Being
project was to highlight innovative participatory approaches to visualising and
imagining environmental change.

Figure 1. Coastal flooding,
Orkney. Photo: Frank Bradford.
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Figure 2. Wilder Being workshop at Pool beach, Sanday, Orkney September
2014. Photo: Rebecca Marr.
Art, archaeology and environment are central to life in the Orkney islands
in Scotland, not simply as creative and academic disciplines, but as integral
to the social and economic wellbeing of the island communities. The project
described here springs from this strong culture of interdisciplinary collaboration (Thomas, 2015) and community involvement.
The Wilder Being art and archaeology project was undertaken as an
emerging series of activities: a participatory workshop, a creation of a film, a
student project, an exhibition, and talks. The workshop was held over two days
on the island of Sanday in Orkney at a prominent archaeological site being
eroded by the sea (Figures 2 & 3). The event, which was publicised through
academic networks and through local press, involved around 50 people,
bringing together artists, archaeologists, anthropologists, environmental
scientists and community, from Sanday, Orkney and further afield.

Figure 3. Wilder Being workshop. Photo: Rebecca Marr.
The island beach workshop was a novel form of experience; participants
observed and recorded artefacts and materials – both ancient and modern
– using archaeological techniques of 3D laser scanning, GPS survey, artefact
recording combined with photography, drawing, sculpture and text to explore
impressions of place, environment and moments in time.
We based our workshop at the eroded beach section of Pool, a multiperiod site where settlement from the Neolithic through to the Viking periods
are superimposed on top of one another (Hunter, 2007). Cut through by sea,
this vertical bank exposes remains of buildings and occupation deposits: shells,
bones, stone artefacts and pottery spill onto the shore, fuel ash and midden
mingle with dead sea creatures and sea debris – tangles of rope, plastic bottles
and the soles of single shoes. The past merges with the present, culture and
nature become confused.
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Figure 4. Pool beach, section of bank. Photo: Rebecca Marr.
Using trowels, we explored the boundaries between the complex layers: traditionally, archaeological methods create a matrix that rely on formulaic and dry
description of ‘contexts’…here we spontaneously created words and phrases to
capture the essence of deposits and events, creating an imaginative matrix with
concrete poetry (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Pool beach,
section with words.
Photo: Rebecca Marr.
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Figure 6. Finds from Pool beach. Photo: Rebecca Marr.

In a pop-up laboratory and photographic studio Rebecca Marr worked
with community participants to sort, categorise and photograph ‘artefacts’
and ‘ecofacts’ using archaeological recording methods in creative ways;
objects of beauty emerge under the microscope and through the photograp
her’s lens (Figure 6).

Figure 7. Wilder Being 3D
Laser Scan. Photo: Dan Lee.
As a rapid recording method, 3D laser scanning is increasingly used in coastal
erosion sites. Using the laser scanner Dan Lee captures the movement of
people and things, of the event itself. The Wilder Being emerges in the playful
use of the scanner revealing an unexpected sinister figure (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Wilder Being 3D
Laser Scan. Photo: Dan Lee.
Materials from the shore were collected, analysed, interpreted, and then
re-interpreted and configured into a new form, partly influenced by the idea of
the ‘Wilder Mann’ (Fréger, 2012). Folklore around the dreadful ‘Knuckalvee’2
inspired a creature, our ‘makelore’ created the ‘Lopness monster’, who inhabits
the sea and recovers detritus from the coast.
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Figure 9. Wilder Being,
sculpture made by
workshop participants.
Photo: Rebecca Marr.

The film created as part of the project by Mark Jenkins documents the
Sanday workshop and, with Orcadian storyteller Tom Muir, reveals the story
of the Lopness monster3.
Further responses came from Fine Art & Textiles students from the local
Orkney College UHI, who created ‘wilder being’ sculptures and costumes.
These artworks and the film were exhibited along with material developed
from the workshop at the Pier Arts Centre in Stromness, Orkney.

Figure 10.
Wilder Being, costume
made by Norna Sinclair.
Photo: Anne Bevan.
Low lying islands such as Sanday in Orkney are particularly susceptible to
coastal erosion and with each storm the people who live there can see the past
and present being washed away into the sea. Through the Wilder Being project
our aim of highlighting and imagining this change was effected through these
experimental responses and artworks, made visible both to the local community and, through the film, to a much wider audience. We feel participation
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in the project was enhanced by combining a relational approach to art and
archaeology together with participatory art and archaeology, both in practice
and in theory (Bevan & Downes, In press.)
Our place-based event highlighted the connectivity between arts, humanities and sciences as much as it stressed the blurring of lines between land
and sea, culture and nature, setting a creative and artistic exploration of place,
community and archaeological heritage within wider contexts of climate
change and sustainability.

Endnotes
1

Wilder Being was undertaken as part of the UK-wide 2014 ‘Being Human’ Festival of
the Humanities (http://beinghumanfestival.org/).

2

A mythical creature, a terrifying half-man half-horse, associated with the north isles of
Orkney, who emerges for the sea to wreak havoc and revenge (Orkneyjar n.d.)

3

The video, “Wilder Being Creation and Destruction in the Littoral Zone”, can be viewed
online: https://vimeo.com/112154339
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