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Abstract
Many people find it difficult to comprehend climate change, and hence to engage with in a constructive
way. This is despite of – or perhaps because of – climate change being one of the greatest challenges of
humanity today. Contemporary climate change imagery dominating media does not result in increased
engagement among the viewers. Last two decades, much research tried to unravel why communication
on this topic has not led to the required level of public engagement to make significant change. As
diverse and important as the subject of climate change is, how one-sided and uninspiring its depiction
seems. Because of increased general awareness among people about the urgency to adequately react on
the occurring environmental challenges, more communicators beside journalists and scientists focus on
this topic. As such, to an increasing extent visual art plays a role in raising public awareness on the topic
of climate change. This research investigates how visual artworks that represent the Arctic operate, and
the messages that they convey about climate change in this region. These artistic representations are
analysed according to the visual narratives that they represent. The visual narratives consist of
denotative and connotative meanings. The critical visual analysis is conducted of nine contemporary
visual artworks by means of a qualitative research design. The focus is on three stages at which meaning
is created. The production stage analysis focuses on the intention of the artist for making the visual
artwork, i.e., raising awareness among the audience about climate change. The content of the images is
analysed according to the principles of social semiotics. Lastly, the site of consumption is investigated
by means of conducting a focus group discussion, and thereby the effects of audience conceptualisation
of the Arctic and climate change are investigated. The findings of the study show that all three stages
provide valuable information to fully comprehend an artwork. The deconstruction of the images
according to the social semiotic approach reveals on the level of an individual image how it operates. It
considers the relation between the features within an image and how the viewer is made to relate to the
image. Because of the artistic mode of representation, the images are expected to carry connotative
meanings. Results show how eight of nine artworks are considered to represent ice imagery that
theoretically carry connotative meanings related to a dystopian narrative. However, results from the
stage of consumption show mainly how the artworks offer opportunities to represent novel stories, that
turn out to have a positive effect concerning audience engagement. They provide opportunities to guide
conversations on the meanings of climate change.
Keywords: visual art; climate change communication; social semiotics; visual meaning making; visual
narratives; audience engagement.

7

“[H]ow we see, how we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how we
see this seeing and the unseeing therein” (Foster, 1988, p.ix, cited in
Rose, 2016, p.3).

“Who or what represents what to whom with what, and where and
why?” (Mitchell, 1994, p.420; cited in Rose, 2016, p.20).
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Chapter 1 | Introduction

“Artists have responded with a mixture of scepticism and urgency to the 26 th UN Climate
Change Conference of the Parties (COP26), which is transpiring in Glasgow from 31 October
to 12 November. […] Olafur Eliasson said 'I don't think [politicians] can achieve a solution to
the climate crisis,' while Ai Weiwei offered 'we cannot depend on one meeting'. Nevertheless,
several artists used the occasion to build support for action against climate change” (Gaskin,
2021, para 1-2).
Simultaneous to the United Nations climate change negotiations COP in 2015 in Paris an environmental
arts festival took place, named ArtCOP21. The festival was spread over different larger and smaller
venues in Paris, all kinds of arts were hosted that was deliberately on the topic of climate change
(Sommer & Klöckner, 2019). The motivation of the organisers for the festival was to move away from
the political or scientific lens through with climate change is often approached. Their stance is that
climate is culture, and hence active engagement of citizens worldwide is required. With the installations,
plays, exhibitions, concerts, performances, and more, the festival aimed to connect people to the climate
challenge (ArtCOP21, n.d.). Although, the latest COP26 in 2021 in Glasgow had no equivalent arts
festival organised, the topic has ever since became only more popular amongst artists and activists. The
above quote is an example of this growing engagement (for more examples see Gaskin, 2021), as well
as the many murals, street and protest art that have been created during the COP26 (Rose, 2021). Artists
are increasingly using this medium and their expertise to express concerns about this vast problem.
On the other side is the receiving party, those who encounter the art. Many people find it difficult to
comprehend climate change, and hence to engage with in a constructive way. This is despite of – or
perhaps because of – climate change being one of the greatest challenges of, and to, humanity today
(Moser, 2010). Several studies have looked into the mental representation of climate change by people.
In the study of Nicholson-Cole (2005), participants generally expressed pessimistic and bleak
visualizations of the future. The feelings these participants expressed about climate change were
negative and in a distant sense, abstract from their individual lives and current situation. Research of
Leiserowitz (2006) showed that 61% of Americans articulate associations about climate change impacts
that are both geographically and psychologically distant. This is affirmed by Leviston et al. (2014), who
argue that common associations found were generalised impacts of climate change, that are often
geographically remote.
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In the last two decades, much research tried to unravel why communication on this topic has not led to
the required level of public engagement to make significant sustainable change (Nisbet, 2009). In 2020,
for most people the most widely used source of information on this topic was news media (Newman,
2020). In this news media information is conveyed through written and spoken stories, often
accompanied by visual images. Visual imagery can reduce some of the psychological distance of
climate change because it potentially ‘brings home’ the issue; it makes the concept more tangible and
accessible, and therefore less abstract (Moser, 2010; Sheppard, 2012). As a result, visual imagery
increases the seriousness of the issue of climate change (Wang et al., 2018). Unfortunately, this potential
remains largely underutilized. The images that are often used to represent climate change fail in
decreasing the psychological distance: they rather retain the sense of abstractness and distance than
dispelling this (Linder, 2006). Many environmental problems are temporally stretched out
developments that seem ‘invisible’ for the human eye, i.e., they are visually illusive. Visual
communication about and representation of these is therefore challenging. This results in global,
symbolic, and iconic environmental images that are decontextualised. Consequently, disconnection
from concrete processes such as global capitalism and consumerism occur among the viewers (Hansen
& Machin, 2013). Another challenge is that by this time of climate change communication, the imagery
that is used is ‘clichéd’ because of overuse of the visual icons of climate change (Burke et al., 2018).
The polar bear on a small piece of floating ice well-known example of this. In 2008, Hansen and Machin
discussed as such that photographs that portray climate change have become increasingly symbolic or
iconic. Therefore, people have become tired of this imagery and lose interest and involvement with the
topic. In other words, contemporary climate change imagery that is mostly used in the media does not
result in increased engagement among the viewers. As diverse and important as the subject of climate
change is, how one-sided and uninspiring are its depictions.
Fortunately – as awareness increased – other visual mediums have been responding to this onesidedness to a growing extent. Because of increased awareness among people about the urgency to
adequately react on the occurring environmental challenges, more communicators beside journalists
and scientists focus on this topic. Visual art plays a role in raising public awareness and engagement on
the topic of climate change (Burch et al., 2009; Polli, 2010; Arrighi & Walker, 2014; Chandler et al.,
2014; Dal Farra, 2014). The quote at the start of this chapter represents this well. Visual art is a means
of communication because it transfers a message about the according subject, and it can offer an
embodied and emotional experience that could result in a dialogue where people can rethink their way
of relating to climate change (Dunaway, 2009). Artists are also aware of their unique capacity to raise
awareness about the connection between human beings and particular geographical landscapes. By this
means, art can investigate “the ontological consequences of the ecological crisis” (Hedin & Gremaud,
2018, p.5).
Although these are promising messages, there are reasons to stay critical of this emerging field as well.
Anderson (2015) critically argues that “[w]hile artists, designers and curators seek to raise awareness
of the Anthropocene, it is important to remain critical of the narratives these practitioners develop”
(p.338). This is affirmed by Smith (2020), who asserts that works of art that aim to increase awareness
or consciousness about climate change have their own ‘blind spots’. An example of such a blind spot is
discussed by Nurmis (2016), who argues that artists that produce climate change related artworks fall
for the ‘apocalyptic sublime aesthetic’ of climate change. The apocalypse in general argues the complete
destruction of the world (Harper & Specht, 2021). It is argued that this discourse makes climate change
seem so vast and overwhelming, that pessimism and complacency are legitimate reactions (Dunaway,
2009). This is because of the defensive psychological response of fear-evoking images that elicit
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emotional distance and feelings of disempowerment (Nicholson-Cole, 2005; O’Neill & NicholsonCole, 2009; Born, 2019). Nevertheless, Harper and Specht (2021) argue the importance and value of
researching how this apocalyptic narrative emerges in fiction, art, performance, and social media.
Fictional narratives shape how society can imagine – i.e., it creates a collective imagination – and is
therefore related to the societal responses possible to such apocalyptic events in the real world.
Therefore, the apocalyptic narrative is not only about the complete destruction of the world but also
about finding new beginnings.
From the above, it can be said that the use of climate change as subject for visual art comes with a
certain intricacy. It is worth investigating why although visual art is expected to have a positive impact
and contribution to climate change communication, it often fails by falling for an apocalyptic narrative
in which problematic features are affirmed. As a result of investigating this controversy, hopefully better
ways of engaging with climate change related visual art will be revealed.

1.1 | Problem statement
Climate change is a wicked problem, and so is it to communicate about it. Most studies on climate
change communication have focused on verbal forms of communication, despite the many images that
accompany these messages of climate change by journalists, campaigners, and educators (Chapman et
al., 2016). Research that investigates the typical iconography of climate change in the public discourse
show that it often consists of polar bears, melting ice and glaciers (Doyle, 2007; Manzo, 2010; Smith
& Joffe, 2009). These ice-related features are also often subject of visual artistic productions because
they easily lend themselves to be represented according to the apocalyptic sublime aesthetic. How visual
art can be used to effectively communicate climate change is a subject under researched. Some studies
argue that by offering novel representations, artworks can create new opportunities for increased
engagement (see Miles, 2010; O’Neill & Smith, 2014; Whitmarsh, 2011; Yusoff & Gabrys, 2011; Burke
et al., 2018). Questions can be raised about these ‘novel representation’: what do they represent, who
produces them, and what effect do they have on the viewer? The Arctic region seems to be an interesting
case to research these novel representations, because of its one-sided representation today in news media
and its role in climate change debates as the ‘canary in the coalmine’. Thisted (2015) shows that: “[T]he
Arctic has for generations been described and represented by people living in the South” (p.23).
However, today “the peoples of the Arctic are now to a much larger degree representing themselves,
both on the political stage and in the media, art, literature and film” (idem, p.23). She furthermore states
that these representations are different than the images to which we have been accustomed to over the
course of time.
In summary, to date it remains unclear how visual artworks shape public perceptions of climate change
due to its seeming controversy in its operation and effects. Therefore, more research is necessary to
explore this in detail. This means that research should investigate the ways of how meaning is attributed
to different kinds of visual artworks and what effect they have on the people’s conceptualization of the
Arctic region and climate change. A focus on the Arctic region seems relevant, because of the current
homogenous representations although research shows opportunities for novel representations.

1.2 | Scientific objective(s) and research questions
The objective of this research is to gain insight in how visual artworks that represent the Arctic operate,
and the messages that they convey about climate change. These artistic representations are analysed
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according to the visual narratives that they represent, because in these narratives their meanings are
conveyed. Important is its close connection to the concept of visual culture, because this both facilitates
and restricts the interpretation of visual imagery at the same time. Additionally, this research will also
investigate the actual interpretation of visual artworks by an audience, to see whether different
representations can contribute to a broadening of an understanding of the Arctic among the viewers. In
other words, what kind of visual narratives are produced through artistic representations of the Arctic,
and what effect they have on the audience’s conceptualization of this region and climate change.
To provide an answer on the above-mentioned research aim, the following research questions are
formulated:
RQ1: What meanings are constructed by artistic visual representations of the Arctic?
RQ2: How does this visual content affect audience understanding of climate change, the Arctic
region, and engagement therein?
To obtain an answer on these research questions, the following sub-questions are composed:
Sub-RQ1: When does visual art represent the Arctic?
Sub-RQ2: How does visual meaning-making work?
Sub-RQ3: What visual narratives are constructed in and by the visual artworks?
Sub-RQ4: What do these narratives say about the Arctic in relation to climate change?
The sub questions above will help to demarcate the field of research for this study. The first sub
questions will explore the range of artworks within this topic. Based on this question, a selection of
artworks will be made for further visual analysis. The second sub question will help to determine the
ways in which meaning is assigned to visual objects, such as artworks. The artworks selected for indepth visual analysis will be deconstructed according to the visual narratives they convey. The last sub
question will help to link these visual narratives to Arctic discourses and climate change
communication.

1.3 | Scientific and social relevance
The arts are often mentioned according to their potential contribution to an increased understanding of
and response to climate change (Hulme, 2011). The scientific relevance of an increased understanding
of the art’s potential in climate change communication lies in better understanding how images are used
in visual communication and how these shape public perceptions of climate change. This understanding
is according to Wang et al. (2018) less developed and applies to both ‘clichéd’ imagery and ‘novel’
representations. Moreover, as argued by Burke et al. (2018), to date “[t]here is a significant gap in the
climate change literature around the impact of art practices on the wider audience who come to see and
interact with them, and this raises important questions” (p.96). They call for an understanding of how
art production and consumption relate to audience engagement, i.e., how climate change related
artworks are interpreted and evaluated by the audience and how this relates to engagement with the
depicted subject (Burke et al., 2018). There is no research that focuses solely on Arctic artistic
representations and how these shapes public conceptualization of this region (in relation to climate
change).
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This extended comprehension can be theoretically translated into an increased understanding of how
visual communication operates, and the importance or utility of narrative within climate change
communication and engagement (as acknowledged by previous research, e.g. Veland et al., 2018; Van
Der Leeuw, 2019; Jackson, 2015; Hinkel et al., 2020; Daniels & Endfield, 2009; Arnold, 2018). Other
research acknowledges that narratives are decisive for motivation or demotivation of climate action,
rather than climate information per se (Chapman et al., 2017; Fløttum & Gjerstad, 2017; Hulme, 2008;
Moser, 2010; Hinkel et al., 2020). As a result, there is a debate around the assumed counterproductivity
of the doom and gloom narrative, because fear may demotivate climate action (Chapman et al., 2017).
By means of researching climate change narratives with a particular focus on Arctic narratives, this
study will theoretically contribute to this debate.
The societal relevance of an increased understanding of the art’s potential in climate change
communication lies within the need to encounter new and engaging stories about climate change. Wang
et al. (2018) argue that images that are less familiar are thought provoking. In this way imagery can
help to tell new stories about climate change, and therefore change visual representation of climate
change as it appears in the public mind. Visual imagery has the potential to contextualize the subject
that is represented, and by making the topic more concrete. A focus on the Arctic is of relevance due to
its prominent presence within climate change visual communication, both in its clichéd depiction and
its assumed novel representations. Art can create personal and emotional connections with viewers
(Manzo, 2012; Nurmis, 2016; Roosen et al., 2017; Yusoff & Gabrys, 2011), and by exploring how these
connections unfold it is aimed to increase understanding of how art can open dialogues where people
can rethink their ways of relating to a changing environment in a geographical context elsewhere.

1.4 | Report outline
The report is outlined as follows: in Chapter 2 the theoretical foundation is discussed based on an
extensive literature review that places the concepts of this study within the context of existing literature.
Chapter 3 describes the methodology used for gathering and analysing the empirical data. In Chapter 4
the results of the visual analysis of all the artworks are discussed. In an extensive discussion in Chapter
5 these findings are placed within their broader academic scope. In Chapter 6 the research questions
will be answered, and the conclusions of the study will be argued.
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Chapter 2 | Theoretical framework

In this chapter the theoretical foundation of the research will be explained. The main purpose is to dive
into all assets that come to play in defining the meaning of an artwork, from its creation to it
interpretation. This meaning is decided through an image’s ‘visual narrative’, and thereby a visual
narrative analysis is required. This entails “the systematic collection (selection) of found or made visual
materials, the interpretation of images closely and in light of details inside and outside the frame (the
image itself, the context in which it was produced, and the context in which it is read), and the
reproduction and circulation of images with the analysis” (Riessman, 2008, as cited in Bell, 2013, pp.45). To come to this analysis, three sites are identified for visual meaning-making: the production site,
the site of an image’s visual content and the consumption site (Rose, 2012, 2016; Hansen & Machin,
2013).
First, the production site refers to the intention of the creator of the image. A general overview of the
supposed intention of artists that make climate change related visual art will be given below. Second,
the content of the image will be explained with reference to semiology. This part will elaborate why
visual social semiotics is of particular interest for this study, and therefore it will be explained how this
kind of analysis operates. Third is the consumption site, which refers to the viewer’s engagement with
and interpretation of an image, will be explained. In particular what influence the concepts of ‘scopic
regime’ and ‘visuality’ have on the viewer’s interpretation of an image, as part of visual culture. The
last section will touch upon different aspects of Arctic narratives, both historically and contemporarily.
The chapter concludes with a conceptual model that shows how visual meaning-making is approached
within this study.

2.1 | Production site: creator’s intention
The production site is the inception of the meaning of an image (Rose, 2016). Obviously, an image must
be created before anything can be done with it, such as being sent out into the world of viewer
interpretation. ‘Auteur theory’ is what Rose (2012) refers to as “[t]he notion that the most important
aspect in understanding a visual image is what its maker intended to show” (p.26). However, it is a
long-running debate in the social sciences and humanities whether the intention of an artist for making
the creative object can or should be deciphered or not (Wharton, 2015). There are multiple perspectives
on this. Wimsatt and Beardsley (1946) argue that the intention of the creator is not important. The
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physical work is the best source of information and should therefore be judged by itself. This can be
seen as a positivist approach because all information can be derived from material analysis. However,
Dykstra (1996) argues that the interpretation of the artist’s intention is an interdisciplinary task. Thereby
he emphasizes the importance of this intention for understanding the creative object. Eggers (2009)
shares this perspective. He argues that the intention of the artist should be considered in the
contextualization of an artwork by an art conservator, but that it needs to be redefined to become
applicable. He describes that the physical artwork itself and the intention of the artist can be seen as
competing agencies around an artwork. However, they should all be considered because most viewers
are in the end also interested in the artist’s agency, statement, or intention.
The different perspectives on the importance of artist intention are captured by anthropology and
sociology in a model named object biography. This model argues that the meaning of a creative object
accumulates because of physical change of the object, as a result of travel through time and space to
new physical location (Kopytoff, 1986; Gosden & Marshall, 1999). In same line, Gordon and Hermens
(2013) argue that contemporary artistic practices cause that the material attributes of an artwork are not
necessarily evident anymore of the artist’s creative decision-making. For example, when the artwork is
made from ephemeral materials, when it is situated in a dematerialised tradition or when the artwork is
temporally or contextually contingent. When an artwork is ephemeral or conceptual, it is argued that
the focus should lie on what the artist communicates about it, because the essence of the work is the
artistic idea behind it and not in the realization (Chiantore & Rava, 2012). Gordon and Hermes (2013)
argue that within this tradition, it is best not to anchor the intention of the artist as a fixed state of mind.
Rather, they suggest moving into the realm of flux when it comes to the intention of the artist. The aim,
then, is “to understand the decision-making process that defines the identity of the artwork and how that
is expressed” (p.22). This shifts the focus towards the relation between the creative object and its
circumstances (Baxandall, 1985).
In research on visual matters, the intention of the image creator is often not considered for at least two
reasons. One reason is that because an image is often seen in relation to other images. This wider visual
context is more important for the meaning of the image than the creator’s initial purpose of producing
the image (Rose, 2012). Another significant reason is that the consumption site is the most important
site of meaning production. As a result of the individual way of seeing of the viewer, the meaning
making of an image heavily depends on who is viewing. Mannay (2015) questions whether it is
necessary to know the image creator’s intention before meaningful interpretation is possible. His main
argument is that often there is a “juxtaposition between the audience’s reading and interpretation and
the internal narrative of images, as intended by their creator” (p.64). Lomax (2012, as cited in Mannay,
2015) further argues that the creator’s intention is often not available to viewers.
However, this study sides with arguments favouring the relevance of the intention of the artist for
making the visual artworks as important for a thorough understanding of the image. First, and as will
be elaborated in more detail later, the visual artworks are often made with a certain purpose or goal:
namely, increasing awareness. From artist statements what they aimed for to achieve by their artworks
can be seen. This information can be insightful in distinguishing the visual narrative of an artwork.
Because images carry culturally specific meaning (Aiello, 2006), it is relevant to consider the cultural
background of an artist to uncover how these might influence the work of art that is investigated. Not
being aware of the artist as a person with a history and background will obscure cultural aspects of the
production and consumption of the artworks, such as authorship of telling stories about how we should
relate to a certain area (in this case, the Arctic). Also, the artist works in a certain visual culture that has
certain characteristics, for example social conventions or historical manners of representing. These
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cultural interpretations of the artists have an influence on how they visualize the environment and
environmental issues (Hansen & Machin, 2016). Gordon and Hermens (2013) argue that the artist
statement “communicates something of the concepts and ideology that underpin the artist’s practice”
(p.13). In this statement the artist also provides a grammar for the viewer by which the work can be
discussed, and thereby affects how the work can – or should – be approached. This cultural
embeddedness also influences how the viewer interprets and make sense of visual representations. This
concept of visual culture will be further explained in section 2.3 on viewer interpretation.
Jamieson and Jamieson (2007) call it an act of invention where a perception of translated into a form of
representation that is culturally specific. That is because the artist or image creator “goes forward from
perception to an invested and coded form of representation” (p.29), in which this coding is closely
related to one’s visual culture. At the other end, the viewer “is required to travel in the reverse direction,
that is from the observance of an invented and coded representation to a re-constitution of the artist’s
original percept” (Jamieson & Jamieson, 2007, p.30). At both ends, i.e. the artist and the audience,
cultural aspects influence how an image is interpreted. This shows how the representation cannot be
detached from the perception of the producer. When this production site of meaning-making is not
considered as playing a role in the visual analysis of artworks, it might obscure or affirm a certain
hegemonic Western visual cultural ideal and ignore that there are different ways of seeing.

2.1.1 | Raising awareness: intention of artists working on climate change
This research focuses on visual art that represents climate change. In general, visual artworks that
address topics related to climate change aim to ‘increase awareness’ among its viewers (Nurmis, 2016;
Anderson, 2015). However, research that affirms the contributed role of visual art in raising public
awareness and engagement with the topic of climate change does not make any specific inference to the
intention of the artist (Burch et al., 2009; Polli, 2010; Arrighi & Walker, 2014; Chandler et al., 2014;
Dal Farra, 2014). Therefore, an increased awareness is an unintended effect of these artworks (Roosen
et al., 2018). This can be explained by what Roosen et al. (2018) argue; that awareness is a prerequisite
of any form of communication. A message is lost when someone is not receptive to it in the first place.
Specifically in the encounter with an artwork, the viewer already becomes more mindful about the
artwork, even apart from its topic. In this interaction, some viewers start to deliberately search for
meanings and associations within the artwork (Kaczmarczyk, 2014, as cited in Roosen et al., 2018).
Yet, to simply settle for ‘increasing awareness’ would be too short sighted. Although this intention will
be well-meant, it does not say anything about the effect of an artwork. For example, creating awareness
among the public of a certain issue alone is not enough to activate pro-environmental behaviour (Foust
et al., 2009). Dunaway (2009) explains this by saying that imagery that uses ‘icons of global warming’,
might succeed in awareness raising of the realities of climate change, yet they might be part of the
problem when the alienation of the audience to the humanistic dimensions of climate change is
considered. These images complicate the ability to imagine solutions. However, Nurmis (2016) fairly
points out that there is a difference between visual artists, activists, and journalists. Whereas artists aim
at engagement from an emotive and cognitive perspective in a reflective sense, she says that activists
aim to influence people to take specific actions, and journalists aim to inform people of the nature of
the problem.
Then, at the same time, a focus on this emotive and cognitive perspective could eventually lead to an
increased understanding of complex issues. Van Renssen (2017) argues that artistic interventions that
aim to make climate change more visceral for those people who are geographically removed from the
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impact. This could lead to a more personal understanding of relating to abstract issues, for example
thawing permafrost and melting sea ice (Harris, 2020). However, Huhmarniemi (2019) remains critical
about this supposed increased understanding. Questions can be raised about the shape and form of such
an increased awareness – specifically when visual artworks represent ice-related materialities such as
glaciers or icebergs. Huhmarniemi (2019) critically assesses when the rhetoric that is presented in an
artwork is rather universal than site- or place-specific. As such, it does not increase awareness
specifically of the Arctic environment but could have been produced in a different context as well,
because what is depicted in the artwork is not unique to the Arctic environment. Hansen and Machin
(2016) argue that this is a development that applies to visual environmental communication in general,
in which images from specific geographic and cultural environments are ‘made’ abstract and
decontextualized to “generic”, iconic or “representative” global environments (p.8).
This shows that simply ‘awareness raising’ as the intention of the artist is more complicated than might
be expected. The intention of the artist is therefore important to be considered for a thorough visual
analysis of an artwork.

2.2 | Content site: semiotic theory
The next site where visual meaning is created is within the frame of the image itself. This meaning can
be approached through semiology. Semiology is both a theory and a research method, as will be
explained later in chapter 3 on the methodological design of this study. Semiotic theory is the study of
signs, and how these signs are organized into structures and patterns that help people to generate
meaning – so-called ‘systems’. The field of semiotics originates from two linguists, namely Peirce
(cognitive-interpretative approach) and Saussure (structuralist approach) (Veltri, 2015). Roland Barthes
(1915-1980) applied the ideas of semiotics to visual images as he sought to examine how we attribute
meaning to the images we encounter. He argues that these meanings are not a natural result of what we
perceive, i.e., they are not self-evident or universal (Curtin, 2009). Viewing is a situated act in which
meaning is created, because the interpretation of sight is culturally and historically laden (Mannay,
2015). How this is further related to visual culture will be explained later in section 2.3 on viewer
interpretation.
The fundamental core of visual semiotic theory is that images consist of two layers of meaning; a first
denotative meaning and a second connotative meaning (Van Leeuwen, 2001; Weber, 2008). The first
layer of denotation refers to the descriptive meaning, which is what is literally depicted. It refers “to
the descriptive subject of an image and is readily understood by people across cultures” (Culloty et al.,
2019). In other words, the ‘what’ or ‘who’ that is depicted in the image. Barthes acknowledged that we
can only recognize what we already know (Van Leeuwen, 2001). The second layer of meaning is
connotation and relates to the cultural and historical context of the same image. People ascribe
thoughts, emotions, and critical values to visual subjects (Culloty et al., 2019). For this cultural
perspective, one can think of those that are related to social conventions and codes that are bound to a
particular context of the image. Through personal experiences one learns about the meanings of this
cultural perspective (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001; Weber, 2008). In other words, connotation is “what
ideas and values are expressed through what is represented, and through the way in which it is
represented” (Van Leeuwen, 2001, p.3). This is a layer in which the represented people, places, and
things ‘stand for’ or ‘are signs of’ broader concepts, ideas, and values (Van Leeuwen, 2001).
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As a result of interdisciplinary use and adaptation of (visual) semiotic theory, multiple branches of
semiotics have developed. There is a difference between functionalist and structuralist semiotic
approaches. A structuralist semiotic approach “has been typically interested in deconstructing texts in
order to identify ‘codes’, or ‘sets of rules’ that are agreed upon within a given cultural system, and that
thus allow the members of the same culture to understand each other by attaching the same meanings
to the same signs” (Aiello, 2006, p.90). However, complications might arise when those involved
around the interpretation of the image are culturally heterogeneous. Visual social semiotics as defined
by Jewitt and Oyama (2001) is functionalist, because “it considers all visual texts as having been
developed to perform specific actions, or semiotic work” (Aiello, 2006, p.90). Visual social semiotics
considers the meanings established by the syntactic relations between the people, places and things that
are represented in an image. This functionalist approach is of particular relevance for this research, as
will be set out in the following section. However, when it comes to the design of a research project,
Van Leeuwen and Jewitt (2001) argue that elements of different semiotic approaches can be combined
to fit the purpose of the research.

2.2.1 | Visual social semiotics
This branch of semiology is concerned with the study of images within their social context (Van
Leeuwen, 2001). In social semiotics, ‘signs’ are called ‘resources’, “because it avoids the impression
that ‘what a sign stands for’ is somehow pre-given, and not affected by its use” (Van Leeuwen, 2005,
p.3). Van Leeuwen (2005) describes these resources as: “[…] observable actions and objects that have
been drawn into the domain of social communication and that have a theoretical semiotic potential
constituted by all their past uses and all their potential uses […]” (p.4). Aiello (2006) argues that “the
notion of resource accounts for change and power imbalance in the visual signification process, as
defined by its two ends: representation (or, encoding) and interpretation (decoding)” (p.90). The
contemporary or past use of a resource determines its meaning, and so its contemporary meaning
dependents on its past meaning, and vice versa. The social dimension makes resources continuously
reshape. Signification is a process that is deeply embedded in the existing cultural norms, and shaped
by social structures (Aiello, 2020).
According to Jewitt and Oyama (2004), social semiotics is a tool to conduct critical research rather than
an end by itself. By systematically deconstructing a visual text, its meanings will become subject to
critical analysis (Iedema, 2001). As a critical form of visual analysis, by placing images within a social
context, social semiotics seek to influence the semiotic practices it describes (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt,
2001). The meanings that can be attributed to semiotic resources are not fixed or certain, nor are they
unlimited in their meaning potential. Aiello (2006) argues that a resource’s meaning potential can be
influenced, because “those who make and benefit from the rules of visual representation also constrain
meaning potentials by favoring certain interpretations or readings over others” (p.91). Questions can
therefore be asked about who made the rules, how they are made, and how they might be changed
(Jewitt & Oyama, 2001; Aiello, 2006).
Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021) developed a framework that can be used to guide an image’s systematic
deconstruction. Within their approach, visual resources can be approached by the ‘work’ they perform
within an image. They call these types of performances ‘metafunctions’ of resources: representational,
interactive and compositional (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2021). In figure 1 below, the three metafunction
are represented with their corresponding characteristics.
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Representation

Visual social
semiotics

•Narrative (action/reaction;
transactive/non-transactive)
•Conceptual (structure:
classification; symbolic;
analytical)

Interpretation

Composition

•Contact (gaze:
demand/offer)
•Social distance (personal;
social; impersonal)
•Attitude (angle; orientation)
•Modality & validity

•Information value
•Framing
•Salience

Figure 1: Metafunctions of visual social semiotics

2.2.2 | Metafunction of representation
The first metafunction of representation considers how the resources within an image relate to each
other, and how these either follow a narrative structure or a conceptual structure. It will answer the
question about what is represented and how this is represented (through encoding), and what ideas and
values the people, places and things that are represented in the image stand for (through decoding).
Before turning to the two structures of this metafunction that can be distinguished, it is important to
mention that Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021) use the term ‘participant’ to describe the resources of
which an image consists of. This can be seen as the denotative layer of meaning to an image that
describes what is represented. As such this terminology is followed in the following sections.
Narrative structure “relate participants in terms of ‘doings’ and ‘happenings’, of the unfolding of
actions, events, or processes of change” (Jewitt & Oyama, 2004, p.11). They can be recognized by the
presence of a vector, i.e., a line that connects participants and conveys a dynamic kind of relation
between these participants. The relationship between the participants can be described as action/reaction
and transactive/non-transactive, and reveal who or what ‘act’, and who or what is passive within an
image (Jewitt & Oyama, 2004; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2021). Conceptual structure “represent
participants in terms of their more generalizable, stable ‘essences’” (Jewitt & Oyama, 2004, p.11). There
are three conceptual structures: 1) Classification structure, in which the participants belong to some
category; 2) Symbolic structure, in which the participants are represented as ‘being’ or ‘meaning’
something; 3) Analytical structure, in which the participants have certain characteristics or components.
Before turning to the next metafunction, it is useful to briefly discuss how the symbolic structure could
be applied in this research. This structure is of relevance as it defines the meaning or identity of the
participants within an image. When an image is identified with this structure and it consists of two or
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more participants, then there are four ways to indicate symbolic meaning of a participant. All of them
could be used to make the main participant ‘stand out’: 1) By making the participant extra salient,
through position (in the foreground), size (exaggerated), colour (conspicuous colour or tone), lightning
(well illuminated) or detail (fine detail or sharp focus); 2) They are pointed at by means of a gesture
that cannot be interpreted differently than pointing out the symbolic to the viewer or they are depicted
in such a way that is only about to display them; 3) They look ‘out of place’ or ‘unnatural’ in the
composition; 4) They are traditionally associated with symbolic values. When an image has only one
participant there are no formal characteristics to recognize them as described above. In these images, a
‘mood’ or ‘atmosphere’ is created by de-emphasizing detail (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2021).

2.2.2.1 | Icons of climate change
Whereas the first three ways of identifying symbolic meaning of a participant within the image happen
or take place within the frame of an image, for the fourth way a little more knowledge about symbolic
values of participants that might occur is necessary. This refers to those features within a frame that
come to represent climate change today, and the symbolic meaning that is assigned to them. Manzo
(2010) researched such iconographical representations of climate change, or in other words the ‘icons
of climate change’. These icons are “symbolic representation for more than what is immediately
apparent” (O’Neill & Hulme, 2009, p.403). Among the dominant iconography are melting glaciers
(Brönnimann, 2002; Doyle, 2007); polar bears and melting ice, whether or not combined (Garfield,
2007); or more-than-human nature in general (Leiserowitz, 2006). In recent research, O’Neill (2020)
describes ice imagery, polar bears, smokestacks and wind turbines that emerge in contemporary mass
media outputs as ‘visual synecdoches’. These features are denotated as such. For its connotative content
– i.e., their symbolic meaning – Manzo argues that these iconography “mirrors the dominant tones of
contemporary discourse, which are ‘fear, misery and doom’ (Boykoff, 2008, p.549) and ‘danger and
catastrophe’ (Hulme 2008, p.6). At the epicentre of this discourse stands the figure of the vulnerable
being (Manzo, 2010). Huggan (2016) researched the icon of the polar bear and argues that on the one
hand it constitutes a “physical and visual embodiment of the Arctic” (p.14), and as symbolic of the
vulnerability of the Earth and humanity on the other. Born (2020) adds to this that as a result of the
conceptualization of polar regions as “the ends of the earth”, they easily lend themselves to represent
imminent disaster (Cosgrove, 2008, p.1877). This shows how in climate change communication today,
denotative content of an image such as ice, melting glaciers and polar bears carry symbolic meaning.
O’Neill (2020) argues that iconographical representations or visual synecdoches can become clichéd or
stereotyped whenever they become embedded in the visual discourse of a culture. What representations
are embedded in Western visual culture will be discussed in section 2.4.
Regardless of their symbolic meaning, these representations affect the viewer. O’Neill and NicholsonCole (2007) demonstrate that iconic representations are often distancing – they make climate change
seem far away in time and space. Although they increase people’s awareness of the issue, at the same
time make them feel less able to do anything about it. It is argued that these images “may be alienating
and disempowering even as it raises public awareness and consciousness” (Manzo, 2010, p.197). This
corresponds to what was discussed earlier in section 2.1.

2.2.3 | Metafunction of interpretation
The second metafunction of interpretation considers the interaction between the image and the viewer.
Through concepts of gaze, distance, attitude and modality, images create a particular relation between
the viewer and what is represented within the frame (Jewitt & Oyama, 2001; Kress & Van Leeuwen,
2021). Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021) argue that in communication, one of the crucial issues is the
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question of reliability: Is the message or information that we see or hear true or not? The form in which
the information is conveyed determines this to some extent. Most people will acknowledge there is a
difference between visual art and science. Visual art is often related to the idea of expression and as
such being more intuitive, unconscious, and basic than language. Language is often the mode of
communication for science (Curtin, 2009). From this perspective it can be argued that visual art and
science as modes of communication opposite each other.
Photography is a form of communication where the question of reliability is more complicated. First of
all, this medium is used across many disciplines – as such also both in science and in art. According to
Mannay (2016), “because of their seeming realism and their capacity for dissemblance and deception”,
digital photography becomes “seductive” (emphasis added, p.63). The (use of) camera emerged
together in a time when positivism thrived as ontological worldview among Western researchers in the
construction of knowledge – the truth could be empirically observed and systematically documented by
this medium (Stanczak, 2007). But now it is recognised as Rose (2016) warns, that even photos are
“never [a] transparent window onto the world” (p.2). It is interesting to take this point into consideration
within this research, because climate change communication in general is often discussed in relation to
credibility and trustworthiness. Moreover, as photography is culturally embedded in Western society it
also relates to visual culture. Thereby it poses questions of recognition at both the production site as
well the consumption site. In other words, does photography and its apparent truthfulness as artistic
medium have an influence on how the viewer interprets the image?

2.2.4 | Metafunction of composition
The third metafunction of composition can be divided into two dimensions: composition within the
image (through information value, framing, and salience) and composition outside the image. The
former exemplifies what aspects are of particular interest because of the specific compositional
characteristics. The latter considers contextual information that, for example, accompanies the image,
such as the title or description (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2021). In the case of an art exhibition, often the
artworks displayed are accompanied by catalogues or text panels. Whether to include contextual
information in the analysis depends on the nature of the study. In this case, the information serves as a
secondary source of information that can aid in anchoring who or what is depicted and what its meaning
is (Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001).
The three metafunctions of representation, interaction, and composition account for the social semiotic
theory of Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021). These analytic tools of this framework make it possible to
systematically deconstruct an image. What this looks like methodologically is discussed in chapter 3.
What follows is the third site at which meaning is made, the site of consumption.

2.3 | Consumption site: viewer interpretation
The third site at which visual meaning-making takes place is the consumption site, i.e., how viewers
interpret the images that they encounter and how they make sense of the meaning(s) that it
communicates (Rose, 2012). It is argued that contemporary Western culture is ocularcentric (Mitchell,
1994), which means that our everyday worlds consist to a large extent of images we visually consume
(Mannay, 2015). The dominance of the visual sense in Western culture goes back to the emergence of
empirical research in natural sciences (Gorton, 2010) and “equates sight with understanding and
knowledge in relation to the power of the visual gaze” (Synnott, 1993, as cited in Park & Kim, 2018,
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p.433). This also relates to the emergence of the camera as scientific tool to ‘capture’ knowledge, as
discussed earlier in section 2.2.3 on the metafunction of interpretation.
Viewing as such is a situated act in which meaning is created, because the interpretation of sight is
culturally and historically laden (Mannay, 2015). Rose (2001) argues in the same line that people
observe culturally, historically, geographically, and socially. These “practices of imaging and looking
always (re)produce specific power relations by constituting viewing subjects and objects that are being
looked at” (Clarke, 2005, as cited in Born, 2019, p.651). Because this observing is not neutral, Mannay
(2015) argues that visuality is inherent to “power relations, misinterpretations, silences and
subjectivities” (p.7). Hence in social science research it is important to embed the visual in “the
narratives of its inception, reception, interpretation and impact” (Mannay, 2015, p.1).
How the viewer interprets an image relates therefore the visual culture of the person in question. Sturken
and Cartwright (2009) describe visual culture as “the shared practices of a group, community, or society
through which meanings are made out of the visual, aural, and textual world of representations and the
ways that looking practices are engaged in symbolic and communicative activities” (p.3). The social
conventions through which meanings are attached to an image are also learned through personal
experience (Sturken & Cartwright, 2001). Scopic regime refers “to the ways in which audiences bring
their own ways of seeing and other knowledges to bear on an image” (Mannay, 2015, p.13, with
reference to Rose, 2001).
Today it is widely acknowledged that images of nature are also socially, politically, and culturally
constructed (Hansen & Machin, 2016). Hansen and Machin (2016) pose some examples of how this
influences the interpretation of visual representations of the environment: “the viewing of landscapes
through a romantic gaze, seeing them as representing some pristine and innocent view of nature, or
seeing the planet in terms of resources that can be exploited” (p.3). These ways of seeing resonate with
deeper cultural discourses or myths that exist within a culture. When applied to this research, it is
important to question the cultural discourses of representing the Arctic. This will be further elaborated
in the next section on Arctic discourses. What applies to the viewing of images in general, but what is
of particular interest when an image is about representing climate change, is what O’Neill (2020)
describes as implied causality. She argues that: “causality is implied rather than stated, and causality
relies on the reader making sense of implicit meanings”, because “visuals lack an explicit propositional
syntax” (p.11). The images in this study are static representations. However, because of the topic of
climate change they revolve around it is up to the interpreter of an image to imply causality in the
construction of the visual narrative.
In addition to the constructed aspects of the visual interpretation, how visual materials are consumed
and thereby what sense visual materials make also depend on the context in which they are used. To
define this context, Lister and Wells (2001) note that the first thing to do is to question the location(s)
of the image, both in the social and physical world. This is because expectations might be constructed
already thereby. For example, they argue that a visual image in a gallery is approached more serious,
intellectual or with an aesthetic intent. How this applies to this study will be further discussed in the
next chapter on the methodology of this research.
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2.4 | Arctic discourses
To further explore the concept of visual culture and its relevance for this study, the next section will
discuss the concept of Arctic discourses. As images and art are observed and interpreted culturally,
historically, geographically, and socially, it is necessary to be aware of the existing Arctic discourses,
how they are constructed in the media realms, how they relate to the Anthropocene and climate change,
and who constructs and consumes them.

2.4.1 | Arcticism: a naturalization of nature and people
For a long time, the image of a static Arctic nature has been dominant for those outside of the region
and the ways in which these ‘gaze’ upon it. Although no place is ever static – today due to the magnitude
and rate of natural changes in the Arctic this static natural image no longer holds (Evengård et al., 2015).
Today for instance, the Arctic is often mentioned in the same breath as climate change. Lehtimäki et al.
(2021) describe how the Arctic features in debates on climate change, ethics, and geopolitics. They
argue that it is a Western and Southern strategy to generate images that naturalise the Arctic in particular
ways, for their own benefit. That is to say that they have functioned as a way to naturalise the myths
and stereotypes of an ‘exotic’ and ‘mystic’ North, as being a space at the periphery (Rindanpää, 2019).
These images dominate the ‘visual vocabulary’ and have their roots in nineteenth-century Romantic
depictions of the sublime and create “both the image of an individual self as the masculine explorerhero as well as of the collective identities of nations, empires and indigenous minorities” (Lehtimäki et
al., 2021, p.5). These Romantic depictions can be found in different forms of art, e.g., literature,
paintings, design, music, and films.
Arctic nature is also referred to as wilderness. This wilderness has been naturalized and exoticized by
political discourses and artistic representations in imaginaries from the outside (McAteer, 2018). These
representations of wilderness obscure that these spaces are places of territory, nation, and identity
(Kollin, 2001, as cited in McAteer, 2018). This is affirmed by Chartier (2018), who further argues that
the conception of space has characteristics inclined to “emptiness, immensity, and whiteness” (idem,
p.15). Sæþórsdóttir et al. (2011) say that wilderness refers often to “wild, remote, and untrammelled
natural areas, untouched by human influences” (p.249). Although slightly different descriptions are
used by these researchers, they refer to the same phenomenon. In other words, a system of representation
has developed in which the human experience of the territory was overlooked. Besides wilderness there
are more spatial tropes that have been naturalised over time, such as ‘the frontier’, ‘the edge of the
world’, ‘the gateway’ or ‘terra nullius’ (Lehtimäki et al., 2021). Ryall et al. (2010) refer to ‘Arcticism’,
in which images of the Arctic natural or indigenous other are produced and naturalized, in line with
Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism. As a result, they become a consolidated and self-perpetuating
vision of an ‘Arcticism’. However, as discussed at the beginning of this chapter, because of the rapid
changing environment of the Arctic it can be questioned how this influences these naturalized
conceptions of the Arctic.

2.4.2 |Today: persistence within the Anthropocene
To what extent these naturalized conceptions persist today, is also researched by Lehtimäki et al. (2021).
In their book on contemporary visual representation of the Arctic they are interested in what verbal and
visual images signify ‘the Arctic’, how this Arctic object is perceived and what is expressed in those
images. They discuss the persistence of visual narratives of the Arctic as ‘mysterious’ and ‘otherworldly
dreamland’: “[T]he visual epistemology seems to repeat and recirculate familiar imagery” (Lehtimäki
et al., 2021, p.9). For example, the notion of the pure and fragile wilderness continues: “In a time of
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environmental and geopolitical crises, images of the northern landscapes of the Arctic with its ice
formations represent the pure and fragile wilderness par excellence” (Hedin & Gremaud, 2018, p.3).
This relates to the earlier discussed visualization of ice-related features in artistic productions evoking
the apocalyptic sublime aesthetic. Hedin and Gremaud (2018) furthermore argue that in contemporary
eco-critical art, the landscapes that represent a utopian North symbolize a harmonious relationship
between humans and nature and offers an environmental critique of abundant commodification and
instrumentalization of nature elsewhere. This utopian North is one of the dominant stereotypes as
discussed by historian Ísleifsson, which refers to a privileged place where people live in balance with
nature (Hedin & Gremaud, 2018).
Rindanpää (2019) argues that although (historically) these myths and stereotypes are naturalized by
different forms of art; they have also become veracious by institutions of science. Historically but also
today, artists and scientists are often collaborating on fieldtrips and activities in the Arctic. In this close
contact and collaboration, Rindanpää (2019) speculates they might take over each other’s customs and
discourses. Huhmaniemi and Jokela (2020) discuss the work of international artists who work together
with scientists in the Arctic. They argue that they often result in “beautiful representations of snow and
ice” that aim to “document or communicate the effects of climate change” (p.193). Yet, as the art
reflects mainly the artists’ relationship with the environment, they represent this in an often romantic,
spiritual, analytical, and rational way. The Arctic environment is represented according to exotic aspects
that can overtake reflective experiences. This is unlikely to result in new insights or knowledge for local
purposes. Lehtimäki et al. (2021) note that “[t]he melting Arctic has become an iconic symbol of the
Anthropocene that indicates the role of reason and science” (p.6).
The above suggests the continuation of the historic conceptions of what the Arctic signifies, even within
a changing environmental context. Larsen and Hemmersam (2018) point out that this is because Arctic
landscapes are sensed remotely, i.e., that it is still defined from the outside. Local communities are
seldom taken into consideration when it comes to their agency regarding their future. They argue that
“[f]earful discourses are echoed within the communities of the Arctic”, that are based on the “abundance
of literature [that] reiterates the meta-narratives of a shifting climate, accelerating globalization and low
ecological resilience” (Larsen & Hemmersam, 2018, p.3). As local livelihoods are threatened by these
processes Arctic inhabitants are powerless and experience ‘Solastalgia’, as “the feeling of not only loss
of home, but loss of a healthy and meaningful relation to the landscape they inhabit due to the effects
of environmental change” (Larsen & Hemmersam, 2018, p.3). On the other hand, as their terrestrial
territories have moved to the centre of geopolitical debates about resource extraction, global trade and
increasing tourism, the communities find themselves automatically involved in these debates as well.
Narratives in which local communities and cultures represent themselves have been generally silenced
within historical accounts as they emerge in the West. However, as argued in the introduction, Arctic
peoples are increasingly representing themselves (Thisted, 2015). Maxwell et al. (2020) emphasizes the
need to include (artistic) indigenous voices in future research on the North. They argue that although
these voices are out there, to date they do not receive enough attention and space to take part in the
academic field of Arctic studies. In this importance, opportunities lie of a broader and more varied
visual repertoire (Born, 2019). Lehtimäki et al. (2021) also argue that as the North is the product of a
dual gaze – “from the outside and from the inside” (p.5), “[t]he question is not just about what is said
and seen, but who is the speaker and spectator of the imagined North: alongside depicting and
visualising, the term of representation” (Lehtimäki et al., 2021, p.5). This again shows the importance
of including the artist person as well in a thorough visual analysis. Rathwell (2020) investigates how
Inuit artworks reflect on Arctic sea ice and climate change and how they relate to cultural responses.
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She found that Inuit artists convey knowledge of environmental change in their artworks that create
compelling narratives, e.g., hope in human agency to heal the planet. Diverse themes occur in the
artworks, such as “the resilience and renewal of individuals in the face of change, the importance of
connections among humans, animals, and the land, and the need to reconcile the past, present, and
future” (Rathwell, 2020, p.78).

2.4.3 | Arctification: the tourist gaze
Arctic discourses and tourism are intertwined in various ways. The Arctic wilderness has been an
important theme to advertise and sell northern artistic products (Ridanpää, 2019). From this perspective,
wilderness areas are products or sites of consumptions (Sæþórsdóttir et al., 2011). The process of
Arctification has increased since 1980 and can be described as the intentional “[e]fforts to brand the
Arctic for the global market as a magical, spectacular and wild arena for extreme and even ecstatic
experiences” (Huhmarniemi & Jokela, 2020, p.5). Müller and Viken (2017) furthermore argue that
besides the creation of tourism products that are based on coldness, winter, or the aurora borealis,
Arctification also creates “new geographical imaginations of the north of Europe as part of the Arctic
and consecutively new social, economic and political relations” (p.288).
According to Saarinen and Varnajot (2019), Arctic tourism can be approached through three
dimensions: physical, produced, and experienced. The physical dimension refers to the visitation of the
region above the Arctic Circle. The produced and experienced dimensions refer “to the creation of
tourism products or destinations that draw upon cultural signs and meanings linked to the circumpolar
North, while the experienced Arctic denotes subjective place experiences of travellers” (Saarinen &
Varnajot, 2019, as cited in Lundmark et al., 2020, p.351). Huhmarniemi and Jokela (2020) express a
critical thought on the responsibility of artists and the creative sector when it comes to Arctification.
They argue that on the one hand they may benefit from this process, yet they should also consider “the
agency to reflect on and depict the changes in the nature and culture of the Arctic as insiders, thereby
expanding global understanding of the region” (Huhmarniemi & Jokela, 2020, p.5).
Increased tourism flows to the Arctic in times of fast-changing environment and climate is controversial
and poses some complex issues. As a result of global warming, the region becomes more accessible for
visitors. This increased accessibility causes more people to visit the region already. Tourism is therefore
seen as the future path for many local communities (Larsen & Hemmersam, 2018). However, as
discussed by Fox (2018), with reference to Svalbard specifically: “Tourists once sailed to Svalbard to
stand at the edge of the world; now they fly in to stand at a receding ice front. Both are often considered
sublime experiences, beautiful and terrifying in equal measures, if for different reasons” (p.167). It
shows the desire of the tourist to experience the wilderness and to experience the ice before it is gone
because of a warming climate.
The above exploration of Arctic discourses illustrates some of the complexities of imaging and
imagining, perception and representations. To keep in mind is that visual culture is always moving and
changing, “with each image being connected and re-interpreted as an element in the assemblage of
affects and forces” (Lehtimäki et al., 2021, p.2). Both artistically and academically there are traditions
of representating the Arctic. Today, the site has become hyper-visible in terms of international politics.
Debates on climate change, ethics and geopolitics have mediatized the Arctic. In addition to
explorations for resources, an increase in artistic interventions and mediated imagining of the Arctic
can be witnessed. The Arctic visual appears as an intricate system of presenting, representing,
communicating, expressing, and analysing (Lehtimäki et al., 2021). This mediatized representation of
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the Arctic describes the prevalent image of the region today. The focus is on climate change, the quest
for resources, and the increase of tourism flows to the region. In this discourse, the historical tropes of
pure and fragile Arctic wilderness and empty space persist, because they facilitate the continuation of
their interests. These are expressed by beautiful imageries of ice formations.

2.5 | Conceptual model
In this final part, the above discussed theories and concepts are synthesized in a conceptual model. The
conceptual model is represented in figure 2. The aim is to clarify how artistic visualizations that portray
climate change operate. Representations matter because they influence how people think about and
relate to a certain topic. A focus on the Arctic region is relevant for multiple reasons. Because of the
region’s undeniable importance within the climate change context, it is often subject to artistic
visualization thereof. Yet, due to a long history of naturalized conceptions of Arctic discourses by a
gaze from the outside, a problematic narrative might be affirmed unconsciously under the guise of good
intentions of the artists. Research has shown that by offering novel representations, an increased
engagement can be achieved. Yet, questions are raised about these ‘novel representation’: what do they
represent, who produces them, and what effect do they have on the viewer? Today, Arctic communities
are increasingly representing themselves within the context of environmental challenges they face.
Although these representations are different than the images to which we in the West have been
accustomed to over the course of time (Thisted, 2015), it questions to what extent visual culture plays
a role in the interpretation of images.
Visual meaningmaking

Site of
production

Artist's
intention

Site of the
image

Site of
consumption

Visual social
semiotics

Visual culture

Metafunction of
representation

Arctic
discourses

Metafunction of
interpretation

Metafunction of
composition
Figure 2: Conceptual model

To come to a thorough understanding of the operation of artistic visualizations of the Arctic, the images
under investigation will be systematically deconstructed. The core stance is that there are three sites at
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which meaning is made within the analysis of a visual image: the site of production, the site of the
image (visual content) and the site of consumption (audiencing). The visual content of an artwork will
be analysed by using a visual social semiotic approach. By investigating the ways in which meanings
are attributed to visual artworks, more insights will be exposed about how visual art operates, its pitfalls
and opportunities in the shaping of public perceptions of climate change.
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Chapter 3 | Methodology

The methodological underpinnings of this research encompass the research design and the specific
methods and instruments that were used for data collection and data analysis. First, the methodological
considerations of the research design will be explained. Second, the methods and instruments that were
used to collect and analyse the data will be discussed. Third, the validity and reliability of the study will
be touched upon, along with limitations that were identified by conducting this study. Last, the
positionality of the researcher will be addressed.

3.1| Research design: qualitative research
As mentioned in the introduction, artists are increasingly aware of environmental issues and climate
change and are getting involved in their own ways. This study is exploratory by nature which, according
to Boeije (2010), is about investigating a new emerging field that has not been examined extensively.
The aim of this research is to understand visual meaning making of artistic representations, ultimately
to better understand the potential of the creative sector to increase understanding of climate change.
However, to come to this increased understanding, it is necessary to start at the beginning. This study
seeks to describe and understand the social phenomena of visual meaning making. Therefore, a
qualitative research design seems the most suitable methodological choice. According to Boeije (2010):
“[T]he purpose of qualitative research is to describe and understand social phenomena in terms
of the meaning people bring to them. The research questions are studied through flexible
methods, enabling contact with people involved to an extent that is necessary to grasp what is
going on in the field. The methods produce rich, extensive data that need to be interpreted
through the identifications and coding of themes and categories leading to findings that can
contribute to theoretical knowledge and practical use” (p.11).
The previous chapter showed that within visual social semiotics, the contemporary or past use of an
image’s resource determines its meaning. This interpretation of the meaning of a resource is done by
its viewer – be it a casual passer-by, a participant in a focus group discussion or the researcher of the
study. In social science research this corresponds with the research paradigm of interpretivism. The
ontological stance of this paradigm argues that there is not an objective truth, but that people experience
the world around them by constructing meaning (Gorton, 2010). Viewing, as discussed earlier, is a
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situated act in which meaning is created, as the interpretation of sight is culturally and historically laden
(Mannay, 2015). It is important to consider this subjectivity of viewing and visual meaning making
therein at different levels within this research. First, the artists who view Arctic landscapes, interpret
this sight and ‘translate’ it into a representation. They do this from their own sociocultural background.
Second, the audience who set eyes on the artworks and interpret them with the background they possess
in the setting in which the image is placed. Third, the researcher who interprets the data that is generated
from the artworks and the interpretation of the audience.
The above illustrates how interpretation and meaning making occurs in a variety of ways within one
research design. In an effort to better understand how visual meaning making works, a critical approach
to the construction of meaning at the different sites is necessary. Rose (2016) defines three criteria for
a critical visual methodology. According to Rose (2016), what is necessary to be able to interpret visual
images, is a critical approach which must take images and the concept of visual culture seriously. A
critical approach therefore “think[s] about the social conditions and effects of images and their modes
of distribution” and “consider[s] […] [the researcher’s] own way of looking at images” (p.22).
Furthermore, she argues that a semiological approach fulfils these criteria, and is therefore an
appropriate method to conduct a critical visual analysis. This will be elaborated later.
What follows is an explanation of what methods and instruments were used to generate and collect data
from the different levels of visual interpretation and meaning making. Herein the different
methodological choices that were made within the construction of the remaining research design are
clarified. This is done to guarantee the transparency of the choices that were made, as they influence
how the research was conducted and thereby its outcomes. The next section will first elucidate the
selection process of the artworks informing this research, and how this selection process was created.

3.2 | Selection of artworks
In research that focuses on the visual by making use of visual materials, the first step to the collection
of data is deciding on the images that will be viewed. Banks (2014) mentions an important difficulty in
the selection process of deciding what images should be used in a study, because how do you decide
“[…] of all the tens of thousands of images [that circulate] in society, why select this subset and not
that subset?” (p.394). This wealth indirectly stems from what has earlier been discussed as dominant in
contemporary Western culture, i.e., as being ocularcentric (Mitchell, 1994; Mannay, 2015). Even
though this is a fairly specific topic – and the number of images on the topic rather count in hundreds
rather than ‘thousands’ – the selection of the images was a complicated task. Therefore, the next steps
were taken to decide on the artworks that would function as cases in this research. A first prerequisite
was that all images had to be accessible online on the internet. Although this excludes artworks that
were only exhibited in a physical environment, such as a museum or a gallery, the number of images
online is enormous. Also, due to the closure of exhibitions spaces due to the covid-19 measures, I had
to rely on the online collection for this research. The following search terms were used in Google to
explore the offer: “visual art(works)”, “climate change”, “Arctic”, “environmental art”, “museum”,
“exhibition”. One website turned out to be of exceptional relevance, namely ‘Artists and Climate
Change’ (https://artistsandclimatechange.com/). The goal of the website is to collect all interesting
artistic work about climate change. This website was searched through for all visual artworks
representing the Arctic.
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A blog on the Artists and Climate Change website is about the ‘Vanishing Ice: Alpine and Polar
Landscapes in Art, 1775-2012’ exhibition. This exhibition was on display at the Whatcom Museum,
Bellingham, WA, in 2013. Until 2018 the exhibition was on display at the following institutions: El
Paso Museum of Art, Glenbow Museum, McMichael Canadian Art Collection, David Brower Center,
and Weisman Art Museum, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis (Vanishing Ice, n.d.). The exhibition
has an online domain: Vanishing Ice, artists on the front line of global climate change (Vanishing Ice,
n.d.). Under the website’s heading “The Arctic”, 25 artists are listed that – according to the creators of
the website – have made art that represents the Arctic. A first collection of artworks was obtained from
the exhibition, given the size and reach of the exhibition, and the extensive source of background
information available. Initially, all fourteen contemporary artworks from the domain were chosen to be
included in this research because in the corresponding art catalogue, all these artworks were labelled as
explicitly conveying messages about climate change. As will be explained in section 3.5, five of the 14
made it to the final analysis for this report.
For the second collection of artworks, it was searched for a view that comes from peoples of the Arctic.
One article on the Artists and Climate Change website touched upon the changing relationship between
Inuit artists and the sea and the land (Fishman, 2019). In Google the search terms “Inuit art climate
change” directed to multiple relevant websites. First, the website of the Inuit Art Quarterly [IAQ]. The
IAQ is a magazine that publishes essays about Inuit and circumpolar Indigenous arts since 1986. Their
aim is to connect “readers around the world with the Arctic through the robust and thoughtful writing
of Inuit and Indigenous writers” (IAQ, n.d.). On this website, it was searched for “climate change”. An
article published in the 2016 Spring issue of the IAQ by Alison Cooley called ‘Listening for Sedna:
Contemporary Inuit Art and Climate’ (Cooley, 2016), was op particular relevance due to its contextual
information on the artworks. Two images from this article were selected for this study (Elisapee
Ishulutaq and Tim Pitsiulak). The second relevant website was the West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative.
(https://www.westbaffin.com/in-conversation). This page refers to the Penumbral Age exhibition
displayed at Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw, and this is the source where the artwork of Qavavau
Manumie were selected. When researching more on the West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative, the project
‘Inuit Artists in their own words’ (Radio Canada International [RCI], n.d.) was found. This project
discusses the work of various artists, including Ooloosie Saila. The work of the above four artists are
the artworks used in this research. Initially, there were selected more artworks for this second collection
of artworks as well. However, as will be explained in section 3.5, four artworks made it to the final
analysis for this report.

3.3 | Data collection methods and instruments
To generate data from the collection of artworks, the study used different methods and instruments. For
each of the three sites at which meaning making occurs, a different method is applied to collect data.
For the site of production, desk research was applied. For the site of content, the method of data
collection was through the semiological approach of social semiotics. For the third site, that considers
the site of consumption, a focus group discussion was organised. Each of the methods will be further
explained below. The order of data collection follows how it is described below, i.e., the first method
applied was desk research on the site of production, followed by social semiotics to investigate the site
of content and last the focus group discussion was conducted to research the site of consumption.
To research the site of production, gauging the intention of the artist for creating the artwork was
important. All information on the intention of the artists was searched for online and collected in one
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text document, through the search terms “[artist] climate change Arctic”. Most artists have their own
website (or a page dedicated to their biography, such as the IAQ) on which they explain their rationale
or the rationale behind a collection of work in a statement. This was especially the case for the artists
in the first collection of artworks. To augment this information, the corresponding art catalogue of the
exhibition Vanishing Ice was viewed in detail. The author of the catalogue is curator Barbara Matilsky.
Therefore, reference to Matilsky (2013) will occur frequently throughout the report. When relevant,
other sources such as interviews or articles on their work were considered as well. This also applies to
the second collection of artworks. When conducting the desk research, a few questions or remarks were
repeatedly asked or consulted in selecting whether the information was relevant:
-

-

Does the text (from the according website, e.g., statement or interview) say something about
the intention specifically for making this artwork, both according to the curator and according
to the artist themselves (in their own words)?
Does the text say something about the relationship between the artist and what is represented
in the artwork (i.e., the Arctic)?
Does the text say something about the intention of making climate change art more generally,
or the goal as such?

Data collection on the site of content was conducted by means of a semiological approach, i.e., through
visual social semiotics more specifically. In the previous chapter, visual social semiotics was already
introduced from a theoretical perspective. According to Rose (2016), “semiology offers a very full box
of analytical tools for taking an image apart and tracing how it works in relation to broader systems of
meaning” (p.106). Furthermore Rose (2016) argues that semiological approaches are a justified method
to interpret materials of visual culture because it builds on the work of several major social science
theorists. Despite its frequent reference in research that considers the visual and visual culture, its
specific application remains somewhat unclear. For this limitation, Rose (2016) refers to Slater (1998),
who said that “for all its analytical richness, semiology does not offer a clear method for its application”
(p.110).
Nevertheless, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021) aim to overcome some of the methodological vagueness
with their most recent version of visual social semiotics. Their version is guiding in this research, as it
has been extensively reviewed in the theoretical chapter. To generate social semiotic data from the
different artworks, a table was constructed according to the three metafuctions of the theory (see
Appendix 1). Each artwork was deconstructed according to the features of the metafuctions. Practically,
this means that for each artwork the table was filled in according to what was observed by the researcher.
This table as an instrument is a way of standardizing the data collection procedure, which aims to
improve the internal validity of the study. Because of its standardized application on each image, it also
increases the reliability of the method.
For the third site at which meaning making occurs – the site of consumption – the method of a focus
group discussion was applied. Whereas social semiotics at an image’s content level research all
theoretical meaning potential of the semiotic resources, to investigate the actual meaning of an image’s
resources, the image should be researched in a ‘real-world’ social setting. The audience of an art
exhibition would be candidates to do this. Unfortunately, the collection of artworks under investigation
in this research are not exhibited together in one exhibition space. Of those artworks that were exhibited
during the time of this research, the locations of their exhibition are geographically disperse. Moreover,
due to covid-19 measurements most of the exhibition spaces are closed for public visits.
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Nevertheless, an audience was needed in order to investigate the meaning potential of the artworks by
an audience. Therefore, a focus group was organised to mimic an exhibition. This fits with what Rose
(2012) describes as a practice-oriented methodology. She argues that “visual culture studies can only
be enriched by experimenting” with these kinds of methodology (p.18). Moreover, according to Mannay
(2015), it is in a conversation around the image where meaning is communicated. This conversation as
‘vehicle’ for communicating meaning is therefore the reason why focus group interviews are a valuable
tool to collect data. Because in a group setting people respond to each other, the process can be described
as dynamic and energetic. A chain of responses can be triggered from one person’s comment (Cameron,
2005). Therefore, focus groups can both uncover existing knowledges (Gibson-Graham, 1994) as well
develop and construct new knowledges and understanding to both the researcher and the participants
(Cameron, 2005).
There are some considerations when it comes to the recruitment of the participants of the focus group.
According to Cameron (2005), in general the participants of the focus group are selected on basis of
their experience related to the topic of research. It depends on the purpose of the research project
whether the characteristics of the participants should be similar or different (Cameron, 2005). For this
research, no specific experience of the topic was a prerequisite. Yet people with an affinity with (visual)
art and a basic understanding of climate change were expected to enjoy a focus group discussion on this
topic. Because participating in this research was voluntary, people who were likely to participate were
expected to feel attracted to the topic on their own. The participant recruitment happened by means of
word-of-mouth advertising and posting an information flyer on Facebook in various cultural and art
related groups. The focus group discussion took place on Saturday November 25, 2021, at 10 a.m. for
a duration of two hours, at Casco Art Institute located in the centre of Utrecht. Prior to the start of the
session, information was provided about the nature and purpose of the study and the use of the data for
further research. Informed consent was declared and signed by all the participants to audiotape the
session and to use the data generated by this accordingly. The group consisted of four participants, three
females of the ages 25 (Danique), 27 (Clara) and 28 (Yenthl), and one male participant of the age 44
(Arne). Because investigating the process of meaning making requires a certain accuracy and
sophistication, the discussion was conducted in Dutch because this was the mother tongue of the
participants as well as of the researcher. All excerpts that are used in this report are translated in a way
that stayed most true to its meaning. In appendix 2 the structure of the focus group can be found.

3.4 | Data analysis methods and instruments
After conducting the three methods for data collection as discussed above, a collection of rich and
extensive data was obtained. All the data that was eventually collected and analysed in this research is
captured in text (words and sentences). It was through these words that feelings, emotions, descriptions,
and opinions were expressed (Walliman, 2006). Before being able to analyse the data, the collected data
must be prepared. For the recordings of the focus group discussion this means a transcription of the
discussion. Next, the transcript was thematically analysed by its content, based on Boeije (2010) and
Braun and Clarke (2006). By identifying and coding themes and categories findings were generated
which will be reported in the next section. Braun and Clarke (2006) describe a theme as a recurring
pattern across the dataset, that is organised around a central concept. Coding, then, is defined by Boeije
(2010) as “categorizing segments of data with short name that simultaneously summarises and accounts
for each piece of data” (p.95). In other words, codes are labels that identify what is important in the
data. Coding consists of several steps: transcription, orientation on codes, open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding. The next steps of thematic analysis are theming, revising, and refining,
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determining and structuring, and ultimately presenting the results. Also these steps show that the
analysis is an iterative process.
The qualitative data analysis software MAXCDA was used to facilitate the analysis of the data
collected, i.e., to identify patterns of important recurring themes within the data. As described in the
multiple steps of coding above, coding a data set is an iterative process. A first round of open coding
was performed to get familiar with the data. Then, a second round of coding was applied based on a
framework analysis of axial coding. The framework emerged from the literature as well was built on
the first round of open coding. The codes that at this point emerged from the data set can be approached
as theoretically grounded. However, as multifaceted meaning-making can be, it was important to also
have an accurate look into patterns that emerged from the data set. Therefore, a third round of selective
coding was performed that investigated emergent themes that were possibly left out in the earlier
theoretically grounded second round of coding. In appendix 3 the outcomes of these rounds of coding
can be found in the form of a codebook.

3.5 | Validity, reliability, and limitations
To guarantee the quality of the research design a methodological triangulation was employed as
explained from the site-specific foci in the above. This provides a more detailed and balanced view of
visual meaning making, and hence increases both the validity and reliability of the research (Boeije,
2010). By means of using these different methods, the complexity of meaning making and the different
dimensions of capturing the social world in which this unfolds is made better sense of. A procedure that
increases the reliability of the analysis is through the usage of a data analysis software, such as
MAXCDA (Boeije, 2010).
However, some methodological difficulties occurred when conducting the research. An overall
limitation of research that uses visual data lies within the ‘translation’ of the image into words. Rose
(2014) argues that the constraint of this is that it is questionable whether the embodied experience of an
encounter with an artwork can be verbalized, i.e., whether this can be fully captured in words. Eisner
(2002) would argue that this is not possible, as “meaning is not limited to what words can express”
(p.230). By representing the artworks analysed in this research, it is possible for the readers of this
report to have a look at the images themselves and thereby have their own experience as well. A
limitation related to this is the assumed incomplete experience of viewing an image of an artwork on a
computer screen (or printed on paper) when compared to the experience of art within a gallery or
museum environment. Of most of the artworks the sizes and materiality were known. Whenever the
true size of an artwork is much larger than it is when viewed from a screen, it is plausible that this would
influence how an artwork is experienced. Yet, with a focus on its narratives the prominence of this
becomes less urgent. Also, the online availability of images of the artworks is a major advantage as
well. It would have been an enormous limitation if only artworks that could be visited in the gallery or
museum would have been included in this research, beyond the fact that all these venues were closed
due to the covid-19 measures.
Another limitation in the same realm of the above is the translation of the data from spoken Dutch to
written English. Although this limitation could have been overcome by conducting the focus group
discussion in English, it was deliberately chosen to organize this in Dutch because this is the mothertongue of all participants. Thereby the ability increases of the participants to express with more nuance.
Yet, part of this nuance might still be lost in the translation from Dutch to English, which is necessary
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for the sake of this report. Nevertheless, the aim is to stay as close as possible to the essence of the
message its meaning when the translation was done. This is done by means of consulting dictionaries
when there was doubt about the meaning of a word. Although this was sometimes a time-consuming
task, misreading and misinterpretation of the valuable set of data that was generated by the participants
of the focus group would be ethically questionable.
The methodological use of semiology and hence social semiotics have their own limitations. Although
social semiotics is equipped with an elaborate analytical toolbox, there is no clear method for its
application (Slater, 1998, as cited in Rose, 2016, p.110). This lack of guidelines resulted in a ‘trial and
error’ application of its use. Nevertheless, its iterative cycle of usage eventually led to an application
that turned out to be most appropriate and best fitting the purpose of the research. Next to this is also
the critique that semiology is conceptually elaborate, i.e., its terminology carries substantial theoretical
‘baggage’ (Rose, 2016 p.109). This is due to the many branches of semiology that evolved over time,
that stretch across multiple disciplines. Although this wide application of the theory and method says
something about its widespread value, it also can lead to misunderstanding and misinterpretation of
what semiology entails. To this end, the social semiotics of Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021) was chosen
as the principal guidance within this research, because of the elaborate analytical toolbox they offer as
well as the many corresponding examples.
Another point of critique of Rose (2016) is that social semiotics, like semiologists in general, lack
interest in justifying the images that they analyse, for which there are two reasons according to her. The
first reason is that the images are chosen based on their conceptual interest. In other words, those images
that match best to the point they want to make are chosen. The second reason is that it is inherent to
semiology to analyse those processes of meaning-making that have social significance. In this sense all
images can be justified as none is void of such significance. Nevertheless, to heed this point of criticism
the choice of images that are analysed within this research are justified in section 3.2.
As a result of the above-mentioned lack of image justification, there were no guidelines in how many
images a (social semiotic) visual analysis should consist of. According to Rose (2016), semiology often
analyses few representations in detail. Yet, one major complication that occurred during the conduct of
this study was that too many images were selected to be analysed. Analysing all in detail would have
proven a very time-consuming task. Whereas the first and second methods – i.e., desk research and
social semiotics – were applied on all images that were initially selected, this number of images turned
out to take too much time within the timeframe of the focus group discussion. The main unforeseen
reason of this was that the images led to longer discussion than expected beforehand. The initial 23
artworks were taken to the focus group discussion. The order of discussion was a random choice, in
which an attempt was made to alternate works of art from the first and second collection. However, no
substantive selection was made on, for example, mode or art (such as alternate photographs with
illustrations). It was the intention to discuss all art works after all. After discussing six artworks in 1.5
hours of discussion, this turned out be impossible. At this point, an ad hoc choice has been made by the
researcher to discuss only the number of artworks possible within the time frame. Due to the randomness
of this selection, the event does not affect the methodological integrity of the study. The nine artworks
discussed in this report are the nine artworks discussed in the focus group. It was decided to disregard
the other works of art, because the focus group turned out to be an important method for data collection.
Discussing these nine works of art in detail has been the best choice for the purpose of this research.
Furthermore, according to Rose (2016), semiologists do not aim “to find images that are statistically
representative of a wider set of images” (p.110). She describes that a study “stand or falls on its
analytical integrity and interest” (idem). Within this study, this analytical integrity is aimed for by using
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the composed table for its visual analysis according to its social semiotic dimension (Appendix 1) that
is filled it in a systematic manner for each image. Nevertheless, the limited number of images analysed
can be seen as a methodological limitation of semiology.
The last methodological challenge that occurred was that although the aim was to recruit enough
participants to organise two focus group sessions – i.e., 10 to 16 participants, only 4 participants
ultimately joined. This participant recruitment challenge could have multiple reasons, for example the
voluntary nature of the study, the time, date and location of the session, and the spoken language which
was Dutch.

3.6 | Positionality of the researcher
Before turning to the results chapter of the visual analysis of the images, a brief note needs to be made
on the positionality of the researcher. The relationship between the researcher and the researched is a
complex one, and it is necessary to be aware of this over the full course of the research. Reflexivity in
research entails that the researcher is reflexive on the self, on the process, on representation, and thereby
thinks in a critical manner about power relations and politics that occur within the research process, and
the accountability of the researcher in the data collection and interpretation (Sultana, 2007). Eventually,
reflection on this positionality as a researcher can strengthen the quality of the research.
Within the contours of this qualitative research, meaning making and interpretation are recurring
concepts at multiple levels. It is not merely about the interpretation and meaning making of the audience
of an artwork, but also the meaning making and interpretation of the data that is generated by the
researcher. Beside the interpretation of data that was generated by the participants of the focus group, I
– the researcher – also interpreted the visual images myself. In this act of meaning making, I was
depending on my own ways of viewing for this although I had access to numerous sources of literature
for extensive additional information. My interest and great involvement in the topic of environmental
challenges and climate change (communication), and my own drive in the search for creative ways to
deal with these, were of great importance for the motivation of this research. As I have never been to
the Arctic region myself and limited to the home office due to the covid-19 lockdown measures, the
topic of visual representation by means of virtual images is highly applicable to my own experience as
well. As a student of a degree that investigates how tourism and sustainability can coexist, I am aware
of the advantages and disadvantages of the touristic developments in the Arctic.
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Chapter 4 | Results: analysis of empirical material

In this chapter the results of the visual analysis will be discussed. The analysis of each of the artworks
is built on the artist’s intention, social semiotic theory, and the audiencing of the artworks during the
focus group discussions. The chapter is organized by subchapters according to the artworks and follows
the same structure for each. First the main outcomes of the social semiotics will be discussed. These
will show how the image delineates its relationship with the viewer, i.e., it will show what interpretative
and compositional meaning is created by the image. Second, the intention of the artist on the purpose
of the artwork will be discussed. Third, the main outcomes of visual meaning making of the focus group
will be discussed. It will be explained what ‘tools’ the audience used when interpreting the artwork,
what visual narrative(s) are created by this interpretation and its effect on the audience in terms of
perception of climate change and the Arctic. By discussing these three dimensions of each image, the
three sites of visual meaning making are considered as well. The chapter is organized according to the
order of discussion of artworks during the focus group. The rationale for this is that during the focus
group topics developed over time.

4.1 | Tiina Itkonen, Uummannaq 6, 2010
Tiina Itkonen is a Finnish artist, born in 1968. It is a C-print of 70 x 200 cm. The artwork was at display
at the Vanishing Ice exhibition (Matilsky, 2013).

Figure 3: © 2010 Tiina Itkonen
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From a social semiotic theoretical perspective, the interactive meaning within this image consists of
an impersonal social distance because the shot is long, i.e., there is a great distance created between the
audience and the depicted. The attitude is one of detachment, because the angle view of the audience
towards the main participant of the image – the houses in the bottom left corner, as will be discussed
later – is obliqued. It can be said that the viewer has some level of power over the depicted, because of
a high angle, i.e., the viewer is ‘looking down’ on the houses. On the other hand, at eye-level there is
the horizon where the water meets the icebergs in the background. This creates a relation of equality.
The artwork is a photograph in a naturalistic tradition. For its compositional meaning, framing is an
important semiotic resource within this image. The artist deliberately chose to position the piece of land
with the houses in the left corner, only taking up a small part of the full image. The rest of the image
consists of monochrome coloured sea in the middle, a range of icebergs in the background and a pale
blue unclouded sky. The salience of the houses can be explained especially by its placement in the
foreground and contrast in colour – colourful in comparison to the blue and white residual of the image.
Because of the salience of the houses (place in the composition, colour saturation, and sharpness of
focus), there can be a vector indicated in the image that emanates from this bottom corner. This makes
that the representational meaning of this image can be described as a narrative pattern. However,
because the recipient or ‘Goal’ of the vector is not suggested in the image, it remains unclear where the
houses move towards. They seem to fall from the frame, as if they ‘disappear’ into the ocean.
Considering the intention of the artist, according to Matilsky (2013) in Itkonen’s photographs “the
destabilizing effects of climate change on the region” (p.76) can be found, as the photographs reflect
“her observations and conversations with local people” (p.76) about these effects. In this specific image,
Itkonen shows the “precariousness” of the houses existence by means of cropping the image in this
specific way. In the words of the artists, Itkonen initially wanted “to find out how to exist in such a
barren and cold environment” (Itkonen, n.d.).
In the focus group discussion this resource of composition (cropping) is also mentioned. Because of the
framing of the image, they argue that it makes the houses seem very puny in comparison to the space
and nature around them. For the representational meaning, they discussed the visual narrative of the
image using: ice caps, water mass, (cute) houses, bare rock, nature, cliff, water, and windows. In
describing the image and assigning meaning to the signifiers, Danique said: “I think in the right side we
see ice caps from what we call the North Pole”. It can be said that in this it is signified that ice caps are
equal to the North Pole. All participants agreed on the artist’s intention to show humanity’s
insignificance (signified by the houses) in comparison to the massiveness of nature that surrounds them:
“[…] the houses, or we as humanity” (Danique). The houses furthermore signify ‘living’ or ‘home’, as
they cause recognition in the audience. Later in the discussion, Arne poses the question whether the
houses might be necessary for him as a human being to relate to what is behind it. He continues by
questioning what would happen to his sense of connection when there would be “no human at all”, only
a photograph of the “wilderness”, that it might complicate his ability to relate to the depicted landscape.
Earlier, however, he acknowledges that assigning interpretative meaning of the insignificance of
humans next to the grandeur of nature is based on a Western perspective of what a living environment
should look like. The ‘emptiness’ of the landscape in the image is relative to the ‘Dutch living context’
of having at least a tree and a grass field before it could be called ‘home’. Concerning the resource of
colour, the audience acknowledges that the coloured houses are contrasting with the blueness and
whiteness of the surrounding landscape.
The main effect that the image has on the audience is that it amazed them and increased awareness on
the fact that there are people living in that environment as well, which “shows the soft side of the Arctic”
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and thereby “make it more human” (Danique). Clara notes that this is “their reality”, and that there is a
stark contrast between the street where she lives and the town in the image. The image leaves Yenthl
with a mixed feeling, as she considers that the beauty of nature that is shown is prone to the effects of
human-induced climate change, and that these effects are unevenly distributed.

4.2 | Qavavau Manumie, untitled, not dated
Qavavau Manumie is a Kinngait (Cape Dorset, Nunavut) artist, born in 1958. It is a drawing of 58.5 ×
76 cm. The artwork was at display at The Penumbral Age exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in
Warsaw, Poland (West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative, n.d.).

Figure 4: © Qavavau Manumie. Reproduced with the permission of Dorset Fine Arts

From a social semiotic theoretical perspective, the representational meaning of this image can be
described as having a narrative pattern. An imaginative line (vector) can be drawn that follows the
eyeline of the human figure who is kneeling towards what is in the left bottom corner of the image. In
this reaction process, the structure is transactional, because the participant from who the vector starts to
which it directs are depicted. This narrative structure represents a dynamic relationship between the
human figure and the objects at which it looks at. From this relationship it can be drawn that the human
figure is the active participant within the frame, and what is being looked at is passive. For the
interactive meaning, because of a medium shot there is a social distance between the viewer and the
image. A frontal angle causes an attitude of involvement, and an eye-level angle makes that the viewer
is on equal footing with the main participants depicted in the frame. As a result of these characteristics,
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the viewer distinguished the two human figures as being most important inside the frame and follow
the view of the human figure towards what is represented in the corner below.
This artwork was selected from an exhibition named The Penumbral Age. Art in the Time of Planetary
Change. This exhibition is curated by Sebastian Cichocki and Jagna Lewandowska. It features more
work from Qavavau Manumie and is held in the Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw, Poland. Despite –
or thanks to – the closure of the museum due to the covid-19 measures, the museum provides a lot of
information about the exhibition online. On their webpage, they show six different prints of Qavavau
Manumie. Before turning to this specific artwork, a brief overview of the rationale for the exhibition
will be provided.
The curators state that the exhibition focuses on the long history of land art, in which they take a broad
definition for these practices: “We embrace all the practices related to environmental issues, agriculture,
land use and its interpretation, both studio-based, abstract, poetic, as well as engaged, activist,
interdisciplinary ones” (West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative, n.d., para 3). The intention of the curators
for the exhibition is to bring topics to the audience about environmental justice and concepts as deep,
geological time. Yet they want to present these topics in an open way, to leave them open for
interpretation by the audience, rather than providing strictly defined concepts to simply illustrate some
aspects of the climate crises. They stress the importance of broadening the voices of artists that work
outside of the Eurocentric art canon. They argue that Quavavau Maniumie is amongst those artists that
can bring a diversification of narratives about the ‘monstrous phenomenon’ of climate change. Their
aim is to include those from which ‘we’ can learn, and who are generally or traditionally indeed
excluded from the debate. About indigenous artists they argue that their art “has a special role to play
here, as they are usually witnessing all those drastic climate changes first-hand and they can report on
it, using visual languages” (West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative, n.d., para 9).
The above discussed applies to the exhibition as a whole and Inuit art more generally as well. In an
interview held by the West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative with the curators, they go deeper into the
intention for the artworks of Quavavau Manumie (yet, in the words of the curators). They argue that
the topic of climate change ‘organically’ permeates, because the place of residence of Manumie
immediately notices the consequences of melting ice covers and the fauna and flora disturbance as a
result. When they say that “Manumie talks about everyday life”, this is what they refer to. This everyday
life is filtered by the artist “through the incredible imagination and symbolism that we have never
encountered before” (West Baffin Eskimo Cooperative, n.d. para 5).
For the representational meaning, the focus group used the following description to discuss the visual
narrative of the image: (red) car, two men, water, rope, boat, yellow ‘dolls’, ice (cap), soot particles,
oars, train carriage and oil spills. One of the first things that was mentioned by the audience was the
notion that a lot happens in the image, which complicated the construction of an immediate narrative.
What takes up the left bottom corner – the red car and the train carriage – is later labelled as either
“mess” or kind of “longing” to another world (signification), and the two human figures are signified
as representing local inhabitants, i.e., Inuit. This meaning is assigned after they considered the
background of the artist. There is no coherence about the signification of the black dots that are scattered
in the top and left side of the image. Whereas Clara thinks that these are tiny human figures, Arne argues
that these symbolize soot particles. This is where scopic regime comes into play, as he also
acknowledges that defining these black dots as soot particles sets the precondition of having knowledge
about this problematic phenomenon (where soot particles land on ice, it melts faster).
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In the visual narrative that is constructed by this image, the effect of the image (and the emerged
discussion around it) becomes evident: “it brings two worlds together” (Danique), i.e., the world of the
Inuit (represented by the two human figures and the icy environment), and the West, i.e., the world of
the contributors of climate change and polluters (represented by the car and train carriage). The
following quote perfectly verbalizes how a broadened understanding of climate change looks like (as it
touches upon interconnectedness, causes and consequences, personal reflection, individual appeal, and
increased seriousness):
“[…] in that sea that is connected to the whole world, so through the air and through the water,
everything that is actually stoked in the global North eventually comes… They pay the price in
a sense because their land is melting, and they have very little influence to do anything about
it. It is actually a kind of illustration of enormous anger, drawn in a very beautiful way […],
therefore it is not a screaming image but one that slowly comes in very nicely to me” (Arne).

4.3 | Heather Ackroyd & Dan Harvey, Ice Lens, 2005
Heather Ackroyd and Dan Harvey are British artists, both born in 1959. This image is an archival inkjet
print of 60.9 x 81.28 cm, shot at Svalbard Archipelago. The artwork was part of the Vanishing Ice
exhibition (Matilsky, 2013).

Figure 5: © Ice Lens, Ackroyd & Harvey, Svalbard, 2005

From a social semiotic theoretical perspective, in this image the interactive metafunction is really at
play. Because of a medium shot, there is a social distance between the viewer and the image. However,
because of a frontal angle there is an attitude of involvement, and because of an eye-level angle this
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creates equality. Thereby the gaze is one that ‘offers’, but this is the purpose of the object in the image
also. These interactive aspects, together with the title of the artwork Ice Lens, makes that the viewer
wants to look through the ice disk object, like looking through a lens.
The image is a photograph with validity markers in a naturalistic representative way. The high level of
detail makes it possible to distinguish the structure of the ice disk object. As a result of the framing of
the image, as part of the compositional meaning, it can be said that besides the ice disk object, the
artists want to show the surrounding environment as well. They want to show the viewer how this object
is located within the environment: a close-up of the lens would increase the visibility of its structure,
and when they would zoom out then the prominence of the ice disk object in the image would decrease
and might cause an unclear view on its structure. This specific framing is deliberately chosen. The dark
foreground consists of the shadow of the ice disk object, suggesting that it blocks incoming light from
behind. This also exemplifies the contrast in tonal values and colours, between the yellow disk object
and most of its surrounding.
Matislky (2013) describes in the art catalogue of the Vanishing Ice exhibition that the artwork Ice Lens
is made from an iceberg “to focus on the beauty of Arctic light” (p.86). For the intention of the artwork,
she uses the artists’ their own words, that it “metaphorically alludes to climate change” (idem, p.86),
because: “Their “suncatcher,” described by the artists as a “cracked, ancient mosaic of light” (Matilsky,
2013, p.86). In their own words, the artists argue that the intention was to create a ‘visual response’ to
climate change. The initial idea for the artwork changed when they were on site because the
circumstances made it impossible (‘too cold’), so the final artwork was more ‘spontaneously’ created
(Matilsky, 2013).
When this image was shown during the focus group discussion, it almost immediately caused Clara to
refer to the beach. She explains that this is because of the blue and white sky, the blue and white of the
sea and the yellow of the sun and the sand. She affirms that she is visually compelled by this image.
Colour and visual culture are two tools that she applies in ascribing meaning to this image. Yenthl
agrees and contributes to this that it made her immediately think of the moon. Whereas Clara felt
immediately connected to the image, Danique argues that she has difficulties in discussing the purpose
of the image, because although she thinks the depicted is beautiful, it makes her ‘reflect’ less. She uses
visual culture to explain this, by saying that it makes her think of Dutch Design Week as a very humanmade object.
Yenthl says that the lens ‘invites’ her as ‘the viewer’ to look through it to the landscape behind. The
disk object in the image causes the viewer to ‘actively’ interact with it. The resources of how the image
does this are its interpretative and compositional meaning, as discussed earlier. Because of this, the gaze
of the viewer is directed towards the disk object, and the multimodality of the title makes the viewer
approach the object as being a lens that one should look through.
For its visual narrative, Arne sees the disk object as a metaphor. Instead of the earlier mentioned moon,
he argues that the metaphor is “a sun of ice” in which the complexity of global warming comes together.
He explains why this image appeals to him by saying that: “Strangely enough, it appeals to me because
it offers me a lot of space to carry my relationship between that warming and the cold world with me.
Not to come up with a solution or to find it good or bad, but rather a sun of ice, is a strange thought”
(Arne). At the same time, this preceding quote also articulates the effect of the image in terms of
increasing awareness of climate change. He continues that: “[…] because of that sun of ice, which is a
kind of a mental thing that you carry with you, you get a kind of lens on reality that makes you look at
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the sun differently and look at the North Pole differently” (Arne). This exemplifies how the encounter
with this artwork touches upon his ontological worldview as well.

4.4 | Ooloosie Saila, Silaksiaq (Beautiful Day), 2019
Ooloosie Saila is an Inuit artist (Cape Dorset, Nunavut), born in 1991. It is a lithograph print of 76.3 x
111.2 cm. The artwork is discussed in the article Drawing Breath by Michelin (2019).

Figure 6: © 2019 Ooloosie Saila. Reproduced with the permission of Dorset Fine Arts

The interactive meaning of this image is comparable to the previous two images, because it can be
characterized as comprising a social distance (medium shot), and angles that cause the viewer to be
involved and equal (a vertical frontal angle and a horizontal eye-level angle respectively). From the
compositional meaning perspective, it can be said that the participant in the middle carries most
information value within the image, because of its clear position in the centre of the frame. Furthermore,
because nothing is cut-off by the frame this makes it seem like a balanced whole.
Before turning to what has been identified as the visual narrative of this image by the focus group
audience, it is interesting to discuss the multimodal aspects of the artist’s intention first. In an essay
on the website of Canadian Art, Michelin (2019) argues that:
“Saila’s work, such as her Silaksiaq (Beautiful Day) (2019), depicts a vibrant Arctic landscape
that contrasts the stark depictions traditionally produced by Southern artists; her Northern
landscapes are the antithesis of Group of Seven painter Lawren Harris’s sterile icebergs. What
Saila presents is not the view of the visitor, but the perspective of someone who is at home with
the Land, waters and ice—someone who sees the beauty and life teeming within” (para 6).
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In the focus group discussion, although the young age of the artist was one of the first things to be
mentioned, the title was not immediately considered. Clara interpreted the image by describing it as
followed:
“Well, at first I thought they are kind of faces, that white with those black things. I do see a
kind of head in it but maybe if I see it from this now, I might also see fire with those colours
that blend, that something burns. It also looks a bit like an animal that is sleeping. I have a cat
that also looks something like this”.
When the title is considered, this caused some uncertainty and amazement among the viewers. Yenthl
says that:
“When I first looked at the image, I got a very strange and almost suffocating feeling. I also
saw those faces, floating in a ball, all mixed up and seemingly to be a kind of locked up. And
then suddenly I saw Beautiful Day. […] I thought, does this mean this is a beautiful day for us?
But then again I thought it was very strange whether it was meant as a joke almost”.
This divergence between the artist’s intention and the interpretation of the audience is interesting, and
therefore worth investigating. In section 2.1 it is discussed that it is called an act of invention when a
percept by the artist is translated into a form of representation, which is culturally specific. The viewer
interprets the depicted from the reverse direction, i.e., from the invented and coded representation
onwards (Jamieson & Jamieson, 2007). The different visual culture of the artist and the audience in this
case leads to a different interpretation of what is represented. Because of Western background of the
audience and hence their familiarity with images of the Arctic that show mostly problems – a dystopian
visual culture – confusion emerges when an image does not follow this narrative. This is also referred
to in the same article as previously addressed to by Michelin (2019), namely that the Southern media is
criticized for their focus on the North when only the story is ‘sensational’:
“The media pays the North no heed when our lives and communities are going well. They wait
for the sensational; they wait for the pain, the guilt. The people in these stories become narrative
devices of a Southern fantasy” […]. He argues that through the work of Inuit artists, a message
declared is that “Inuit are alive. We are here, we exist – and we are a modern people with
something to say” (Michelin, 2019, para 9).
In the focus group, Arne emphasizes his awareness of the importance of visual culture and how this
potentially affects the way one behaves and experiences a certain landscape: “So if I would go there, I
would say something about it with my context and from my perspective, with the knowledge I bring
with me and with a Western tradition of looking at the environment”.
The effect of the image builds on the above discussion. It can be said that this image and the discussion
around it led to a broadened ontological worldview in the sense that it offers ‘us’ – the audience in the
Netherlands – a new perspective of another reality. Arne verbalized this by saying that: “I really like
that drawing because you get a kind of signal from the perspective of someone who lives there of what
you should – or well, shouldn’t – relate to. You get a very different perspective of reality”.
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4.5 | Olaf Otto Becker, River 2, 2008
Olaf Otto Becker is a German artist, born in 1959. This artwork is an archival pigment print of 148.6 x
179.1 cm, shot in Greenland. The artwork was at display at the Vanishing Ice exhibition (Matilsky,
2013).

Figure 7: © 2008 Olaf Otto Becker

From a social semiotic theoretical perspective, because of a long shot, this creates an impersonal
distance between the viewer and the image. Also, there is some sense of viewer power over the depicted
because the image has a horizontally high angle. These are the main aspects of the interpretative
meaning of the image. Its compositional meaning can be defined by the salience of the dark holes in
the foreground and the way how these contrast with the overall white shade of the image, i.e., the overall
snowy and icy landscape and white clouded sky. In general, the image is low in colour saturation.
Because of the framing of the image, on the one hand the vastness of the landscape is visible, yet it
remains unclear to the viewer where the ‘river’ runs as both of its ends are cut-off from the frame.
In Matilsky’s (2013) words, Becker aims to document ‘the fate of the Arctic’. This can be labelled as
his intention. With this fate Matilsky (2013) refers to ice that transforms or melts into water in
Greenland. The series of photographs of Becker visualizes what a study reported on in that time; that
since the 1990s Greenland is losing five times more ice each year (Moon et al., 2012). On the project
of the series Above Zero, to which this image belongs, Becker mentions that he shows ‘portraits’ of
meltwater rivers, as these appear to an increasing extent due to global warming. The series shows how
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“nature reacts causally to climate change”, and how humans respond to these consequences (Amador,
2009, para 1). By his photographs, he hopes to “beg environmental awareness and caution” among the
viewers (Amador, 2009, para 3).
Landscape photography is the main work of Becker. In his own words, he is “especially interested in
documenting the visible traces of human overpopulation left behind in nature” (Becker, n.d. a, para 1).
He argues that the way ‘we’ humans treat our planet can be found in those traces. He published a book
with the results of a thorough research on a specific topic, in which he argues that the sequence of
images allows to tell a story more in depth than a single image can do. He ‘reads’ the landscape and
records what in his opinion is “truly remarkable” (Becker, n.d. a, para 1). In his artistic work, he aims
for a documentary intention and to raise socio-cultural questions. Photography, according to Becker,
should say something about the present. However, he argues that he cannot impose the meaning of the
images on the viewer, as he says: “only the eyes perceive the meaning of my work and therefore the
viewer is challenged to “read the landscape” with me” (Becker, n.d. b, para 7).
The focus group discussion distinguished the following features when describing this image: ice river,
crack and ravine, ice waterfall, melt pits. The title was immediately referred to and was explained to be
helpful in describing the visual narrative of the image: “I think this is an ice river, but the title helps in
this” (Danique). The salience of the melt pits in the foreground of the image was also noticed, i.e. this
‘tool’ to assign compositional meaning to the image was used here. The proximity of the pits to the
viewer had the effect that the audience cannot ignore them: “And that is also very much in the framing
of those melting pits in the picture. I think it’s a very poignant image itself” (Arne).
This image caused quite some interesting points regarding the effect on the perspective of the audience
on climate change. For both Danique and Arne it appealed to their imagination of being in the landscape,
and also how the image – although static – represented change and movement at the same time. Danique
explained that the word ‘melt’ already suggests a process. About the melt pits in the snow in the
foreground she argues: “[…] I close my eyes and they have become deeper” (Danique). At the same
time, she describes the landscape rather static, except from the river that seems to stream.
In determining the image’s visual narrative, the discussion touched upon landscape imagination and
future states of loss of places. The conclusion was a consciousness and realization of how a younger
generation is ‘accustomed’ to the idea of ‘disappearing’ places, i.e., shrinking ice, desertification, and
deforestation of the Amazons. They argue that this is because that is the established message with which
they grow up: “[…] but it makes me almost sad that you – or we – see shrinkage as a given, as a starting
point… For me the starting point was static, but for you it is shrinkage or growth. So if the starting point
is already different, it probably has an impact on how you relate as a human” (Arne). Arne touches upon
a concept proposed by Bennett (2020) of Anthropocene ruin iconography by saying: “Actually you are
looking to an ecological ruin”. In the discussion this will be further reviewed.

4.6 | David Buckland, Burning Ice, 2004-5
David Buckland is a British artist, born in 1949. The artwork is an archival inkjet print of a projection
on a glacier wall of 60.96 x 81.28 cm). The artwork was at display at the Vanishing Ice exhibition
(Matilsky, 2013).
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Figure 8: © 2004-5 David Buckland

In the above artwork, a personal distance is created between the viewer and the image because of a
close shot. As a viewer, you face the depicted from a frontal angle, which creates an attitude of
involvement. This is also due to the horizontal angle at eye-level, creating equality between the viewer
and the depicted. These are the main aspects of the interpretative meaning, from a social semiotic
theoretical perspective. About its compositional meaning, the main information value is in the centre
of the image, namely the text that says ‘BURNING ICE’. The framing of the image does not reveal
much about the environment of the depicted, yet there is deliberately chosen to frame a crack in the
iceberg within the image.
The artist David Buckland is the founder of the Cape Farewell project and the according exhibitions.
The organization’s aim is to:
“catalyze a global conversation about our changing climate through exploration, research, and
art making. It reflects Buckland’s philosophy that the scale of environmental problems cannot
be comprehended when presented only in factual, scientific terms. He believes that art offers a
more accessible, personal, and visceral means for inspiring engagement on an individual level”
(Matilsky, 2013, p.86).
It can be argued that his organization was one of the first to search deliberately for creative ways to
connect artists to the issue of climate change. The intention of the artwork is in line with the above aim
of the Cape Farewell organisation. In Matilsky’s (2013) words, Buckland’s art “gives voice to the
warming glaciers” (p.86), by projecting texts on a glacier in Spitsbergen. On another webpage, it is
argued that his artwork Ice Texts “points to the impermanence of humankind’s statements in the face
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of the overwhelming challenges of environmental change; encouraging a conversation on humanity’s
impact on the climate” (Art Almanac, 2015).
To describe this artwork, the audience of the focus group determined that the image consisted of the
following participants: ice, ‘lights’, text, crack, sea, projection, ‘natural background’. To the audience,
the visual narrative of this image was ‘obvious’. They argued that it is obvious that the image is about
melting or disappearing ice: “It is so clearly captured in those words that there is hardly room for your
own interpretation […]. This is it, what it is all about, namely literally a stamp has been put on it:
Burning Ice” (Clara). Because of the argued obviousness of the message of the image, the audience
unanimous felt less appealed to it. Therefore, it can be argued that the image had a limited effect
regarding increasing the awareness of the audience about climate change. Moreover, in this supposed
obviousness, it was also mentioned that the transferred knowledge is already known to the audience:
“[…] this is how I was raised, that ice melts. And here it says, ice melts. And then I think ‘yes that is
true, I already know” (Danique). Arne adds: “It is too much of a statement, it does not invite to think
for yourself I would say. But maybe that is also because of the time that has passed”. One can say that
within the passage of time there is familiarity with a certain image. This is what has been discussed as
icons of climate change to the point where images are considered ‘clichéd’ by their overuse. To illustrate
this, Clara verbalizes it well:
“Perhaps the message was much less back then. What we say, I already know this. I hear this a
10 thousand times every day; ‘the ice is melting’. You almost don’t listen to it anymore because
it just is, while perhaps indeed this might have been one of the first times this message was told
so confronting about what is going on”.
By explaining this, the audience referred to the year of image creation as well. It is true that this artwork
is relatively old, when compared to the other artworks discussed here.

4.7 | Elisapee Ishulutaq, Climate Change, 2012
Elisapee Ishulutaq is Pangnirtung (Nunavut) artist, 1925-2018. The artwork is an oil stick drawing on
gesso covered paper of 101.6 x 130.8 cm. The artwork is discussed in the article Listening for Sedna:
contemporary Inuit art and climate, by Cooley (2016).
This image is not represented because no copyright permission was granted. The image can be found in the article
Listening for Sedna by Cooley (2016) on the website of IAQ (https://www.inuitartfoundation.org/ and search for
Listening for Sedna).

If the interpretative meaning of this image is discussed, it can be characterized by a long shot, which
causes an impersonal distance between the viewer and the image. Nevertheless, a frontal and an eyelevel angle cause involvement and equality. Its compositional meaning is quite ‘clean’: the information
value is at the centre of the image and no participant is cut-off within the frame.
What becomes clear from the biography of Ishulutaq on the website of the IAQ, is that she was
especially interested in representing traditional Inuit ways of life. Much of her work is from an
autobiographical point of view (IAQ, 2018a). In a news article in Nunatsiaq News (Ritchot, 2021), it is
argued that: “Through her art, she expressed her love for her people and her culture, and wanted to show
how Inuit used to live” (idem, para 18).
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Although there is no information available in which the artist specifically explains her intention, her
biography notes that the oil stick drawing “reveals the impact of a changing climate on Inuit
communities and it’s contrast with traditional ways of living” (IAQ, 2018a, para 2). Representing this
impact is most likely to be the intention of the artist as well, yet interpreted by people that were close
to her. For example, in an article on the website of CBC (Radio-Canada), fine art printer Paul Machnik
– who closely collaborated with Ishulutaq – says about her art that:
"She is leaving her gesture, her hand," added Machnik, who said that it is not just the images
themselves that are important, but that they are also a kind of statement: "I was here, my hand
did this and I wanted to convey that I was alive and I lived like this. We had a good life” (CBC
Radio, 2019).
For defining its representational meaning, the audience of the focus group distinguished the features
of: an Inuit, blossom-tree, igloo, and cabin. The mode of art of illustration, and its colours appealed to
the audience: “And I see in the background a lot of yellow and yellowish colours that give me a sense
of warmth […]” (Danique). Because of this, it reminded them of a children’s drawing. The visual
narrative revolved around ‘amazement’ of the Inuit figure in the middle about the seemingly sudden
presence of a blossom-tree in its front yard, while its house – the igloo – melts. About this igloo house,
Danique mentioned that the way in which the igloo is drawn felt a bit stereotypical to her. She
questioned whether local, Inuit people really live like this still or whether it was depicted to be easily
recognized ‘by her’ as the viewer of the artwork. This touches upon the recognizable of visual culture.
This is illustrated by the questions Arne poses as a response to this:
“Interesting how you say stereotypical, actually you pose the question who is this drawing for?
Is this drawing for the people around her because it is really someone from that community
itself? Is this drawing for her people, for the people around her or is it really aimed at us?
Because we have that stereotypical image of an igloo and then it seems like she drew it for us,
so we understand what she means. While if she had made that drawing for her bystanders, she
might have drawn something completely different”.
This reflection on who represents for whom can be seen as the effect of the image. The moderate context
of the illustration in terms of light colours eases the state of mind of the audience and increases the
accessibility of the image. This seemingly ‘beauty’ of representation is also acknowledged as being
bipartite. Arne argues that: ”It can of course also be a strategy to get you in. Beauty is often a doublesided sword, First, you are tempted to relate to something and then the message comes”. The last effect
that can be indicated are reflections on the effect of climate change on local people and their culture.
This increases understanding of interconnectedness and relates to reflections on an individual level.

4.8 | Tim Pitsiulak, Climate Change, 2011
Tim Pitsiulak is a Kinngait (Cape Dorset, Nunavut) artist, 1967-2016. The artwork is a pencil crayon
drawing on paper of 64.8 x 49.5 cm. The artwork is discussed in the article Listening for Sedna:
contemporary Inuit art and climate, by Cooley (2016).
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Figure 9: © 2011 Tim Pitsiulak. Reproduced with the permission of Dorset Fine Arts

From a social semiotic theoretical perspective, this image distinguishes itself from the previous images
by its interpretative meaning. Because of the eyeline from the represented human figure towards the
viewer, its gaze can be described as one of ‘demand’. It is a close shot, so the social distance between
the viewer and the image is one of personal distance. This is mediated by a frontal angle as well, which
creates an attitude of involvement. The compositional meaning of the image can be defined by an
informational value that consists of a human-like face on the left side of the image and ice-like structure
on the right side of the image within the same contours of the human-like face. The black background
contrasts with the countered face, and thereby make it stand out even more.
According to Cooley, Putsiulak shows the audience the human consequences of global warming in his
drawing, by means of showing the face of an elderly man in combination with crumbling and drifting
ice. His drawing, in Cooley’s words, “points to the important witnessing of tradition and change that is
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occurring in contemporary Inuit art and culture” (Cooley, 2016, para 15). It can be approached as a
commentary about the changing environment and the consequences for local livelihoods, culture, and
identity. The biography of Pitsiulak on the website of the IAQ, states that the aim of Pitsiulak was to
make drawings that represented topics of daily experiences that stood close to him as an Inuk, an artist,
and an active hunter. He communicates his connection with the land around him through his works
(IAQ, 2018b). Illustrating this can be seen as the intention of Pitsiulak.
The audience of the focus group also acknowledges the interaction between the image and the viewer,
defined by its gaze. Arne verbalizes this by saying: “[…] it looks at us, very literally here […]”. The
gaze is further described as representing ‘displeasure’ and being ‘reproachful’. The proximity of the
face makes that the viewer cannot avoid the gaze. Yet, whereas the social distance between the image
and the viewer is characterized as personal, it is argued by the audience that the gaze “creates a certain
distance” (Clara) at the same time. Nevertheless, Danique notes that this artwork brings the local
population really close to her and that it literally gives climate change a human face. All these notions
correspond with earlier research that argues that images that include people are easier to be engaged
with (Banse, 2013; Nicholson-Cole, 2005, Braasch, 2013) and when direct eye-contact is made with
the subject of the image (Banse, 2013).
Besides the face and its gaze, the audience distinguishes within the image the facial features, melting
ice, and a black hole in the middle. The human face side is interpretated as belonging to someone who
lives ‘there’. The interpretation of how the two sides of the face cohere, differs among the audience.
Clara argues in this perspective:
“For me it very much implies that the man and ice belong together. That they literally form a
whole together. And that something of that now disappears because that’s where that hole is.
But it is very much that synergy of those people who live there [..] because it’s half-half […]”.
Yenthl responds that she:
“[…] got the feeling that on the right side he is not seen as a human anymore, like it is so much
about climate change of course. It is as if he wants to show the contrast of the past when he was
still seen as a human being and now everything I do, every step I take […] I am seen as someone
who lives there who constantly experiences that. As if I am no longer seen as a human being”.
Beside this difference in interpretation, the focus group agree that the image represents a certain local
identity. An increased awareness of the local population, their changing livelihood and changing
identity thereby can be argued to be the effect of the image. This is in line with the intention of the
artist.

4.9 | Rena Bass Forman, Greenland #3 Ilulissat, 2007
Rena Bass Forman was an American artist, 1948-2011. The artwork is a toned gelatin silver print of
96.5 x 96.5 cm. The work was at display at the Vanishing Ice exhibition (Matislky, 2013).
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Figure 10: © 2007 Rena Bass Forman

Because of a long shot, an impersonal distance between the image and the viewer is created. This
interactive meaning of impersonality is emphasized by a slightly oblique vertical angle within the
image, which causes a relationship of detachment of the viewer to the depicted. Yet, a horizontal angle
at eye-level creates equality between the viewer and the image. What really differentiates this image
from the previous images, is that despite its photographic origin, it lacks a naturalistic colour palette
because it is sepia toned. Its overall hue can be described as slightly hazy, blurry, or pale, which
constitutes its contextualization.
For its compositional meaning, the framing of the image makes that the sea and sky make up a large
share within the image, that make the iceberg at the horizon seem comparatively small. The foreground
merely consists of seawater, which increases its saliency. The darkness thereof is closest to the viewer,
suggesting some uncertain or sinister feeling of what lies underneath. Together with the earlier
mentioned long shot, this creates a stark distance between the viewer and the iceberg participant.
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According to Matilsky (2013, p.84), Forman interprets in her photographs a “fleeting moment in time”
in an impressionistic way. It can be argued that this is the intention of the artist as well, to show the
viewer her interpretation of such a fleeting moment in time, namely that of a calving iceberg from the
Jakobshavn Glacier in Greenland. The photographs of the series are “infused with a sense of reverie”,
which according to Matilsky (2013) is a reflection of the concern for “the fate of the Arctic” (p.86).
Before turning to the outcomes of the focus group discussion, a refence to its representational meaning
is made. The image can be described as constituting of a conceptual pattern, and an analytical structure.
Based on the title of the artwork, the Carrier in this case could be ‘Greenland, Ilulissat’, that consist of
three Possessive Attributes (the parts), namely the sea, the iceberg, and the sky. This approach illustrates
that certain self-evidence is conveyed by images of this kind. In other words, the ‘concept’ of Greenland
and Ilulissat consist of – by an assumed default – sea, an iceberg, and the sky.
The focus group discussion defined some more features within the image, namely: ‘a lot of water’ or
water mass, ice(cap), sea, sky, cave, and sun. That the image consists for a large part of sea was one of
the first things mentioned in defining the visual narrative of the image. This aspect is relative, as it was
compared to the other images. That the image largely consists of sea, made Clara immediately refer to
melting ice, as she says: “[…] here you can also see that there is ice, but there is also a lot of water. So,
this is indeed also more that you think of melting, water, seas”. In this line of thinking, the signifier of
sea – especially in its enormous presence, a ‘water mass’ – is signified with the perception of melted
ice. This idea of melted ice is a result of the distance to the iceberg because it seems to ‘disappear’ at
the horizon.
The sepia colour composition of the image elicits several responses from the focus group. First, Clara
describes that due to this colour composition it becomes a bit more surreal to her because of her strong
association with the colours of blue and white. This even results in both a distanced feeling when seeing
this image, as well as amazement because it almost seems “a different planet”. For Arne it influences
how he constructs the visual narrative, as he questions whether the image:
“[…] tells a story about the place or location within the landscape or whether it tells more a
story about the tradition of photography. […] It is almost a timeless image. It is captured in a
kind of timeless moment and that immediately reminds me of photos of the desert too, by the
early photographers who also photographed the landscape in this colour scheme”.
Therefore, he argues, the grandeur of the landscape in combination with the sepia tones represent some
‘eternity’. This ‘static’ approach of the represented returns when reference is made to the composition
within the frame: “You can always assume that if you have a frame like this – this photo has been picked
out of countless options so everything in it is there because she thinks there is something in it that is
important” (Arne). Later, he continues: “But it would have been so easy for this photographer to find a
place where there would be pieces of ice floating in the water for example. And it is clear that she
chooses a place where there is no signal of that ice that it is moving” (Arne). The audience agrees that
these features result in that the image radiates a sense of serenity. At the same time, because of having
mentioned and discussed this assumed serenity, they argue that their response is one of disturbance
because they sense some threat and ominousness as a result. This is also likely due to the prior
discussion of the overall focus group.
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Chapter 5 | Discussion

The overall aim of this research was to gain insight in the operation of artistic visual representations of
the Arctic in the light of climate change communication. In this chapter, the results of the visual analysis
will be reviewed within a broader academic scope. With examples from the visual analysis of this study,
the role that visual images take on within climate change communication strategies will be discussed.
The discussion will pivot around the focus group, the opportunity for visual art to convey novel
narratives on ice, the emotions that are aroused by the artworks among viewers, the effect thereof and
therefore the responsibility of the artist in their portrayal of the Arctic, the influence of the of art on the
effect of an image, and the link back to broader Arctic discourses. These insights contribute to an
increased understanding for the creative sector – and visual arts specifically – of the opportunities
present to pursuit and foster meaningful engagement among the public with the topic of climate change.

5.1 | The discussion does it
First to discuss are some general observations on the group dynamics of the focus group. This is of
relevance because it is the conversation around the image where meaning is constructed and
communicated (Mannay, 2015). From each artwork that was presented to the focus group participants,
a conversation and discussion emerged on its denotative and connotation content and its relation to
climate change. The attention that was paid to each image, the time available for the discussion to
emerge, and the order of the artworks led to the results as outlined in previous chapter. With each
artwork discussed, the audience had new knowledge. This meant that references were sometimes made
to a previous image to put the new artwork in perspective. Therefore, the context of the focus group
discussion has influence on the visual narratives that have been constructed. This is what Lister and
Wells (2001) argued as well; how visual materials are consumed and what sense they make depend on
the context in which they are used. The focus group context created a setting in which the artworks
were approached with a serious and intellectual intent. Moreover, this group setting led to the
construction of visual narratives as the result of teamwork. All participants were co-constructors in the
meaning making process of the artworks. The discussion around the visual narratives emerged as a
chain of responses to each other’s input. The value added of such a group discussion is verbalised by
Clara, who states that she sees more “[n]ow we talk about it”. It is likely that if all the viewers were
interviewed individually, the visual narratives would have been different. Similarly, the visual
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narratives would have been different when the context of viewing was not an organised setting of a
focus group, but for example an unorganized situation such as addressing individuals on the street.
There are some more aspects of the group context and dynamics that might have influenced the meaning
making process that are worth mentioning. The participants were informed beforehand on the purpose
of the study. As a result, they were aware of the fact that all the images are artistic visualizations, that
the images were representations of the Arctic and that they relate to climate change in a certain way.
The trust in the researcher by the participants that these images indeed contain these three parts is
assumed to have influence on the ways they have viewed and interpreted the images. In other words,
the audience did not question whether the images are indeed artistic representations, about the Arctic,
and relating to climate change; they took this for truth. Thereby it can be argued that there might be an
‘artistic way of seeing’ – as a way of seeing within a visual culture. To illustrate this, at the beginning
of the focus group, Arne opens the discussion by saying: “If I look at it from the context of art […]”. It
was earlier mentioned that in the interaction between the viewer and an artwork, some start to
deliberately search for meanings and associations within the frame (Kaczmarczyk, 2014, as cited in
Roosen et al., 2018). In other words, the viewer often searches for ‘deeper meaning’ than is immediately
apparent from the denotative content of an image, because they expect the artist to illustrate and
communicate something ‘more’ than this.
This makes visual art a good medium for discussions on the connotative meaning of an image. When
deciding on this connotative meaning of an image, reference was therefore sometimes made by the
audience to the intention of the artist. Especially trust in the expertise of the artist and the credibility of
their ‘message’ are assumed. “[T]hat is the case with all those artworks: people [the artists] know about
it. There is a message behind it. She is from there, so she will encounter it” (Danique). This quote shows
the trust in the person as artist to have knowledge on the topic and on the expectation of a ‘deeper’
connotative meaning of what is represented. However, in the last part of the quote, reference is made to
the geographic background of the artist, in which credibility increases when the artist is expected to be
an inhabitant of the region. However, on this difference in geographic background of the viewers and
the artist, Arne questions whether it is possible for a Western person to relate to ‘those kind of signs’,
because of a different ‘starting point’: “Because we have a very different life and a very different rhythm
[…] we start somewhere else” (Arne). However, he is grateful for the opportunity to relate to these
signs during the group discussion and he confirms the great possibilities to convey ‘new perspectives’
through visual artworks. Therefore, he asks: “[H]ow do you create situations where we listen to what
they have to say instead of us looking at what we want with our lens in the landscape” (Arne). Also
Cooley (2016) writes in the article about the missed opportunity of the ArtCOP21 to include more works
by Inuit artists:
“Of the hundreds of ArtCOP21 events, only a handful featured works by or involving Inuit
artists. […] It’s a missed opportunity; Inuit makers have been cataloguing the direct effects of
climate change in their artwork and stories for years, and without their voices, the urgency of
our action against climate change is diminished” (para 3).
To what extent the artworks convey such new perspectives, and the extent in which the viewer can
interpret these leads us to the next point of discussion.
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5.2 | Ice in art: clichéd or novel
This point of discussion touches upon the expected opportunity of visual art to communicate novel –
and hence engaging – narratives, although in previous research ice imagery turns out to be often labelled
as clichéd. It is important to say that earlier research that examined how climate visual imagery operates
mainly focus on mass media (Doyle, 2007; Remillard, 2011; Smith & Joffe, 2009; DiFrancesco &
Young 2011; León & Erviti 2013; Nerlich & Jaspal 2014). Recent research by O’Neill (2020) argues
that ice imagery, polar bears, smokestacks and wind turbines emerge in contemporary mass media
outputs as what she calls ‘visual synecdoches’. These visual synecdoches are comparable with what is
earlier defined as ‘icons of climate change’. O’Neill (2020) argues that these visuals can become clichéd
or stereotyped whenever they become embedded in the visual discourse of a culture. The ice imagery
is shows visuals that are beautiful and awe inspiring, yet almost always devoid of people. These clichéd
images of ice formations are easily recognizable by the viewer, which increases their understandability.
However, as a result they can cause a flat emotional response and even cynicism among its viewers
(Chapman et al., 2016).
Based on the denotative content of the artworks it can be decided what images from this study represent
such ice imageries. ‘Ice’ or a derivative of ice, such as ‘ice cap’, was described as a feature within all
the artworks, except from the artwork by Elisapee Ishulutaq (4.7). Therefore, all the artworks in which
ice was mentioned in its denotative description represent to some extent an ice imagery. Despite this
recurrence, only one situation occurred in which an image caused an emotional response among the
participants of the focus group in which a certain flatness or cynicism could be sensed. Because of the
argued ‘obviousness’ of the message of the artwork by David Buckland (4.6), the focus group
unanimous felt less appealed to it. From this point of view, it can be argued that all the other artistic
visualizations are not considered as clichéd representations of ice. This provides opportunities for what
Chapman et al. (2016) suggest on connecting easily recognizable features in an image to less familiar
visual features to increase engagement among the viewers. In this perspective ‘ice’ is the easily
recognizable feature, yet the artistic way of representation offers enough unfamiliarity for it to be a
novel representation.
Although the absence of emotional flatness or cynicism as reactions to clichéd representation, the
artworks did arouse other emotions among the viewers. The next section will discuss in what ways
climate change communication in general aims to address emotions. Then, these insights will be
discussed considering the artworks from this study’s visual analysis.

5.3 | On emotions: causes, consequences, and awareness?
Research on climate change communication often focuses on emotions, i.e., the emotional response that
arise among the receiver of the message. Sometimes these are negative emotions that are used to attract
attention and motivate adaption. Some artists working in this field indeed consciously aims to evoke
negative emotions among the viewers (Bloodhart et al., 2019; Reser et al., 2011). As discussed by
O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole (2009), denial, apathy, avoidance, and negative associations could be
caused by sensational and frightening images. However, showing causes and consequences of climate
change in a positive manner means that the viewer can establish a sense of connection with the depicted,
which results in an increase of possible ways to engage and act. Although it is important to make people
aware of climate change and its possible impacts, information alone on these is not enough to encourage
adaptive coping (Mah et al., 2020). Examples of such positive images, according to Braasch (2013), are
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those that show the effects of climate change in local areas and those images that convey narratives
about the ways how those local people cope and adapt to the changes it brings along.
Considering this, it is useful to have a look at the ways in which the visual artworks here presented
appealed to the emotions of the focus group. Thereby it is taken as a starting point that the image shows
an impact of climate change – either a cause or a consequence – based on the visual narrative that
emerged from the discussion around the artwork. In other words, which of the images convey a visual
narrative that makes the audience reflect on the causes or consequences of climate change, and what
influence has this on the emotional response expressed by the focus group? First, for or change to be
visible in a static image, O’Neill (2020) argues that: “causality is implied rather than stated, and
causality relies on the reader making sense of implicit meanings”, because “visuals lack an explicit
propositional syntax” (p.11). The artworks are ‘static’ images, and therefore they depend on the reading
of its audience to be implied with a certain ‘causality’ that is essential for causes and consequences of
climate change. Therefore, knowledge on the causes and consequences of climate change is arguably a
prerequisite for recognizing these. Whenever knowledge of this kind is applied to images it is referred
to as a ‘scopic regime’, because the audience “bring their own ways of seeing and other knowledges to
bear on an image” (Mannay, 2015, p.13, with reference to Rose, 2001). How this applies to the visual
artworks in this research will be illustrated as below.
Based on the visual narratives, the artworks by Qavavau Manumie (4.2), Olaf Otto Becker (4.5), David
Buckland (4.6), Elisapee Ishulutaq (4.7) and Tim Pitsiulak (4.8) communicate on the impact of climate
change. Of these artworks, the first one by Qavavau Manumie (4.2) communicate on both causes and
consequences of climate change because of the soot particles that are depicted and by the car and train
carriage as ‘Western instigators of CO2 emissions’ – as has been distinguished in the focus group. In
the other artworks, reference is made to mainly the consequences of climate change. In the visual
narratives of these images this is implied by remarks on the ice that melts; the melt pits, the text ‘Burning
Ice’, the igloo that ‘leans’ aside, and the broken ice floes in the contours of the human face, respectively.
The emotional responses that these images elicit among the viewers are diverse. What is first important
to note is that the emotional responses that could be distinguished from the data cannot be restricted or
limited as arising from the visual narrative of an image alone, but are also linked to the broader
discussion around it. To illustrate this, I refer to what has been discussed in section 4.5. When deciding
on the visual narrative of the artwork by Olaf Otto Becker, the conversation that emerged from this
touched on landscape imagination and future states of loss. It is the entire discussion that elicits negative
emotions in one of the viewers. Therefore, it can be questioned whether these negative emotions can be
restricted to the visual narrative of the artwork solely.
Nevertheless, in general it can be said that the audience did not verbalize or express very negative
emotions when discussing the visual narratives of the artworks. For example, in the artwork by
Quavavau Manumie (4.2) the narrative is described as illustrating a certain anger, yet the way it conveys
this message is understood with some tenderness. The artwork by David Buckland (4.6) did not cause
a great emotional response among the viewers at all, as mentioned before. The last artwork that
communicates on the impact of climate change in the form of melting ice is that of Tim Pitsiulak (4.8).
The emotional response that was elicited in the focus group is one that relates to reproach or displeasure.
Because of the gaze from the depicted man to the viewer, the audience argues that a distance is created
in his facial expression. Considering the visual narrative of this image, these negative emotions might
be part of a feeling that create ‘blame and shame’ among the audience emerging from feeling pointed
at by the depicted as ‘instigators’ of environmental pollution.
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Also Feldman and Hart (2018) argue that hopeful feelings are minimized when images elicit fear and
anger in the context of showing causes or impacts. Yet, they argue that this can also be turned around.
They say that messages that focus on actions to address the dangers or injustices that are posed by
climate change can evoke feelings of hope. These messages are arguably desired, as the outcome is that
at the same time, they reduce fear and anger among the viewers while motivating action. However, in
the artworks that have been analysed in this research, no such ‘actions’ were communicated based on
the visual narrative of the images. Feelings of hope were neither specifically discussed as such in the
group. This is not to say that no positive emotions were aroused by the artworks. For example, in the
work by Elisapee Ishulutaq (4.7) the yellow colours gave the viewers positive emotions of warmth and
astonishment. Likewise, the artwork by Rena Bass Forman (4.9) was perceived with a certain
‘lightness’. Important to note when emotions are considered is the difference between the ability to
verbalize emotions and the bodily experience of emotions and express these in a way different than
words. In other words, although the audience did not capture emotions in words, this does not mean
they did not experience them.
The ability to arouse emotions among the viewers and the effect on the level of engagement among the
viewers leads to the next point of discussion, namely the responsibility of the artists in their pursuit of
creating climate change related visual artworks within the scope of broader Arctic narratives. As
referred to earlier, O’Neill (2020) notes that because visuals lack an explicit propositional syntax, “they
can contain subtle references or clues which can promote views (e.g. ideological or racist undertones;
Coleman 2010) in a way in which would not be acceptable in text” (p.11). In the next paragraph this
will be discussed further.

5.4 | On the responsibility of the artist
All the artworks that portray in any way something related to climate change can be seen as a form of
climate change communication. Climate change communication, as discussed earlier, “refers to any
effort – explicit or otherwise – that aims to raise awareness, understanding, and/or active engagement
with the issue” (Moser, 2010, as cited in Clayton & Manning, 2018, pp.35-36). This aim is further
investigated by analysing the intention of each artist to create the corresponding artwork. In this effort
to raise awareness, whether explicitly stated or implied, the responsibility of the artist can be discussed.
Although I do not dispute the well-meant intention of any artist that aims to increase awareness on the
topic of climate change, a ‘blind spot’ of this type of visual art is the tendency to portray along the lines
of the ‘apocalyptic sublime aesthetic’ of climate change (Nurmis, 2016). Sommer and Klöckner (2019)
argue that this is problematic, because “[i]t is not enough to simply show the problem in an aesthetic
way” (p.14). As discussed earlier, the main implication is that this discourse would mainly evoke
negative emotions of distance and disempowerment (O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Born, 2019) that
would rather lead to feelings of pessimism and complacency among the viewers (Dunaway, 2009). The
problem of this is that it does not encourage pro-environmental and sustainable behaviour, although
these are necessary for positive changes to develop.
In previous sections the emotional response among the viewers is already discussed. In what follows is
a discussion on how this discourse further operates, i.e., what story it allocates to the future of the Arctic.
The first example that touches on the aesthetics of climate change is discussed in the connotative
meaning of the artwork by Olaf Otto Becker (4.5). Here, Arne very literally mentions that the image
shows the ‘beauty of decay’: “It is a very dramatic picture. On the one hand you are seduced by its
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beauty and on the other hand that beauty is actually the gate through which you are suddenly confronted
by the enormous loss and sorrow that takes place behind it” (Arne). Furthermore, he references to the
dystopian narrative within this image: “To me it is very much the image of what is happening now from
the melting of the North Pole. […] This is also a very beautiful yet very dystopian image to me, because
this is how it is slowly disappearing” (Arne). This dystopian narrative implies the causality of
disappearance, because “causality relies on the reader making sense of implicit meaning” (p.11), as
discussed earlier by O’Neill (2020). In this artwork, the melt pits and the river stand for a dystopian
future state of loss, in which these features are signified for more than what is immediately apparent.
Another example can be found in the artwork by Rena Bass Forman (4.10). Whereas the viewers do not
assign meanings to its denotative content that suggest the melting of ice, this is the case when the
connotative meaning is discussed. This signification of the ice visible to a visual narrative in which the
ice does melt or disappears is illustrated in the following discussion:
“But there is precisely no collapsing ice. (Arne)
No, but for me this is the place where it happens. (Danique)
Yes, exactly, this is where it happens. (Arne)”
This can be explained with what is argued in the focus group as the ‘normalisation’ of a disappearing
Arctic. The younger participants of the focus group signify features of ice with shrinkage. Shrinkage is
argued to be the ‘starting point’ to assign meaning to an image. This normalisation of shrinkage – and
perhaps ultimately even an ice-free Arctic – among the younger participants is not shared by the
participant from the older generation. This way of signification raises questions about the extent visual
culture is influenced by generation and age.
Furthermore, Arne touches upon a concept proposed by Bennett (2020) of Anthropocene ruin
iconography by saying: “Actually you are looking to an ecological ruin”. This is related to what Davis
and Turpin (2015) argue, namely that the current era of rapid human induced climate change (what has
been labelled the Anthropocene) marks an ‘aesthetic event’, that is dominated by rapid ruination.
Bennett (2020) positions Anthropocene ruins on the same level as Romantic and modern ruin
iconography, saying that these depictions create feelings of awe, melancholy, and resignation. From a
climate change perspective, these are problematic reactions because they can foster feelings of
helplessness and passive voyeurism that prevent action on climate change. Therefore, she promotes a
focus on the aesthetic principle of the beautiful. With this gaze, the tangible and comprehensible
Anthropocene are emphasized, whereby effective action of planetary care and stewardship are fostered.
How this aesthetic principle of beauty can be pursued is yet to be researched. An example that illustrates
how reactions on this beauty can differ among the viewers can be found in the discussion on the artwork
by Tiina Itkonen (4.1). On leaving the viewer with a feeling a helplessness, the reactions among the
audience of the focus group differ. Yenthl argues that despite the image’s beauty, the perceived uneven
geographic distribution of the consequences of climate change leaves her with a sense of helplessness.
On the other hand, Clara argues that the image makes her reflect on all the beautiful places on earth and
therefore leaves her with a positive feeling.
What should be pursued in communicating climate change is art that focuses on the beauty and
interconnectedness of human and nature. Thereby creating a personal connection between the audience
and the causes and consequences of climate change, that offer solutions for improvements or proenvironmental behaviour (Sommer & Klöckner, 2019). The images that show causes and consequences
of climate change have already been discussed, just like the absence of an image that shows such
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solutions. Nevertheless, an increased awareness of the interconnectedness of human and nature was
seen as one of the positive effects of the visual artworks. The image of Tim Pitsiulak (4.8) makes clear
reference to this interconnectedness between human and nature. The synergy between the man and the
ice is discussed here, as belonging to each other. However, the visual narrative that is composed lacks
the aspect of beauty from this perspective. An aspect that emerged to ‘ease’ connection to the Arctic
nature represented in an image is a sign of human habitation. These signs of human habitation represent
the human in the particular environment. In the image of Tiina Itkonen (4.1) this becomes present by
the depiction of the houses. To illustrate this, it is discussed by Arne: “[M]aybe those houses also make
it possible for me as a human being to be able to relate at all to what happens behind them. Because if
there weren't any humans, it'd just be a picture of that wilderness, it would be very difficult”. Clara
juxtaposes this image and the artwork by Olaf Otto Becker (4.5) and says that “there is nothing else to
compare here, or what you can relate to [...]” because there is no ‘sign’ of human habitation. This
example also shows that on a connotative level, a ‘house’ refers to more than what is apparent at its
denotative level.
In the end it is the artist’s decision what to represent and how to represent this. However, as
demonstrated above, the emotions that these representations evoke are important to consider when it
concerns important topics such as climate change. The responsibility and opportunity of the artist lie in
creating an encounter with the environment as represented. In creating images by which positive
emotions are evoked and that focus on the interconnectedness between human and nature, the goal of
raising awareness on the topic might be achieved in the most effective way.

5.5 | Photography: rhetoric and recognition
Over the course of the focus group session, some discussion focused on what mode of art appealed to
the audience most. It was not a question that was deliberately brought up by the researcher, but after
reviewing some images that were distinct in their stylistic features this point of discussion emerged
naturally. There was a division made between four illustrations (drawings or paintings) and five
photographs. What influence these different forms of representation possibly have on viewer
engagement and interpretation will be discussed next.
Clara argues that she is more attracted to a photograph: “I think I would stand still at a photo for much
longer because what you [Yenthl] say, you look at it and it evokes all sorts of associations […], you can
look at it for a really long time, because I don’t quite get it right away”. In this case, photography is
related to a high level of association or recognition of the depicted, yet it leaves her with a certain
uncertainty. Later she mentions that it is the unfamiliarity with what is represented that strikes her, yet
within the stylistic features she is accustomed to, i.e., photography: “[…] and now there are suddenly
also houses and an ice lens. I think that really interests me to see because it is something I did not know
before, but at the same time as I recognize the setting it attracts me […]” (Clara).
Danique argues that to her it is different. She argues that the drawings make her ‘think’ or reflect more
than the photographs do. However, it is difficult to distinguish what causes this. It might be partly the
mode of art – where photography evokes a greater sense of familiarity. Yet, it cannot be separated from
what is depicted within the frame. Nevertheless, Danique argues that in her mental imagery she
visualizes that the Arctic is like a photography, and therefore a photo is necessary to ‘change’ or
‘counter’ this representation. This mental imagery is a consequence of what she is accustomed to over
the years. To illustrate this, she says: “And I think because I have that image in my head that this is
what the North Pole looks like, because that is how it has been represented to me all those years in
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geography books and newspapers” (Danique). What relates to this is that the audience link landscape
representation to the photographic mode of art, and that it is a landscape in which one eases to visualize
oneself in: “That's the nice thing about a landscape, I could theoretically be there or something. And
that makes it more appealing to my visual imagination” (Danique). This shows how visual culture
comes into play: it causes the audience recognizes certain kinds of representations more easily than
others, i.e., representations that share similarities with earlier images from school materials or media
outputs. This illustrates how photography is culturally embedded in Western society, and hence how
this medium has an influence on how the viewer approaches the image.
However, the above also illustrates what has been discussed earlier as the potential of photography to
naturalise ideological meaning. This is because of the power that photographs hold, because “they are
indexical, i.e. people view them uncritically, as they are considered to directly represent reality, rather
than as a particular representation of reality” (Messaris & Abraham, 2001, as cited in O’Neill, 2020,
p.10). It is therefore important to be aware of the narratives that representations carry, perhaps even
more when this is a photograph. This politics of representation will be elaborated in the next section of
this discussion.

5.6 | On its story: the link back to discourses
Representations of any sort are not neutral; the view and interpretation come from somewhere.
Therefore, there is a politics of representation. Throughout this report this is already discussed from
various perspectives, specifically, in section 2.4. In this section these perspectives will be illustrated
with various examples from the visual analysis.
The connotative meaning that is discussed in the focus group of the image by Tim Pitsiulak (4.8)
encompasses a dystopian narrative. The audience of the discussion questioned: “[I]f your homeland just
literally disappears, what is left of you as a person who is from there?” (Arne). This sentence contains
and includes many interesting aspects, such as the word usage ‘to disappear’ or a derivative. As Stuhl
(2017) questions: “Ice is melting. But what does it mean to say it is disappearing?” (p.22, original
emphasis). Hereby, according to Stuhl (2017), the situation is that when media reports about global
change that happens in the Arctic they usually refer to ice shrinkage and not to disappearing Inuit
culture. However, he continues, to refer to ‘disappearing’ is loaded with colonial history as comprised
by its language, and it is a force that persists therewith. Although it seems objective to say the Arctic
disappears if based on sea ice melt captured by satellite images, when this description is applied to a
whole region it overlooks those who live there, and therefore reassures by its language the trope of the
Arctic as being a space of wilderness. In the focus group, the condition of disappearing is often used
interchangeably for the description of melting ice. However, this description is only put on an equal
footing with the disappearance of the Arctic environment in the above used excerpt from the image of
Tim Pitsiulak (4.8).
Some images did make the focus group reflect specifically on the consequences that climate change has
on the local community and on their culture. Besides the above discussed image by Tim Pitsiulak (4.8),
the discussion around the works of art by Tiina Itkonen (4.1), Qavavau Manumie (4.2), Ooloosie Saila
(4.4), and Elisapee Ishulutaq (4.7) touched upon topics of local culture. Because a representation is an
interpretation of the artist, it can be said that art reflects the relationship between the artist and the
environment that it depicts. With this proposition in mind, it is interesting to note that all the mentioned
artworks that encourage a discussion on local culture and identity are created by artists whose origin is
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from the North, except from Tiina Itkonen (who did stay however in Arctic communities for several
weeks). These are the images that also concern local peoples in their visual narratives.
Lehtimäki et al. (2021) investigate what verbal and visual images that signify “the Arctic” mean today,
how this Arctic object is perceived and what is expressed in those images. They argue the ‘peculiar
persistence’ of visual narratives of the Arctic as mysterious and otherworldly dreamland, as signified
by representations of impressive ice formations (denotative content) that represent ‘pure and fragile
wilderness’ (connotative content). In this study, although the denotative content of the artworks consists
of ‘ice’ – as has been discussed earlier – the description of wilderness is only mentioned once by focus
group participants. When discussing the visual narrative of the photograph by Tiina Itkonen (4.1), they
remarked the contrast between the houses (as signification of human inhabitants) and the surrounding
nature, denoted as ‘wilderness’. The description of ‘fragility’ was applied here on the houses rather than
on the natural environment.
Nevertheless, one reference to the Arctic landscape as being ‘pure’ might indicate what Lehtimäki et
al. (2021) intend and which affirms notions of the ‘peculiar persistence’ of the mentioned visual Arctic
narrative. In the image by Qavavau Manumie (4.2), in which the car, train carriage and soot particles
appear as ‘chaotic’ to the audience, the ice floe on which the two locals are located exudes a calmness
or pureness because of its white colour. To explain this, first a repetition of the definition of visual
culture: “the shared practices of a group, community, or society through which meanings are made out
of the visual, aural, and textual world of representations and the ways that looking practices are engaged
in symbolic and communicative activities” (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009, p.3). It can be argued that
because of the visual culture of the audience, the viewers are accustomed to visual narratives of the
Arctic as ‘mysterious and otherworldly dreamland’ that even when an image shows the opposite in the
form of ‘chaos’, it is still searched for and interpreted by its ‘pure and fragile wilderness’.

5.7 | Shortcomings
Before turning to answering the research questions in the concluding chapter, in this last section some
remarks are made about how the finding might have been influenced by the chosen methods. This is in
addition to the limitations discussed in section 3.5. The choice of artworks used for this study will have
an influence on the results that are brought forth. Although the artworks are representative for the topic
that is demarcated in this study, the strength of the analysis hold for its in-depth characteristic rather
than its quantitative number of artworks discussed. There is great diversity in artistic expression
possible. Hence, the artistic visual images will be more varied than visuals investigated in a study on
representations in news media outputs. This ensures that no generalizations and causal relationships can
be established. This limits the ability to indicate precisely which aspect of an artwork has which effect.
As discussed earlier by Rose (2016), social semiologists generally choose images based on their
conceptual interest. However, this study emerged from a set of images onwards, not knowing which
visuals would best fit such ‘conceptual interest’. At the same time, the number of artworks that were
initially selected to be analysed within the outline of this study was adjusted over the course of the
study. This happened while conducting the focus group, where a selection was made because of time
constraints. However, because of the ad hoc ‘randomness’ of this selection, this can this be seen as an
enhancement of the choice of image rather than a weakening. Nevertheless, if different artworks were
chosen, different visual narratives would have been constructed. Accordingly, also different denotative
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and connotative meanings would have been extracted from the data. The effect of this on the discussion
about broader Arctic discourses and ultimately answering the research questions remains unclear.
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Chapter 6 | Conclusions

More and more artists are involved in topics of climate change within the art that they create. The
objective of this research was to gain insight in how such visual artworks that represent the Arctic
operate, and the messages that they convey about climate change. These artistic representations were
analysed according to their visual narratives, because in these narratives their meanings are conveyed.
The visual narratives encompass denotative meanings and connotative meanings. The concept of visual
culture is important because it influences how images are created by the artist and interpreted by the
viewers. In this final chapter, the research questions are answered that lead to the concluding remarks
of this research. In the last section, suggestions for further research are highlighted.

6.1 | Answering the research questions
The findings of this study are built on the detailed analysis of nine artworks. The selection of the
artworks was made based on contextual information about the intentional message of the work. This
means that all images are made with the intention of propagating a message about climate change in the
Arctic. This focus on the Arctic is justified for several reasons. First is the prominent position of this
region within climate change debates as ‘canary in the coalmine’. This makes it important to report
about climate change in this region, and this is done frequently. However, research into the visual
vocabulary shows that the ice imageries associated with it are often one-sided, iconic, and symbolic.
These images do not lead to an increased involvement among the viewer with the topic. Visual art is
praised for its ability to convey new, inspiring, and hence engaging narratives. This study investigated
what is communicated about climate change in the Arctic through the artworks. By answering the
research questions, the main findings of how visual meaning making operates will be set out.
The first sub question in this study was: ‘When does visual art represent the Arctic?’ This first sub
question was composed to explore the range of artworks within this topic. This exploration of the field
is necessary before a selection of artworks could be made for visual analysis. The focus of the study on
the Arctic region brought forth the question when an image can be said to ‘represent’ a region as such.
Although initially this might seem an easy question, a closer look reveals how visual culture already
plays a role in this exploration phase. The question originated from the criticism posed by Huhmarniemi
(2019), who critically assessed that it does not increase awareness specifically of the Arctic environment
when the rhetoric presented in an artwork is rather universal than it is site- or place-specific. This means
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that what is depicted in the artwork is not unique to the Arctic environment. This decontextualization
is also argued by Hansen and Machin (2016), who say that this is a development that applies to visual
environmental communication in general, in which images from specific geographic and cultural
environments are ‘made’ abstract to “generic”, iconic or “representative” global environments (p.8).
Because the specific focus on climate change communication in the Arctic region, it was important to
investigate how artworks actually represent a region.
When does an image represent site- or place-specific content for the Arctic region, and what role plays
artistic interpretation and expression therein? There are no guidelines for such a demarcation, so the
guiding principles were set up by the researcher. Artistic expression in visual art result in a variety of
ways for representing the Arctic as such. Regardless of the content of an artwork, when it is
accompanied with the title or description ‘the Arctic’, can it be said that it represents this region? For
example, when an image exists merely of a bright pink surface the viewer would probably not interpret
this image as representing the Arctic. However, when it is accompanied with ‘the Arctic’ in the title or
description this might change the context. First, the Arctic was approached as a geographic designation
for a region. However, this might already indicate to the academic tradition of the researcher as thinking
along the lines of human geography. If it was ‘up to the researcher’s eyes’ to decide whether an image
represents the Arctic and when not, it would be likely that images were selected that fit within the visual
culture of the researcher. This is because the researcher would select images that she would recognize
as belonging and representing the Arctic, from that she is accustomed to from her cultural background.
Within this study, five visual artworks are photographs. It can be argued that because these images must
be shot at a concrete location, this aspect could indicate site- or place specificity. The coordinates can
be traced back and be used to pinpoint the image on a map. However, needs an image such concrete
geographic details before it can be said to ‘represent’ a place? The four other artworks are illustrations,
most likely created in a studio in Nunavut. The artists of these four artworks originate from the Arctic.
However, their representations do probably not represent one specific geographic location that can be
captured in coordinates. More likely the representations are a result of their familiarity with the
environment on their everyday basis.
Therefore, within the design of this study it was decided to let the contextual information of the artwork
be the guiding principle for the selection. This means that all the artworks within this study state in
some corresponding source of information that they represent the Arctic region. When an artwork
represents the Arctic depends on the contextual information of the specific artwork. When in this
information it is mentioned that the image represents the Arctic, then this is accepted as guiding
principle. For this study, this approach towards selection has resulted in five photographic images of
which three were shot in Greenland (4.5, Uummannaq: 4.1, Jakobshavn Glacier: 4.9) and two in
Spitsbergen (4.3, 4.6). The artists of the four illustrations are Inuit residents of Nunavut, northern
Canada (4.2, 4.4, 4.7, 4.8).
The second sub question in this study was: ‘How does visual meaning making work?’ The basis for
the answer on this sub question is that from the theoretical perspective visual meaning is constructed at
three sites: the site of production, the site of the content, and the site of consumption. The site of
production entails the intention of the artist for creating the image. It is argued that the artworks are
created with a certain goal or aim in mind, namely: to increase awareness among the viewers for the
topic of climate change. In this study, the intention is extracted from contextual information of the
artworks, such as artist statements, artist biographies or corresponding art catalogues. It is the artist who
interprets and translates the concept for the artwork into an actual representation. The results show that

64

the four artworks that belong to the second collection (4.2, 4.4, 4.7 and 4.8) all aim to illustrate aspects
of everyday local livelihoods and local identity. The artist statements and intentions of the remaining
artworks (those from the first collection) express more often a generalized and existential aim. They
often refer to non-human and more broaden essence of ‘Arctic light’ or ‘fate of the Arctic’. Only one
of five images signify human presence (4.1). These results show that there is a difference in representing
based on the background of the artist. The visual narratives that discuss topics of local life, local identity
and the effects of climate change on (traditional) local livelihoods, all emerge from artworks produced
by Inuit artists. When visual culture is considered, social conventions, historical manners, and
ideologies of representing come to light in the representations that are constructed.
Visual meaning making at the site of content is approached from a social semiotic theoretical approach.
This approach argues that an image can be deconstructed according to the performances of the features
within the frame, so called resources. These visual resources can be divided into three metafunctions:
representational, interactive, and compositional. By deconstructing the artworks along these
metafuctions, valuable insights have been extracted about visual meaning making. This approach turned
out to provide insights in the several ways of how visual meaning is created within the content of an
image. The main findings of the three metafunctions will be discussed.
The metafunction of interaction shed light on how features within an image shape the relationship
between the image and the viewer. The results show that eight images can be described as having a gaze
that ‘offers’; it invites the viewer to look at the image. Because the gaze defines the contact between
the viewer and the image, it can be said that this contact is often one-sided. The social distance was two
times personal (close shot), yet seven times it can be described as at social distance or impersonal
(medium shot or long shot). This indicates that the viewer was often put ‘at a distance’. At the same
time, the aspect of attitude was always subjective and a frontal angle at eye-level was frequent, so
involvement and equality were created. It is not validated to render this data into one generalized way
of interaction that occurs among the artworks. Nevertheless, these values on the interactive dimension
of the images provide handles for systematic deconstruction and reveal on the level of an individual
image how the viewer is made to relate to the image.
The metafunction of composition considers both information inside and outside the frame. The aspects
turned out to anchor what is of importance within the image. The information value of an image can be
divided into left and right, top and bottom, and centre and margins. By determining what in the image
is the main part in terms of its information value, it helps the viewer to see how an image is layered.
This also applies to the aspect of salience. Both help in critically assessing the frame of an artwork,
which is always a conscious decision made by the artist. What is shown, what is possibly cut-off or
what is left out? The results of the analysis show that framing is a powerful device. Carefully chosen
frames ensure that the viewer is guided in his way of looking, interpreting and relating to what is
depicted. On the other hand, an awareness of this also leaves the viewer wondering what is not depicted.
The metafuctions of representation shows how the features within an image relate to one another in
terms of their ‘doing’ or ‘being’. It helps to define what aspects in the image are of particular
importance. However, the results from the analysis did not reveal much in-depth data on this
performance. Because the images were deconstructed rather homogenous on this metafunction, it can
be said that it did not provide a lot of comparable data. Twice a vector could be distinguished (4.1 and
4.2), that did provide insight into the narrative structure of the images. The other images were labelled
as having a conceptual structure. Because of the topic of the study, symbolic meaning that is discussed
in section 2.2.2.1 could always be indicated. Symbolic meaning can be distinguished in four ways, of
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which three develop within the frame of an image (by salience, being pointed at, or compositional
values). These three ways did not occur within the artworks. The fourth way of defining symbolic
meaning did occur – how symbolic meaning is traditionally assigned to a feature. However, knowledge
on the symbolic meaning of climate change icons is a prerequisite for this. Because it cannot be
extracted from the image alone, this metafunction was not of great relevance for this study.
The last site of relevance for visual meaning making is the site of consumption. In this study, the
consumption site refers to the encounter between the viewer and the artwork. In order to investigate
how this site of visual meaning making operates, a focus group discussion was organised to collect data
from this audience perspective. The nine artworks were presented to the participants of this discussion.
The visual narratives of the images are a result of a co-construction of the audience. The data of this
conversation was analysed according to the denotative and connotative meanings of the image. The
findings of the focus group show that art as a medium of communication is expected to be high in
connotative meanings. The expectation about ‘deeper meanings’ of the images was repeatedly
expressed by the audience. In this expectation, the reliance on the artistic qualities for conveying such
a message was also confirmed therein. Therefore, the visual narratives always consisted of both
denotative meanings and extensive connotative meanings. Moreover, the audience used their own ways
of seeing and other knowledges when interpreting an image. For example, academic background or
personal experiences. This means that scopic regime and visual culture are concepts of great importance
in assigning meaning to an image.
The third sub question in this study was: ‘What visual narratives are constructed in and by the visual
artworks?’ This question originates from the diversity of possible narratives conveyed by images about
the Arctic, depending on the disciplinary approach – such as news media, artistic traditions, or scientific
research on climate change. Besides each image its own individual visual narrative, to answer this
question the division between clichéd and novel narratives is used. Discussed in section 5.2, eight of
nine artworks are considered to convey a novel narrative despite that most images can be defined as ice
imagery, what was expected to be interpreted as clichéd narratives. Therefore, it can be concluded that
the artistic visualisations of the Arctic under investigation consist of engaging stories. The encounter
between the audience and the artworks offers new stories to the viewers.
The fourth and last sub question in this study was: ‘What do these narratives say about the Arctic in
relation to climate change?’ Although according to the outcomes of the focus group discussion the
artworks consist of engaging stories, in the discussion chapter some critical remarks are made on this.
From an audience perspective it can be argued that the narratives conveyed by the artworks do result in
an increased understanding of the Arctic in the light of climate change, yet the nature of this awareness
is questionable. The discussion on the word usage of ‘to disappear’ in section 5.6 illustrates this well.
When the above outcomes on the sub research questions are bundled together, an answer to research
question one ‘What meanings are constructed by artistic visual representations of the Arctic?’ can
be extracted. The meanings are a sum of all denotative and connotative meanings of the visual narratives
of the artworks. These meanings are discussed in detail in chapter 4 on the results of the visual analysis,
and in chapter 5 it is discussed from various perspectives how they link within the broader academic
scope.
Denotative meanings are the features to describe what is in the image. The feature most used was 'ice’
or a derivative of ice, such as ice cap, ice floe, ice disk, ice river, and ice waterfall. Melting ice is one
of the icons of climate change. Connotative meanings assigned to melting ice relate to fear, misery,
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doom, imminent disaster, and the figure of the vulnerable being. Results from the visual analysis show
that these connotative meanings were not always assigned directly to this denotative content. In the
focus group discussion, the ice firstly refers to ‘the Arctic’ environment and landscape. However, from
the discussion it could be extracted that the Arctic landscape is one perceived to melt and disappear. At
the same time, however, the artistic way of representing these ice features is discussed to offer enough
unfamiliarity for it to be a novel representation.
Second, other natural features were often distinguished in the images. Water, ravine, ocean, blossomtree, sky, cave, and sun are examples of these. Except from the blossom-tree, these features were
considered to belong to and signify ‘the Arctic landscape. Another sign of this could be found in the
metafunction of representation of social semiotic theory. Most images consist of an analytical structure
within a conceptual pattern. This structure represents the features within an image as part of a whole:
they display the whole (here: the Arctic landscape and environment) and any number of the parts (here:
the natural features as described earlier).
Another segment of features can be grouped as those referring to human presence. Examples are Inuit
peoples, houses, igloo, cabin, train carriage, car, and an elderly face. The Inuit people and the elderly
face that were distinguished in the images carried connotative meanings of local culture, everyday life,
and local livelihoods. The houses and igloo represented both humanity, and human insignificance. The
train carriage and car stand in for the Western instigators of climate change.
Based on the above, research question two can be answered more specifically: ‘How does this visual
content affect audience understanding of climate change, the Arctic region, and engagement
therein?’ It was the conversation that emerged from the nine artworks about its visual content that led
to an increased audience understanding of climate change, the Arctic region and ultimately their
engagement. More specifically, the effect can be described as one touching on the understanding of the
Arctic as a place of human habitation – merely than only a space of nature – by means of the
signification of houses and the discussion about local culture. The audience is also affected in terms of
reflections on the causes and consequences of climate change in the Arctic region, in which
interconnectedness of the topic is emphasized. This interconnectedness refers, for example, to the
emission of CO2 in the West, while the consequences of this global warming have major consequences
on the Arctic nature and societies that are now noticeable. The artworks have shown that as a form of
visual communication they are able to make climate change more tangible. It appears to be able to bring
a geographically dispersed region closer to home, i.e., climate change in the Arctic to a room in Utrecht,
the Netherlands. A conversation guided by artworks is a way to spark and nurture discussion on the
topic of climate change in a new and involving way. In this way it contributes to the portrayal of the
region.

6.2 | Further research
Despite the frequent use of all sorts of visual representations by different communicators, in different
outputs – such as news media, social media, academic journals and visual artists – research on how
these cultural artefacts operate within the everyday politics of climate change remain under-researched
(O’Neill, 2020). Although this research provides insights in how visual arts operates, more research is
necessary to fully comprehend this area – to distinguish both its opportunities and its pitfalls. In this
last section some suggestions are highlighted for further research on this topic.
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In this research, all participants and the researcher are part of the same visual culture. However, when
it is considered that visual framing is ideological by nature (Hall, 1973, as referred to by O’Neill, 2020),
it would be interesting to approach the same visual artworks from different visual cultures to see
whether differences in interpretation emerge. A better understanding of how visual culture plays a role
in visual meaning making can be explored by this.
Also, further research should be employed on the gap between increased awareness, personal behaviour,
and action. Because none of the artworks conveyed a ‘solution’, it remains unclear whether artistic
visualizations of this can positively contribute to motivate the audience in their step to personal action.
In other words, whether the artworks do not only lead to an increased awareness but can also have an
empowering effect. In the same light, further research can focus on the long-term effect of audience
engagement with the topic. Although the discussion outcomes made a positive presumption on the level
of awareness of the audience, it remains unclear to what extent this increased level last.
Because this study consists of a qualitative in-depth analysis of few artworks, generalisations cannot be
made. However, quantitative research can be employed to investigate general trends in artistic
visualisations. For example, how often artistic representations of the Arctic consist of a photograph or
an illustration, and what the distribution is of backgrounds which represent the Arctic. These aspects
would reinforce understanding of the (geo)politics of representations, and the naturalisation of certain
images.
A last suggestion for further research is all the other forms of art. Whereas this study only touches upon
visual artworks, the Arts is an extremely broad discipline. This research is built on the conception of
the contributively role of art and the necessity of creative ways to engage with complex topic of climate
change, and therefore more research on this emerging field should be done in order to find ways for its
appliances to reach the best outcomes as possible. Throughout this study the topic of landscape
imagination was discussed. It would be interesting to investigate other forms of art that create an even
more embodied experience by actively involving other senses such as sounds, smell or touch.
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Appendix 1: Social semiotics theory table
This table was constructed according to the social semiotics theory of Kress and Van Leeuwen (2021)
as guidance for the site of content within the visual analysis.
Representational
meaning
Define
participants in the
image = visual
objects
Interactive
meaning

Vector: yes
Vector: no

Contact:
gaze
Social
distance
Attitude

Validity markers

Compositional
meaning

Multimodal

Narrative
pattern
Conceptual
pattern

Action/reaction
Structure:
1.
2.
3.

Transactive/non-transactive

Classification
Symbolic
Analytical

Offer
Demand
Personal distance: close shot
Social distance: medium shot
Impersonal distance: long shot
Involvement: frontal angle
Detachment: oblique angle

Colour
saturation

Colour
differentiation

Colour
modulation

Contextualization

Representation
of detail

Depth

Action orientation: frontal
view
Observer orientation: topdown view
Illumination
Brightness

A scale
running
from full
colour
saturation
to the
absence of
colour, that
is, to black
and white.

A scale
running from
a maximally
diversified
range of
colours to
monochrome.

A scale running
from fully
modulated colour
to plain,
unmodulated
colour.

A scale running
from the absence
of background to
the most fully
articulated and
detailed
background.

A scale running
from maximum
abstraction to
maximum
representation of
detail.

A scale
running
from the
absence of
depth to a
maximally
deep
perspective.

A scale
running from
the fullest
representation
of the play of
light and
shade to its
absence.

Information
value
Framing
Salience

Left and right

Placement in
the
foreground or
background

Viewer power: high angle
Equality: eye-level angle
Participant: low angle power

Top and bottom

Relative size

Contrasts in tonal
value (or colour)

A scale
running
from a
maximum
number of
different
degrees of
lightness
and
darkness,
to just two
degrees:
black and
white, or
dark grey
and
lighter
grey, or
two
brightness
values of
the same
colour.

Centre and margin

Difference in
sharpness

E.g. title
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Appendix 2: Structure of the focus group discussion
In this focus group discussion, the artworks are shown in a random order (not first series 1 (Vanishing
Ice) and then series 2 (Arctic artists). This is to not influence the participants’ their way of seeing the
different artworks as belong together or being distinct from each other. However, the title and artist are
shown on the reader with the corresponding artworks. This is to provide minimum contextual
information. Yet, to what extent the participants will use this information in their meaning making
process is open to them. My role is to stimulate each participant to share their thoughts and to keep
track on the continuity of the discussion.
The first step is to have a look at the image for 30-60 seconds individually, to reach a conscious state
of mind when looking at the artwork. From here on, the participants can be seen as ‘audience’ of the
artworks.
Then, collectively the audience is asked to literally describe what they see.
- Can you describe what you see?
- How are these ‘things’ (hereafter called ‘participants’, as in social semiotic terminology)
represented?
- How do the participants relate to each other?
- What values and ideas do they carry/are transferred by them?
- What associations do they carry?
- Where do these values, ideas, and associations come from?
Second, turn to what the audience thinks the artist wants to tell/show by making this artwork.
- What do you think the artists wants to show?
- Why do you think the artist chose to do this?
- And why in this way, by representing the depicted in the way it is represented?
- What do you think is the relationship between the artist and the depicted?
Third, we turn to the relationship between the audience and the image.
- With prior knowledge (the knowledge the audience created themselves in the first two
approaches above), how do you feel about the artwork?
- How does the artwork make you feel?
- Can you describe your relationship with the artwork?
- Can you describe how you relate to what is depicted/represented within the artwork?
After the audience has done this for all the artworks, I would like to turn to more ‘overall’ or
summarizing part. This is important to do, because this is the moment the audience can reflect on certain
patterns/regularities or irregularities that might occurred among the artworks. This is also the part to
reflect on how the artworks are related to the topic of environmental challenges/climate change in the
Arctic.
-

Take a moment for yourself, what image(s) has/have surprised you?
Which one really stuck to your mind?
Can you explain this?
Which one represented the most surprising/unexpected story?
Which one do you think fits best and worst to the story of climate change?
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-

How do the images relate to the topic of climate change best and worst (suitable, less suitable)?
Can we define trends of depicting/representing the Arctic?
What story do they show about the Arctic or about the different geographic areas?
After seeing this, did it change anything in your position/relation to climate change or the
environmental challenges in the Arctic?

78

Appendix 3: Codebook

Toolbox; the how

Interaction

Metafunction; gaze, social distance and attitude

Composition

Framing, information value, salience

Visual culture

Memories, reflections, feelings, cultural knowledge,
personal experiences, observing cultural, historical,
geographical, individual background

Mode of art

Drawing, painting, photography

Multimodality

Title, artist, age

Triptych

Signifiers: participants

Individual visual narrative; the what

Signified: ideas, values, associations

Colour

Effect (positive and negative)

Awareness; mindful; pro-environmental behaviour;
solutions; imagination; personal connection; causes;
consequences; visceral; tangible; less-abstract;
reduce psychological distance; dialogue; reflection;
ontological worldview; seriousness; alienating
humanistic dimension; dystopian

Climate change

Broadened understanding of...: Interconnectedness;
bringing issue closer to home; ontological worldview;
causes and consequences; personal or individual
reflection or appeal; reduce psychological distance;
tangible, less abstract; increase seriousness

Dystopian

Effect; the influence

Landscape imagination

Imagnation, being in, sense of place, embodied
experience

Multisensory / embodied

Emotive / emotions

Mode of art

Drawing, painting, photography
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