
1



22



33

In 1954 and 1955, my great-uncle Pierre Bordet, a
geologist, joined the French mountaineering
expeditions to Makalu, the fifth highest mountain
in the world located in Nepal.

While the French alpinists successfully reached
the summit of Makalu on May 15��, 1955, my great-
uncle was one of the first geologist to map parts
of the Himalaya mountain range. His travels to
Makalu initiated over 20 years of geological
research and mapping expeditions across Nepal
and Afghanistan. His journal “Mémoires de mon
marteau” ⁽¹⁾, as well as hundreds of photographs,
are part of my family legacy, and inspired me to
travel to Makalu base camp in April 2019. A year
later, I initiated my first graphic novel: “Makalu”.
My great-uncle’s notes constitute the basis of the
script, and I am using his numerous photographs
as visual references for drawing the panels.

Exhibiting my work at Arts Underground in June
2022 is an opportunity to present the progress I
have made so far on this project, as I anticipate a
few more years of work until completion. This
comic book is a complement to the exhibit, a
piece of the story you can bring home. I hope it
captures your imagination and encourages you to
follow the rest of my journey. In the meantime,
you can follow the evolution of this project on my
social media accounts, or simply by contacting me.

Thank you for picking a copy of this book, and
enjoy the read!

For more information:

Email: esther.bordet@gmail.com
Website: https://www.estherbordetpainting.com/makalu

Instagram/Facebook: @estherbordetpainting



44

This short comic is a “teaser” version of the graphic novel “Makalu”. It provides
visual context to the history of Himalayan exploration, specifically the 1954-55

French expeditions to Makalu, and how and why my great-uncle Pierre Bordet got
involved in an adventure that would define the rest of his career as a geologist.

This comic was written and drawn during the summer of 2020. It is published here
for the first time.
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Here we are. Standing at Makalu base camp, looking at this 8485 m* giant.
Now, let’s have a closer look at my work on the graphic novel itself.

The following pages comprise original panel drawings, as well as character
sketches. I briefly develop a few central themes of the story: the war-like
spirit of mountaineering expeditions in the 50’s, the complex relationship

between my great-uncle and the alpinists, and the colonial-type
interactions between the Europeans and the hundreds of porters and

Sherpas who assisted them for months.

*Depending on the source, the elevation
of Makalu ranges from 8463 m to 8485 m
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In the graphic novel, Makalu base camp is a magnetic and timeless place at 5000 m elevation,
towards which all the protagonists gravitate. Interactions between the French alpinists and
geologists, trekkers, and hundreds of Sherpas and porters, are driven by a non-linear temporal mesh,
weaving between 1954-55 and 2019.

In addition, I created a fictional temporal dimension, in which my character materializes at base camp
on the eve of the final ascent of Makalu in 1955. In this fictional time, my character - initially baffled -
makes the most of the situation by conversing with Pierre and the alpinists, who are all deceased
today. I juxtapose my great-uncle’s approach to mountains, adventure, geology, and spirituality, to
my own perspective, and explore themes such as blood memory and family legacy, the status of
women in science and athletics, colonial-style interactions between the Europeans and their porters,
and the human motives behind the exploration of remote mountain ranges.

The story blends several genres, including adventure, documentary, and graphic memoir.

I am creating the drawings with India ink and walnut ink, each representing a specific time frame. I
depict scenes taking place in 1954-55 in sepia, and 2019 in black and white. I use a juxtaposition of the
two inks on panels representing the fictional temporal dimension. I am also inserting colour
photographs from Pierre Bordet’s travels in the narration.

I am working simultaneously on two versions of the script, in French and English, and I plan to have
the story published in both languages. This choice reflects the origins of the characters, the
multilingual interactions and communication challenges they experience while in Nepal, and will
speak to both a francophone (North American and European) and anglophone audience.

In April 2019, I traveled to Makalu base camp with printed photographs taken by my great-uncle. I recognized many
of the landscapes he had captured in the early fifties. At base camp, I found the exact location from which he had
taken a photograph of Peak 6.

(Right page) My character is quite shocked to encounter Pierre Bordet at Makalu base camp... Experiencing
hallucinations at high altitude is a very likely scenario. In the story, the physical symptoms of altitude sickness

provide me with a perfect narrative tool to blur the lines of time and merge fiction and reality.
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Hiking up Shipton La, April 2019 (India ink on paper)
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The French camp at the base of Makalu in 1955. Drawn after a photograph
by J. Franco in the illustrated version of his book (Walnut ink on paper)
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Nepalese woman

Old Nepalese man
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The 1954 and 1955 expeditions to Makalu were mandated by the French government ⁽²⁾. They took
place in a post-WWII geopolitical context marked by the hegemony of European colonizing
countries⁽⁴⁾. In the world of mountaineering, this crave for domination translated into a ruthless race
to the fourteen summits over 8000 m (the “eight thousanders”), eight of which are located in Nepal.

Successful expeditions took place back-to-back between 1950 and 1964, a period referred to as the
“golden age” of Himalayan climbing. European alpinists came from a privileged and educated social
background and were affiliated to select, men-exclusive alpine clubs ⁽³⁾⁽⁴⁾. Their motivations in the
Himalayas were purely about the athletic achievement, and stained with patriotism.

My great-uncle did not get along with the alpinists ⁽¹⁾. He was annoyed at their constant bragging
about various mountaineering achievements, and their never-ending conversations about fresh food
that would never be available at 5000 m. In 1955, during the second expedition, he made his own
itinerary, voluntarily detaching himself from the alpinists group (although still benefiting from their
logistical support). He conducted his mapping work solo, or accompanying groups of Sherpas who
were traveling between villages.

I have been enjoying reading social science papers focusing on genre studies and colonialism in the context of the
history of mountaineering ⁽³⁾⁽⁴⁾. It makes me giggle to imagine how alpinists from the 50’s would have reacted to
this very 21st century research!

(Right page) Pierre Bordet invites my character to join him for tea, and meet the group of French alpinists. In this
fictional scene, I imagine the condescending and misogynistic attitude of the alpinists based on a number of

references, including the book by J. Franco ⁽²⁾, and a social science study which reviews the very few
autobiographies written by female mountaineers ⁽³⁾.
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Himalayan expeditions would never have succeeded without the massive logistical support and
knowledge of the terrain from local populations. The Himalayas are a rugged place, where isolated
communities struggle to survive. Nepalese and Sherpa people worship their mountains. Therefore,
climbing for the sake of it was not a thing until the Europeans showed up with tonnes of gear,
ambitious conquest plans, and a massive ego ⁽⁵⁾.

The behavior of the French alpinists towards the Sherpas as described in Jean Franco’s book ⁽²⁾ is
respectful, but extremely condescending. Several photographs taken by my great-uncle are an
uncomfortable testimony of the not-so-distant European colonial history.

Since the 50’s, thousands of Sherpas and porters have massively supported mountaineering
expeditions in exchange of a salary: the promise of a better, easier life in a rough environment. They
have opened routes for generations of alpinists, summited peaks with them, and died doing their
job⁽⁵⁾. It took decades for porters and Sherpas to get the recognition they deserve in the race to the
Himalayan summits. Nowadays, every single expedition initiative, every successful mountain ascent
by a Nepalese- or Sherpa-only team, no matter how publicised, is a major win over decades of
mountaineering expeditions shaped by a colonial model.

A photograph by Pierre Bordet (left) inspired a panel from the graphic novel (right). The photograph shows the
alpinists wearing white hats, sitting on chairs, while potential porter candidates stand in line for a physical checkup
conducted by Doctor Rivolier.

(Right page) Clarifying the definition of the word “Sherpa”, which tends to be misused to
describe any high- altitude porters, regardless of their cultural origin.
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My name is Esther Bordet. I am an artist, geologist and builder, among other things. I was born in
Paris, France in 1983. I moved to Canada in my early twenties to study and work in geology. A few
years after moving to the Yukon in 2015, my career took a different turn as I decided to focus on my
artistic pursuits, particularly to create my own comics.

I attended my first graphic novel course at Emily Carr University in Vancouver, BC, and later attended
a workshop at the Center for Cartoon Studies in Vermont, USA. I discovered that creating comics is
possibly one of the most time-consuming art forms. Each panel is a picture. Each page comprises
multiple panels. Each book is made of dozens of pages. However, a comic is more than an assembly
of pictures. It is a visual language combining writing and storytelling skills.

I didn’t think I had these skills when I decided to draw comics. In fact, all I had been writing for over a
decade was scientific reports, articles and graduate theses. I used a highly technical jargon, to be
read only by a minuscule and nerdy audience of geoscience academics and industry specialists. This
category of writing seemed awfully remote from storytelling.

However, of all the sciences, geology requires a creative brain and a fertile imagination. Hypotheses
are grounded in fossilized life, timescales are so large they surpass our cognitive capacities, theories
are built over landscapes that are long gone (and maybe never were...). In geology, you build a solid
scientific reasoning based on observation and data, but there is inevitably a point when you must
surrender to your imagination. Nothing can be proven with 100% certainty because time travel is not
an option to confirm your hypotheses. Our imagination is our time machine. This process of infusing
imagination into scientific reasoning is sometimes referred to as “geopoetry”. The term bears an
ironic connotation depending on who uses it. Personnally, I think it perfectly addresses the necessary
use of art in geoscience.

So, when I took a career shift from geology to comics, I continued doing what I had always done:
telling stories. Now, I use the universal language of images.

Since 2021, I have been a full-time illustrator. This new professional endeavour allows me to support
my comic artist life, an activity which definitely falls into the category of “massive time suck with very
little financial reward.” More importantly, I get to practice drawing and consolidate techniques on a
daily basis. Finally, this illustration practice also fulfills my scientific brain, having been proudly
contracted multiple times for illustrating geopoetry!
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An example of geopoetry: Jurassic marine and subaerial fauna from theWhitehorse region
(illustration commissioned by the Yukon Gelogical Survey, 2021)
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A huge thank you to Lauren Greenlaw,
Amy Kenny and Maxine White for their

thorough review, constructive
comments and edits on a first version

of this book.

© Esther Bordet 2022

The content of this publication is protected by Canadian copyright law. Images or text may not be
copied, printed, or published, unless you have obtained my written permission to do so. I encourage
you to spread the word about this project by sharing this publication with your community and social
circle. Mentions of my work through your favorite social media channel(s) are much appreciated, as
long as my authorship is properly acknowledged.

Tin Cabin Publishing is an imprint of Esther Bordet Painting. It is located
on the traditional lands of the Ta'an Kwach'an Council and the Kwanlin
Dün First Nation, near the city of Whitehorse, Yukon Territory, Canada.

AMap of the Makalu trail, Nepal

The inside cover image of this book is a photo montage
featuring my first geologist hammer (a gift frommy aunt
Sylvie when I turned 18 years old), rock pebbles collected in
the Barun River valley, and Pierre Bordet journal “Mémoires
de mon marteau”, published in 2002 as a family initiative.

The annotated 1:50000 topographic maps are produced by
the Survey Department of His Majesty’s Government of
Nepal in co-operation with the Government of Finland (first
edition, 1996). Partial reproduction of these maps in this
photo montage is deemed to qualify as “fair use.”

Photo on page 22 by Mark Kelly Photography.
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