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Expedition to the North Pole was composed mostly between 1984 and 1988, with
some revisions and new matenial added in 1992-93 and further revisions made in 1999, The
text is selected and adapted from various sources, the most important of which is Farthest
North by the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen (in an English wanslation published in
1898). This is Nansen’s acoount of his Arctic expedition of 1893-96, in which he describes
how with a crew of twelve men in his ship Fram, specialty built to withstand the pressure of
the ice, he sailed from Norway into the Kara Sea, penetrated the frozen Arctic Ocean porth of
Siberia and drifted westwards with the prevailing curreat towards Greenland. Nagsen reached a
record latitnde of 86° 13' in a sledge journey from the icebound ship with dogs and one
companion, Fredenik Johansen, before being turned back by massive nidges of piled-up ice.
The Prologue ‘Unseen and untrodden...’, the passages describing the immensity of the Arctic
icescape and the Aurora Borealis (‘The whole sky is ablaze...”) and the final section before the
Epilogue (*Over the icefields there are cold vielet-blue shadows...”) are all taken from Nansen’s
book. Other sources include a 12th century Norse text quoted by Nansen, Kongespielet,
which describes eafly Viking explorations in the far north (the baritone solo ‘As soon as one
has traversed the greater part of the wild sea.. ”j; William L. MacKinlay's Karluk which tells
the story of a ship abandoned in the Arctic ice north of Siberia in 1914, and Robert E. Peary’s
The North Pole (1910). The section ‘From shipwreck o have advanced into the midst of
impenetrable whiteness..." borrows somi= phrases from Mallarmé's last poem Un coup de Dés
(first published in 1897), which is aeply infused with the imagery of Polar exploration.

The music is thus not intended to relate specifically 1o any single expediten, but rather to
give a general impressicn, vased on a compilation from different sources, of attempts to reach
the North Poie in the 19th and early 20th centuries. The image of shipwreck (in a fragment
derived from Mallarmé), for example, is not relevant to Nansen's voyage in the Fram (which
remrned safely o Norway after three years in the Arctic); it might refer to the disastrous
Franklin expedition of 1847-48, or to the wreck of the Jeanette, crushed in the ice north of
Siberia in 1881. The Epilogue (in the composer's own words) reflects upon the inberent
uncertainty of any claim to have reached the North Pole at this time, iocluding that of Robert
E. Peary in 1509,

These are some of the historical references on which Expedition to the North Pole is based.
The work celebrates the aspirations and achievements, the failures and ironies of the heroic age
of Arctic exploration. Beyond its literal sources, it may also be understood as a metaphor for
single-minded, even obsessive dedication in the face of incalculable physical and psychological
obstacles to any unknown and possibly unattainable goal.
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The first complete performance (apart from the 1999 revisions) was given by the London
Concert Choir, conductor Gregory Rose, with Sara Stowe (soprano solo} and Peter Barley
(piano) at St. James's Church, Piccadilly, London on 7th July 1993. An earier version
(excluding bars 368 - 459, which were added in 1993) was perfonmed in December 1991 under
the titte Farthest Norih, by the Elysian Singers of London, conductor Matthew Greenall, with
Joanina Nattrass (soprano solo) and Andrew Ball (piano).

Note on Epilogue:

In his biography of Peary The Noose of Laurels (published in 1989) Wally Herbert has shown
beyond reasonable doubt that the explorer Dr. Frederick Coslhwas never closer than 400 miles
to the North Pole during his 1908 expedition, and thai Peary was probably about 50 miles
from the Pole on 6th April 1909 (the day he claimed to-liave reached it).

‘The North Pole has almost no significsice except on the map, where it marks the
convergence of the meridians of longiwide. In physical reality it is an unmarked and
indefinable point in a featureless regiczof shifting pack ice which circulates clockwise round
the Arctic Ocean,’

{adapted from John Dyson: The Hot Arciic)

A shorter version of the work may be performed, omitting bars 368-459. In this case, the
piano plays the low octave B (3/2 bar, as at fig. S), and the Epilogue follows immediately
after this bar.

The duration of this shorter version is about 22 minules.
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EXPEDITION TO THE NORTH POLE

PROLOGUE  Unseen and untrodden under their spotiess mantle of ice, the rigid polar regions
stept the profound sleep of death from the earfiest dawn of time.
But the limits of the unknown had to recede before the ever-increasing search
for light and knowledge, till they made a stand at the threshold of the polar regions,
with their endiess silence. Nowhere has knowledge been achieved at greater cost of privation
and suffering; even now, darkmess still rules over vast tracts around the Pole.

Endless icescape, a desert of frozen sea; ghastly grey light as far as the eye can reach.
Endless icescape, a vast and boundless void, where time and space are dissolved into infinity.

On ever northward, over the desolate ice plains, in search of the unknown spaces
and silences of the polar void.

Endless icescape, a desert of frozen sea; ghastly grey light as far as the eye can reach.
Endless icescape, a vast and boundless veid, where-tme and space are dissolved into infinity.
Over the desolate ice plains, in search of the un'mewn spaces and silences of the polar void.

As soon as one has traversed the greater p@t,of the wild sea, one comes upon such a huge quantity
of ice that nowhere in the whole world has the like been known, This ice lies far to the north,
beyond the limits of land. It lies at utnes quite still; but sometimes its movement

is so strong and rapid as to equal titai of a ship running before the wind.

On the threshold of unknow regions unseen and untrodden from the earliest dawn of time;
limitless emptiness of ir{inite space, a fearful wilderness of ice.

Thousands upon thousands of jagged fantastic shapes gleaming and glistening
in every conceivable shade of blue.

The whole sky is ablaze with glowing waves of fire, glistening writhing twisting bands

of many-coloured light playing over the icefield. Across the whole vault of the

northern sky, flickering arches of rainbow colour, coming and going as if driven by a storm,
surpassing anything one can dream.

Search in vain for Zero land, mirage dream or illusion; a desert of silence.

Immense masses of ice extending northwards indefinitely. massive upheaved ice boulders,
ridge upon ridge to the horizon, aggregated, arushed and disintegrated with continual pressure.

Almost impossible to advance further...
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EPILOGUE

From shipwreck to have advanced into the midst of impenetrable whiteness
without vessel vain no matter where

to have advanced

to have reached as far as where
in endless emptiness

all reality dissolves

to stagger and to {all
and thus to perish unknown to the world we have left behind?

In vain to have reached this vacant realm of silence
Nothing to have here achieved
all aspiration void

in this great absence
to seek and not to find?

Wastelands of vacancy, frozen immobility, sileice and oblivion...

Over the icefields there are cold violet-bive snadows,
with streaks of red catching the last re{’ection of the vanished day
High above, deep blue and then infitite space, where no dawn will ever break

What matter if we perish, in the endless cycles of etemnity?

This is the world that «mli*be: the heat of the sun declines,

glacial epochs come and go, the drifting ice extends ever further southward
until all the seas of the earth are frozen into oblivion

the last traces of life disappear...

Did they reach the Pole?

We shall vever know

For though they travelled far and suffered much
Over shifting ice and treacherous floe

through fog and mist and blinding snow

There is no way to know how near they came
to their indefinable goal

No point, no place

but only drifting ice in endless Arctic space

text selected and adapted from Farthest North by Fridtjof Nansen
and other sources
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(Long pause before Epilogue)
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EPILOGUE
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Did they reach the Pole? We shall ne - ver know For thopgh they tra - velled| far
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SR e e T
i 7 s e
1 T T b4 v
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through fog and  mist and blind - ing snow There s no way 1o know
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