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With love, 
from the sea
By aysWarya murthy
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A
long with the usual 210,000 
cubic metres of Liquidfied 
Natural Gas, the carrier Al 
Karaana also unloaded a 
rather unusual cargo when 
it docked at South Hook 

Terminal in Wales last month – over a 100 
drawings and sketches of the tanker, its res-
idents and its ten-day journey between Qa-
tar and Britain. For the artist behind these 
pictures, Ben Barbour, it’s a dream come 
true though he is not entirely sure when 
and how he thought up the idea of hitch-
hiking a ride back home on a gas tanker. “I 
have always been fascinated with boats and 
shipping. When I approached Martin Hope 
(Director of British Council) with this con-
cept, he was quite excited and said that they 
had been looking for a project exactly like 

this to be part of the Qatar UK Year of Cul-
ture,” he says. So it was win-win all around. 

Though the crew was surprised to find an 
artist in their midst when they set sail from 
Ras Laffan on July 29, they hadn’t yet real-
ised that Barbour was, in fact, one of them. 
Because he is not your regular, run-of-the-
mill artist. He doesn’t dabble in moonlight, 
fruits, naked emotions, the abstract and 
such. His muses are little more uncon-
ventional; “Construction, machinery, in-
dustry,” he says, “I’ll never tire of drawing 
them.” Straight lines, steel, dust, smoke, 
grease, moving parts... Yes, he’s definitely 
one of them. If his choice of subjects is in-
triguing, his method is even more so. The 
bright, primary colours of his pictures, 
which look wild, raw and almost childlike, 
draw you in at the very first glance. But 

english artist Ben BarBour recounts his 
experience of a unique artist residency, tracing 
the old pearl trades routes onBoard an lng 
tanker.

barbour presents his work to the captain 
photograpy by 

mark richards, aurora Imaging

ben barbour's sketch tItled – thIrd oFFIcer  
on the brIdGe
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then the details and nuances capture you 
and keep you transfixed. The subjects look 
like they are trapped in transition, because 
the drawing never quite seems finished. 
These pictures, Barbour calls them “ob-
servational drawings”, are about the mo-
ments; slices of time and space locked in 
between pen strokes. 

The most memorable part of the journey, 
he says, was the one whole day they took 
to traverse the Suez Canal. “It’s one-way 
traffic and we travelled in a convoy with 18 
other tankers sailing in a straight line, back 
to back. And at nights I thought I could see 
every single star in the Milky Way,” he says. 
The other days were pretty routine. “I’d 
usually spend the mornings after breakfast 
in the Engine Room making quick draw-
ings. “The crew was fantastic. They’d let me 
follow them around and capture them at 
work while making sure I didn't topple over 
and break my neck. They also sat patiently 
for portraits which usually took 1-2 hours.” 
The crew committed themselves to the ex-
ercise; towards the end of the voyage, Bar-
bour even conducted a special workshop 
for those interested is making ink drawings 
using traditional bamboo calligraphy pens 
from Qatar. “We were drawing everyday 
items from the ship, such as tools from the 
engine room workshop, navigation imple-

ments and safety equipment,” he wrote. “I 
was surprised to find that even today, a lot 
of the navigation is done on charts with co-
ordinates being mapped out hourly; I even 
learnt how to use a sextant,” he says. He 
regularly shared photos and drawings from 
the trip with the outside world through 
the patchy satellite connection. “On each 
picture is the GPS location of where it was 
made. So when they eventually go on show 
(in Doha and Wales) the viewer will be able 
to follow my journey through them.”

For most artists, drawings are just a 
means to an end. But Barbour begins where 
others stop. “In art school, where most peo-
ple eventually quit doing drawings, I just 
continued, going on to do my postgradu-
ation from Prince’s Drawing School,” he 
says. “Today, perceptions are changing and 
drawings are seen as art in their own right. 
It’s a more immediate way to get something 
across. The sketches that the Old Masters 
made 400 years ago still seem fresh and 
spontaneous. Depending on what stage you 
decide to leave the sketch, they often feel 
more alive than a finished project.”

Barbour has been in Doha for the better 
part of the last two years, since he was invit-
ed for a five-day drawing residency to cap-
ture and immortalise downtown Msherib 
before it was changed forever. “I knew 
right away that I wanted to come back here. 
Luckily I got to work with the Msherib Art 
Centre, curating projects of local artists 
who create works inspired by the old part 
of the city and the objects found there.”

Though he says he will be busy with 
the exhibition till the end of year, he al-
ready has his fingers crossed about what 
he hopes to do next. “I would really love 
to do a follow up of this project by visiting 
the dry docks in South Korea where these 
tankers are built and those in India and 
Pakistan where they go to die.” If things 
fall into place for Barbour, like they did 
this time around, it’d seem like his nautical  
adventures are just starting 

these pictures, 
Barbour calls them 

“observational 
drawings”, are about 

the moments; slices 
of time and space 

locked in between pen 
strokes. 

looking down onto the supply boat at Fujayrah

lookout: marker pen on cancelled chart
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