

[image: Image]







[image: image]










[image: Images]





for Anna




CONTENTS


Epigraph


Introduction


The broken mirror


Upernavik Museum, Greenland


I


Scientists


Calling time


Bodleian Library, Oxford


Halley VI Research Station, Antarctica


II


Explorers


Paper trail


Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam


Scott Polar Research Institute, Cambridge


National Library, Greenland


III


Hunters


The sound of a knife


Ilulissat Kunstmuseum, Greenland


The British Museum, London


IV


Skaters


Traces


Reagan National Airport, Washington DC, USA


Kinross Curling Club, Scotland


V


Philosophers


Under the glacier


Gunnar Gunnarsson Institute, Iceland


Vatnajökull, Iceland


VI


Gamblers


Break-up


Jan Michalski Foundation, Switzerland


South Tyrol Museum of Archaeology, Italy


Epilogue


The icehouse


Walden Pond, Massachusetts, USA


The oceans


Notes


Acknowledgements


Additional Copyright Acknowledgements






On the way a miracle: water become bone.


Riddle 69, from the Exeter Book, 
translated by Kevin Crossley-Holland






Introduction


THE BROKEN MIRROR




Upernavik Museum, Greenland


And if the sun had not erased the tracks upon the ice, they would tell us of polar bears and the man who had the luck to catch bears.


Obituary of Simon Simonsen of Upernavik, called ‘Simon Bear Hunter’




From Baffin Bay all that can be seen of the island is the museum built on the promontory, its timber frame painted blood red. It’s said to be the most northern museum in the world. On some days the building is almost completely buried under snow or obscured by mist. In winter, the whole island is surrounded by a moat of ice.


No ships can navigate such conditions, so my first sight of Upernavik is from the air. The propeller plane stops to refuel often as it flies up the west coast of Greenland. At Uummannaq Airport I descend the folding steps to stretch my legs. The pilot has parked in the middle of the runway and I meander over to the terminal to buy some mints. The sky is a dense indigo, broken only by stars. As we travel on, the weather worsens. By the time we reach 72 degrees north, and begin to make our descent to Upernavik, the storm has intensified and the plane struggles to alight on the short airstrip. But we can’t fly back, or onwards to a safer landing.


I can just make out the spot-lit airport sign through the blizzard – each capital letter cut from wood and painted pink. Upernavik means ‘springtime place’. The island was named by a nomadic people who once came here by boat when the winter ice broke up, to trade and to fish. Later inhabitants have learnt to adapt, to live here year-round and make use of the ice.


I’ve been travelling for three days to reach this island – the times, and sometimes the days, of the flights were uncertain, and I felt as powerless as a toy in the bedroom of a child who has abandoned its games and gone to tea. The final stage of the journey takes only a few minutes. As the taxi slaloms from the airport to my new house by the harbour, I pass the lit windows of homes scattered down the hillside. There’s an Arctic myth that tells how before the sun came into being, ice could burn. People used ice to fuel their lamps, because no one could go hunting in the dark. Tonight the sea ice is luminescent, and mysterious objects glow by the shoreline in the twilight, their shapes distorted and concealed under snow. It will be weeks until the spring thaw, and sunshine, reveal what they are.


When I received the email inviting me to work in the artist’s ‘refuge’ at the museum, I was offered a choice: summer or winter. ‘Contrary to the summertime,’ wrote the museum director, ‘the darkness of the winter to many southerners seems like a terrible and nasty time lying in wait. But whenever one gets accustomed to the darkness it proves to be a peaceful time that leaves the time for thought that one usually lacks.’


I certainly lacked time for thought. I worked during the day for a book and manuscript dealer in London, and pursued my own projects in the evenings. I liked my job. Authors would bring drafts of their poems and plays to the shop on Seven Dials and I sorted the disordered papers, removing rusting staples and paper clips, and listing the contents. After months of sensitive negotiations, the papers would be sold, either heading in a black cab to the British Library ten minutes away, or being shipped overseas to other august institutions. Drafts were more valuable than fine copies, because they showed the workings of the mind. The words a writer had crossed out, in retrospect, became more valuable than their best lines. I learnt the true value of uncertainty.


Sometimes as I sat among reams of paper and the legal pads with their scribbles, the perforated and punched continuous stationery spilling off my desk onto the floor, I felt as if forests of trees were passing through my hands. I wondered why, in a world that seemed pretty close to ruin, I was spending my days conserving all this paper rather than endangered species. The more archives I catalogued, the more concerned I became about their future readers. Humans had libraries to preserve their fragile records, but the gloomy news headlines put our own survival as a species – and that of the wider world – in doubt. As for my own writing, I was only just beginning to consider what I wanted to say.


One day a photographer brought me a box of transparencies depicting cobwebby window panes, cracked mirrors and shadowy corners. As I held each slide up to the light to see the image in miniature, Claire told me she had taken the photographs at a ruined property in the Irish countryside. Her family’s property, which her parents had abandoned after her brother was killed in a motorcycle accident. ‘Could you write about this?’ she’d asked.


How do you write about that kind of loss? I researched the science behind capturing an image on film: early optics, experiments in darkrooms, how the camera works. I thought about how a photograph can evoke something that’s no longer there and studied the rules behind the invisible forces that have such a strong influence on our lives. I read about Einstein, who believed that formulae waited to appear to the right person, like finger-writing on a mirror, revealed when steam hits the surface.


The deadline for Claire’s exhibition was tight. I worked through the night for a week. ‘Plenty of time to sleep when you’re dead,’ she said.


I discovered that light was reassuringly predictable: it travelled in a straight line, sometimes over millions of miles, and arrived faithfully on our planet even when the stars it had come from had burnt out. The lives which it illuminated, by contrast, were all too brief. Ice would be a better metaphor for the human condition – part of an endless cycle of change.


‘You look exhausted,’ Claire said, when we met to talk through what I had written.


‘Uh-huh.’ That week the shop had also taken delivery of sixty years’ worth of diaries from a historian in west London.


‘Why don’t you get away? If you did a residency, you’d have the time to make your own work, instead of always dealing with someone else’s.’


Claire was right. I would go as far away as possible from this expensive city with its cycle of bank loans and bookselling and brief bursts of free time. I would find out how other artists were recording this temporal world, and immerse myself in archives that nature itself had devised.


I turned my attention from optics to ice. From light to darkness. When I received the offer from Upernavik, I found the idea of the terrible and nasty 24-hour polar night and the midwinter cold appealing. I emailed the museum back: I will come in January.


On my last day at work, Bernard rang the bell, and I buzzed him upstairs to the office. He was my favourite of the many writers who passed through the shop, always to sell, never to buy. I was pleased to have a chance to say goodbye. He struggled up the stairwell with a check plastic holdall bulging with correspondence, prescriptions and play scripts, and sank down into a chair. His body was ruined by years of writing and amphetamines. Other authors would deposit their manuscripts and scurry off, but Bernard always stopped to ask how I was – if only to give himself time to recover his breath.


‘Fine,’ I said, when he asked. ‘I’m leaving.’


‘Good!’ he said cheerily. ‘What’s next?’


‘I’m going to the Arctic,’ I said, trying not to sound too pleased with myself.


‘That’s marvellous. Well done. You need to get away from all this’ – he flapped a hand at the vellum-bound editions of poetry, the gilt spines of the classics – ‘to find your own voice. Can I have my bag back, please?’


Over the weekend I packed up my cups and candlesticks. Boxed some books, gave away the rest. Handed the key of my Highbury bedsit back to the landlord. Tried to leave a forwarding address with the Post Office: Upernavik Museum, Box 93, 3962 Greenland. But ‘Greenland’ was not on the Post Office’s drop-down menu of nations. I began to wonder if the place I was going really existed, or if I’d imagined it into being.


The morning after my arrival, I walk through the cold museum building, peering into vitrines at the scanty evidence left by earlier visitors. I admire the ornate lettering engraved on a barometer and the entries in a logbook from one of the whaling ships that looted this coast in the eighteenth century. The first European explorers named Upernavik the ‘Women’s Island’. No one knows why for sure, but people speculate that when the explorers’ tall-masted ships passed the island, the men were away on a long hunting trip. Folklore tells of women in such situations, left alone in the settlements, but in these tales the boats that appear on the horizon are not those of whalers. It was believed that when the men left to go hunting, the spirits of the seals they had killed would sail ashore on boats of ice to exact revenge on their wives.


There are no traces of these boats of ice in the museum, but in another room I find evidence of the hunters’ craft. A rusting harpoon blade. A mirror lashed onto the end of a pole for watching the movement of sea creatures under the ice. A pair of snow goggles: just a band of whalebone to cover the eyes, with a narrow incision to see through. Hunters wore these on long journeys in the hope that they would be enough to prevent the sun’s glare from damaging the retina and causing snow blindness. I stare at them, wondering what it’s like to peer through that narrow gap towards a white horizon on the look-out for prey – and predators.


Many of the glass cases are empty. I almost walk past the tiniest object in the museum, the pride of its collection. It’s a copy of the Kingittorsuaq Runestone, a piece of soft slate into which a short text was scratched by three Norsemen around eight hundred years ago and left in a cairn on a neighbouring island. Only the men’s names survive: Erlingur the son of Sigvað, and the sons of Baarne Þorðar and Enriði Ás; the second half of their message is lost, written in mysterious characters that can’t be deciphered, even by rune-reading experts. I wonder what these Viking travellers made of this archipelago. What had they hoped to find here, so much further north than the fjords their countrymen had claimed? Did they ever make it back home? Their truncated story is emblematic of the history of Norse settlers in Greenland, none of whom would survive the fifteenth century, in part because of the cooling climate. During the Little Ice Age this green land was stricken by ice, and the sea trading routes back to Scandinavia and mainland Europe became impassable.


For much of the year there is still ice here, though its extent is changing. The sea ice around Upernavik may cut the island off from shipping, but it forms a bridge to a network of other islands leading back to the interior. (I know this only from poring over maps – even from the cemetery, the highest point I can reach on foot, the mountains looming beyond Upernavik read like one solid mass to me, a basalt barrier. I cannot imagine the waterways that wind between them, or the even larger mountains they conceal, and the ice cap further east.) I wonder about the first nomads, leaving their winter settlements deep within the fjord system, their skin boats laden, arriving at the outer parts of the archipelago as the spring came. They would have quit their igloos hastily while the weather was favourable, taking the cooking pot but leaving a clutter of bones and debris, possibly a few tools – or a shoe, a toy, forgotten in the hurry to round up children and dogs. Years passed, and bitter polar winds blew earth and snow over the midden. Archaeologists now describe the whole region as ‘an open-air museum’. In other words, people suspect there are interesting artefacts lying undiscovered everywhere under the ice. No matter that they cannot be seen. They exist, and the museum’s empty vitrines await their arrival patiently.


I can smell the filter coffee percolating. I climb a narrow wooden staircase to the office where Grethe, the museum assistant and sole member of staff on the island, is talking to Peter, a hunter who has dropped by to discuss weather conditions. A two-way radio stutters on the windowsill, issuing reports from Grethe’s father and brothers who are far out on the ice. It will be difficult to work, I discover, during these mornings at the museum – distracted by a long round of kaffe and conversation. Or are the conversations part of my work? Nothing is certain. I arrived full of questions. How long has the museum been here? What had happened to the director who encouraged me to come in winter? When would we hold the children’s workshop? In response to each enquiry people smiled at me indulgently, then changed the subject. As the weeks passed, I learnt to stop asking.


Each afternoon, Grethe locks up the museum and I stumble the few metres downhill to my cabin. When this building was the island’s bakery many people would have used the track. Now, no one but me comes here. As long as there hasn’t been a fresh snowfall I can place my boots into the deep footprints I made that morning. On other days, I must force a passage to my door through waist-high drifts of light snow. In the outer chamber, I brush snow from my waterproofs, unzip my goose-down gilet, and force off my damp boots.


I’m not the first outsider to call this place home. The museum has a rolling programme for writers and artists to come and work. Some of my predecessors have left a trace of their tenure, like the German filmmaker who was here last year: I opened the fridge on my first day to find a jar of apple spread (almost full), and there’s a packet of herbal tea in the kitchen cupboard. There are books too, in a variety of languages. Someone has left a collection of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales. I wonder whether a writer before me brought these, as I’d brought Treasure Island, knowing I might want something comforting that reminded me of childhood. Other objects in the house are clearly of local provenance. There’s a narrow skull on top of the TV, large enough that I can’t identify it as any animal I’ve seen before. I wonder whether it has any association with the polar bear skin, laid down over the wooden floorboards.


I knew this might be an unusual job. What puzzles me most is a sub-clause in the contract: if you’re an artist, you’re required to leave the work you make behind. If you’re a writer, you’re encouraged not to. The museum sets a greater store on images than words. I could paint the sea ice, or film the aurora, and this would be preserved in the museum collections; if I write something, no one wants to read it. Should I be relieved or offended that I’m required to take any words I write about Upernavik away with me?


The proviso offers me a rare opportunity to relax – I could do the little required of me, hunker down in this cosy house and dine with the neighbours. But the problem intrigues me. It is so different to the symbolic power that books have in my own culture. There must be some words I can write for the islanders.


I think of everything I do leave behind, every day. My carbon trail from all those flights to get here, for a start. The empty packets of little marzipan biscuits from the store, and the beer bottles that are building up in my kitchen. And worse, there are no sewage pipes on this rocky island, so every few days I have to extract the heavy-duty plastic bag from the toilet bucket, tie it carefully, carry it sloshing outside to wait in the snow for the waste disposal boy. It’s impossible to live and leave nothing behind, and my work ought to reflect that conundrum.


The one thing I want to leave behind as a trace of my tenure – words – isn’t wanted. Before I can challenge that rule, however, I will have to write something. I crumple up the sheet of paper I have been doodling icebergs on and start a new one.


No door in Upernavik has a lock. On a small island it would not do to imply that your neighbour is a thief. And since no one wants to be thought to be doing something secretive, people are free to come and go to each other’s houses at any time. But not me, Grethe warns. ‘You have to wait until the first time you’re invited, only then it’s okay.’ After a pause she adds, ‘You should come to us for dinner tonight. We have some seal.’


Sitting at my desk overlooking the harbour, a cup of black coffee beside me, in the twilight I spot flashlights bobbing away from the island across the shore-fast ice. Shadowy figures step carefully, pausing often. Nevertheless, their progress away from the island is steady; each time I look up, the lamps have grown more distant. Over dinner that evening, I ask Grethe’s husband what the men were doing. He explains they were on their way to drill through the ice and fish for halibut, testing the ice with their chisels before putting any weight upon it. They have to be adept at interpreting patterns and sounds in the ice, which tell them where to step to avoid falling into the freezing water. Each man’s understanding of the ice is essential to his survival. Grethe interrupts him. ‘My cousin drowned last month,’ she says matter-of-factly. ‘He just disappeared under the ice.’ Now I understand why she keeps an ear to her radio.


The ice, always mutable, is now dangerously unpredictable. During one of his many visits to the museum, Peter tells me that for the last few winters there has scarcely been sufficient ice for him to leave the island on his sled. Other times there’s too much snow: he must take along a shovel to clear the way to his fishing nets. No wonder he has so much time for coffee! He is pessimistic about the future. His beloved dogs are restless. Without their regular sled journeys over the sea ice, they are getting no exercise. Hunters cannot afford to feed animals that do not work, and he knows men who have been forced to shoot their dogs.


In an attempt to comprehend the changing way of life and presence of death on Upernavik, I turn to the bookshelves in the museum. There’s not much available. Most of the books are pictorial or practical: photograph albums and manuals on how to build a kayak or carve a paddle. I browse through a Greenlandic–English dictionary from the 1920s, not looking for any words in particular but rather letting chance definitions catch my eye. I discover that ilissivik means ‘bookshelf’ while ilisissuppaa means merely ‘a shelf or cupboard’. A subtle difference. They are clearly related to the verb illisivit, listed further up the page, meaning ‘to put it away’. And for those with too many shelves and bookcases, the dictionary informs me that ilisiveeruppaa is the verb for ‘having put something in a safe place but being unable to find it again’. I begin to see why this culture feels ambivalent about the printed word.


In an old newspaper I find an obituary of Simon Simonsen, a famous hunter from Upernavik, whose sons followed his profession. A tribute to his skills concludes: ‘And if the sun had not erased the tracks upon the ice, they would tell us of polar bears and the man who had the luck to catch bears.’ It dawns on me that tracks on the ice are considered a better way of telling hunting stories than any words. Even their disappearance is part of the story – an indication of time passing, as the hunter and hunted move on. When the last of the ice has melted, I realize, the records of the past will be the least of our concerns.


As January rolls into February the skies begin to grow lighter. Behind the high mountains the sun is returning. A few miles to the north, glaciers churn their way through the basalt cliffs and thunder into the icefjord. With each new day these icebergs drift slightly further south and crumble a little more into the water. These scarcely perceptible changes are just enough to suggest, disquietingly, that icebergs might be living things with minds of their own. In silhouette, the varied forms – domes and pinnacles, and a few great tabular bergs – look like a line of writing. I feel I might understand what it said, if I looked long enough.


Grethe is pleased I am taking an interest in the environment beyond the museum. It’s what she has been secretly hoping for, I know. She finds my obsession with objects, with books, with typing, curious and a little unhealthy. Every day I walk down to the shore and make a short film at the same spot. I hold my breath as I record the ice, trying to hold the camera still for as long as possible in my clumsy gloves. The ice here is uncanny, having been broken down by tides and storms, and reformed by cold, like Japanese porcelain repaired by a kintsugi master with a seam of silver lacquer. The view through the lens is always different. Sometimes water trickles over channels in the melting ice, which gently rises and falls with the incoming tide. On other days a thick rind of ice covers the sea, or a blizzard obscures everything. The shore-fast ice creeps across the bay, extending the shoreline by a mile and more, only to vanish on a stormy night. Making the film is a means to encourage my own close looking – but it’s hard to see the boundaries of an object when I don’t have words for what I’m seeing. Where does one ice formation end and another begin?


As the brief daylight fades, I return indoors. I relish the terms I find in an online oceanographic dictionary: frazil ice describes fine spicules and plates of ice suspended in water; nilas, the thin elastic crust that bends with waves and swell, and grows in a pattern of interlocking fingers; and easiest of all to spot, pancake ice, those irregular circular shapes with raised rims where one ‘pancake’ has struck against another.


When I’d been filming for a couple of weeks, it was time for a new vantage point. I dared myself to take a few steps out onto the shore-fast ice, like the fishermen I’d watched. I stepped gingerly, all too aware of the ocean just inches under my feet. I hoped that by standing upon the ice I’d achieve some kinship with the islanders. As I tiptoed back again, Grethe came down to the shore to meet me, and I wondered if she was going to reprimand me for my risky behaviour. But she was laughing. A little hurt, I asked her why.


‘Because you have been walking on the ice all this time,’ she said, pointing to the snow we stood upon, which I had assumed covered a rocky shore.


Ice does not always look like ice. I think of the origin myth, of the time when ice could burn. In those days, people had powerful words that when spoken could transport the speaker – home and all – to places where they could settle and find food. The saying of the words brought the place into existence. I wondered what words might have the power to carry people to a place of safety today?


Grethe taught me to say, ‘Illilli!’ when I passed her a cup of coffee, ‘There you go!’ She told me proudly that now I could be identified as coming from Upernavik: ‘If you were from Ilulissat, you’d say illillu.’


It was flattering to think I was becoming part of the community, but I was all too often reminded of my difference.


‘You work too hard,’ Grethe said one day. ‘You should be careful or you will never get a husband.’


It wasn’t the future husband I was concerned about so much as my existing friendships. Grethe kept a close eye on how often I plugged the ethernet cable into my laptop. Connectivity in Greenland is expensive, sporadic and slow. I treasured the letters that made it to me in a mail sack in the front seat of the plane, and even occasional parcels: the box of spices which my friend Ruth bagged up and labelled – turmeric, ginger, coriander – bringing scents of London to my rudimentary kitchen cupboard. The hand-printed poster that Roni, a former colleague, sent from Manhattan, which featured a quote from Gertrude Stein’s ‘Valentine for Sherwood Anderson’: ‘If they tear a hunter through, if they tear through a hunter, if they tear through a hunt and a hunter . . .’ I ran my fingers over the unmistakable deep bite of metal type on the luxuriant paper.


One night, after a quick supper of fish fingers, I take the book of Danish fairy tales down from the shelf and curl up on the sofa to read the story of the Snow Queen again. Like many fairy tales, it’s disturbing: it deals with an abducted child, whose eyes and heart have been pierced by shards of glass from a goblin’s broken mirror. I empathize with Kay, imprisoned by his regal kidnapper in a great northern castle formed from over a hundred halls of drifting snow, enduring her ice-cold kisses and trying to make sense of his situation by writing new words in the sharp, flat pieces of ice she has given him to play with. The Snow Queen tells Kay that when he can form the word ‘eternity’, he will be his own master; she will give him the whole world – and a new pair of skates. Kay drags the ice around, composes many figures, forms different words, but he can’t manage to make the word ‘eternity’, however hard he tries.


When I first read this story years ago, I longed to travel with Kay on his dizzying sledge-ride to Spitsbergen, and I fell in love with the wayward robber girl – a minor character, but not to me. Andersen’s words have a different meaning for me now. I read on, stretching my feet out on the polar bear rug. ‘I must hasten away to warmer countries,’ says the Snow Queen. ‘I will go and look into the black craters of the tops of the burning mountains, Etna and Vesuvius. I shall make them look white, which will be good for them, and for the lemons and the grapes.’ Away she flies, leaving Kay alone in her castle. And there his friend Gerda finds him, still looking at his pieces of ice, thinking so deeply, and sitting so still, that anyone might suppose he was frozen. It is Gerda’s tears that wash the piece of enchanted glass from his eye, and set them both free.


The sun appeared for the first time on Valentine’s Day. A golden line split the mist above the snowy peaks, rested there for a moment, and then slipped away. I expected it to rise a grudging inch each day, but the days lengthened with bewildering speed. By March the darkness was just a memory, and I grew as complacent about sunlight as I had been about snow. I found I could go outside without wearing two pairs of gloves. The ice surrounding Upernavik began to fragment, and down by the shore the creaking of floes was replaced by the more harmonious sound of water trickling over stones. I was ready to fly south too, eager for luxuries like lemons and grapes again.


‘Why don’t you change your flight?’ Grethe asked. ‘You could stay another month, come with me on the motorboat to the settlements.’


I was tempted – but I knew that if I stayed another week I’d never leave. Besides, the book that was beginning to take shape in my mind as a gift for the museum required more than the laptop I was equipped with. I would need a printing press, and gouache paint, and perhaps a particular ‘velvet’ paper made by a mill on the River Axe in Somerset. I knew where I could find the press, and hospitality while I set the type. I boarded the plane as planned, leaving Upernavik to enjoy its springtime. The warm weather was coming, and archaeologists would arrive in the archipelago hoping to discover new objects to place in the museum while I was making mine. The tiny plane accelerated down the runway, and the pilot lifted its nose towards the sun. As the plane banked, the island seemed to tilt away from me. I looked over the ice floes tessellated upon the ocean like Kay’s puzzle. I wasn’t going to try spelling out eternity. There was not enough time left for that. The ice was beginning to disappear – and before it vanished I wanted to learn what words it would teach me.




I


SCIENTISTS


CALLING TIME




Bodleian Library, Oxford


Halley VI Research Station, Antarctica


But we need the books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, like being banished into forests far from everyone, like a suicide.


Franz Kafka, letter to Oskar Pollak




I


A few months after returning from the Arctic, I sit at a wooden bay in the Upper Reading Room. Beyond the leaded glass windows the afternoon sky is indistinct. The forecast was bad this morning: rain is on the way. The clouds hanging over the spires of All Souls’ are such a static shade of white that the Gothic building looks like a cardboard cut-out stuck on a sheet of paper. The weather vane, a cast-iron arrow decorated with the initials of the compass points, doesn’t move.


My view is interrupted by decorative rosettes set within the window panes. They show human figures in sacred and secular pursuits: praying, tending animals, drawing water. Sundials used to be made this way, glass roundels hung against a window, painted with lines through which the light fell. You looked out of the window to tell the time.


The old glass distorts the view, as though it is raining already, as though the glass is running with water. Some students zip up their laptop cases and leave for lunch.


While spring returns I have been revisiting Upernavik in my mind: refining my sketches of icebergs, mixing inks to evoke the colour of the skies. I can’t forget the museum’s proviso and try to tell the story of ice using as few words as possible. The studio I have borrowed is still under construction, with walls on only three sides and a tarpaulin for a roof, but the printing press and drawers of metal type are already in place. I crank the cylinder forwards and backwards to print each page while builders drill into the walls beside me. Their radio plays classic love songs and breaking traffic reports. Not the usual conditions for fine press work, but within a few weeks I have managed to complete the book I will send back to Upernavik for the museum’s collection.


Rather than bringing my investigations to a close, this new publication just marks their beginning. My curiosity is growing. Living in the Arctic suggested new ways of thinking about language and landscape and time, but I want to ground these ideas. An appreciation of science would deepen my understanding of the ice formations I saw around Upernavik, and how they are changing. As I browse the entries in the library catalogue, I admire the informative records: each one is a book in miniature, composed by an anonymous author. A long list of fields: Title; Author; Publisher; Publication date; Format; Language; Identifier; Subjects; Aleph system number; Miscellaneous notes; Call number. A code for every book that has ever been printed in England, whether it is likely to find a reader or not. A register to bring order to this vast collection of information, buried in vaults beneath the ancient building.


I order The White Planet from the stacks. On the book jacket is a photograph of a stark icescape. The credit on the back flap tells me it is Fox Glacier on New Zealand’s South Island, the other side of the globe from Upernavik. The frozen sea looks violent, and somehow invites violence. I think of Kafka, who said that a book must unleash something painful, a terrible knowledge, it must ‘shake us awake’.


The book has been translated almost seamlessly from the original French. There are only a few places where the word choice makes me furrow my brow. I need to read quickly – I got to the library late this morning after a hairdresser’s appointment. I usually book in for a trim every six weeks or so, as soon as my short cut begins to grow out. While I was in Greenland, my style ran to seed. I am reassured now by the dull ritual: the hairdresser’s scissors orbiting my skull, snipping away the excess. More and more grey hairs these days, she points out, hoping I will book for a colour.


I shake my head, feeling how light it is. Tiny clippings fall onto the page as I read, and lie in the gutter of the book until I blow them away.


‘But we need the books . . .’ I begin to type the words that I will quote at the opening of this chapter. They precede Kafka’s more famous statement, ‘A book must be the axe for the frozen sea inside us.’ I type that too, and then I pause. Am I alone in liking the idea of possession by a frozen sea, more than that of the axe that would release the water? I doubt it: surely that is why the metaphor has become so famous. I let the cursor run back and delete it. I’m sure Kafka – who requested that his diaries and letters be burnt unread after his death – would understand.


The White Planet mentions ice cores, and I want to see an image. Online, I find a short documentary film that I watch with the sound off so as not to disturb the remaining researchers. I read the subtitles.


Dr Nerilie Abram is talking about her work with the British Antarctic Survey, analysing ice cores in order to understand past climates and predict those of the future. She has about two minutes to explain the complex science behind her research to a lay viewer.


The opening shot shows Dr Abram holding a circle of ice cut from a core. For a moment she is completely still; she looks like a painted saint in an icon, or a Roman emperor with an orbis terrarum, the symbol of one who holds the Earth – and all earthly power – in their hands. Until she blinks. She’s wearing a bright red waterproof; it’s the same colour as the expedition tents huddled on the Antarctic ice cap, which are already covered with a thin layer of snow. The colour of her jacket bleeds through the thin cross-section of ice, which is laced with tiny air bubbles. Disposed to find patterns, my eyes join up the bubbles. Now the ice appears to contain a hedgerow flower – cow parsley perhaps, or Queen Anne’s lace. Dr Abram holds the disc with as much anticipation as a child might hold a snow globe, but no amount of shaking will disrupt this snow scene.


When I was a child I longed to possess a paperweight I’d once seen, a dome of glass in which a dandelion clock was trapped. I used to pick dandelion clocks in the garden and blow away the seeds with their fine hairs. I never really believed that the number of puffs was a way to tell the time. Weren’t they more likely to indicate the power of my breath, like the tube the doctor made me blow into to test my lung capacity? Maybe the dandelion clocks would tell me the time I had left? But this dandelion was perfect and preserved under glass for ever. It would not grow, or wither, or let its seeds fall. It would place me outside of time.


Dandelions, cow parsley, Queen Anne’s lace: such plants are unknown in the Antarctic where this ice was found. The camera zooms in. Without Dr Abram’s fingers in the frame to set the scale, the disc could be as small as a communion wafer or large as a planet.


An aerial view of the Antarctic appears on the screen. That familiar irregular circle. Its neat circumference is interrupted by a scrawny peninsula jutting out into the ocean, looking for all the world as if it had been sketched by Dr Seuss. The continent’s circular appearance is down to the ice shelves that form three-quarters of the coastline, covering the many bays and inlets. Some of these shelves have begun to disintegrate; from the air you can see places where the ocean’s dark eclipse curves in towards the ice cap.


Antarctic ice shelves disperse in many ways. Bergs calve from the ice front, ice melts into the ocean beneath the shelf and drifting winds erode the surface. But the snow that falls on the central ice cap does not melt away. Each winter’s snowflakes are buried beneath further snowfalls. Over millennia, these layers compress and form firn, a grainy substance that contains pockets of atmospheric gases and even solid matter: infinitesimal specks of dust, ash and radioactive particles. Deep in the ice, the firn is pressed thinner. In the tiny spaces between the snowflakes, evidence remains of the environmental conditions at the moment they fell.


On research stations across the Antarctic ice cap – Halley VI, Dome F, Lake Vida, Vostok – scientists have begun to send drills down thousands of metres to extract cylinders of this ancient ice. Dr Abram reads a tracking device; she judges the click-click of depth readings and makes pencil notes. Her hands are gloved (red again) to protect them from the sub-zero temperatures. The great drill is winched lower. A core of ice is extracted and placed in a trough where it will be marked at intervals, and then cut along the marks with a rotary saw. Once a section has been sliced and stored in cold chambers dug out beneath the ice cap, another one will be drilled.


And another, and another. The 1.5-metre cylinders continue to be raised to the surface, until at last the drill touches the base of the ice sheet – or it breaks. There is no way to retrieve delinquent drill parts, stuck deep in the ice. The work is gruelling and may take several polar summers. The South Pole: the name suggests a long cylinder embedded at the end of the Earth, as if scientists could extract the essence of the Pole itself. Once, explorers rammed their flagpoles into the ice as proof of conquest; now science leaves behind only a cylindrical absence, tempered by chemical traces.


These giant icicles are witnesses to global climate and its history. Within them is evidence of past temperature, the gas composition of the lower atmosphere, solar variability, ocean volume, volcanic eruptions, rainfall, the extent of deserts and forest fires. Under the magnifying glass the cross-sections of the core glow like magic lantern slides. Summer and winter snowfall have an entirely different appearance: the coarse-grained summer hoar is covered with a fine-grained layer, densely packed by the winter winds. This pairing is known by scientists as the ‘depth hoar/wind slab couplet’. It is a surprisingly poetic term, which calls to mind the neat closing lines of a sonnet. The couplet forms an annual marker that – like the growth rings of trees – can be counted to date the core. One of the longest cores extracted to date, at Vostok, reached back 420,000 years. Its ice had lasted through four previous glacial cycles – surviving every time ice has formed on the planet’s surface, and then melted away.


Human beings, lodged on Earth’s thin crust, must drill deep or soar high to understand their environment. Knowledge comes from far beneath our feet, from distant outer space. The Antarctic ice stretches back to an era before the Cold War, before the competition between nations to reach the Poles, and the era of exploration that preceded it. By mining a single spot beneath the ice, scientists travel in time to a place beyond human memory, before any of the books here in the Bodleian Library were written. The polar ice is the first archive, a compressed narrative of all time in a language humans have just begun to learn. Only a few people are fluent: we rely on scientists to read the alphabet of elements and isotopes for us. I imagine Dr Abram recording her research, compiling graphs, the lines of which ascend and descend like ice formations. Drip, drip. The slow accumulation of data, the meticulous accretion of science.


II


‘For the Lord spake unto Job: Hast thou entered into the treasures of the snow? Out of whose womb came the ice?’


Surely no contemporary scientist would quote the Bible in their work? My interest in the patterns in the firn has brought me to an early study of snowflakes. Its author, Johannes Kepler, describes himself as a man ‘who has nothing and receives nothing’. The seventeenth-century mathematician and astronomer was concerned with harmony in nature and made significant advances in the field of optics, inventing – among other things – an improved version of the refracting telescope, which bears his name.


Kepler did not only investigate the vast reaches of the solar system. He also examined tiny forms close to hand, using his understanding of the stars to look at snow, which ‘falls from the heavens and looks like the stars’. His treatise on the spaces between snowflakes suggested a new theory of the tessellation of spheres, but it remained conjecture, and in time it acquired the dubious honour of being the oldest problem in geometry. In 1900 David Hilbert included it in his famous list of twenty-three unsolved mathematical problems. Eventually, over four hundred years after the publication of Kepler’s work, as I write these words, the BBC news announces that Thomas Hales’s ‘Flyspeck’ project has presented formal proof of Kepler’s conjecture.


Kepler’s research all began quite light-heartedly. De Nive Sexangula had its origins in a winter walk through Prague. ‘For as I write again it has begun to snow, and more thickly than a moment ago. I have been busy examining the little flakes. The water vapour thickened through the cold to snow, and single small snowflakes fell on my coat, all were six-cornered with feathered spokes . . .’ Kepler considers their symmetry. Why were they all six-cornered, he wondered? I can’t read any further, as the next page is uncut. Then I notice that every other page in the book is uncut – in other words I’m the first person to read this copy. There are library guidelines for situations like this. I go to the librarian’s desk to explain, and he gives me a silver paperknife. I’m astonished that I am allowed agency in this act – when I first joined the library, I had to sign a form to say I would never ‘kindle a flame’ in the building – but I take the knife back to my desk. I feel like a thief as I slip the knife into the fold and slice along the top edge of the page with two swift strokes. In doing so, I reveal a spread of information that previously I could only squint at. It is a privilege to be the first person to have access to these pages – but I don’t start reading them yet. The destructive action is addictive. I slit the next signature, and the next, all the way through the book. The paper sighs: I can almost feel the text escaping.


Now there’s a light fluff at the top of each page where my knife has passed. Kepler’s text – jaunty and self-effacing by turns – considers not only snowflakes but also the hexagonal cells of a honeycomb, the shape of pomegranate seeds, the arrangement of peas in a pod, three- and six-petalled flowers, regular Platonic solids, semi-regular Archimedean solids, the tiling of planes and the filling of spaces. Kepler contemplates the best way to stack cannonballs in order to occupy the smallest area.


Cannonballs for snowflakes: an unexpected conflation. Another conundrum faced by Kepler – one that I can understand – is how to anchor something as ephemeral as a snowflake in language, in order to explain his study of it. In the end, the snow comes to symbolize the very insecurity of his life. He hopes to be able to bring the snowflake that has fallen on his jacket to his patron and the treatise’s dedicatee, Imperial Councillor Baron Johannes Matthäus Wackher von Wackhenfels, but the moment he notices it, it melts away. Ironically it is his own existence – the warmth of his body – that destroys it. ‘Now quickly bring the present to my benefactor, as long as it exists and hasn’t through body warmth disappeared into nothingness.’ But it has disappeared into nothingness. The written word of his treatise must suffice to describe it.


At a climate conference in London a few weeks ago I paired up, during the one-minute speed-meeting session, with an amiable, bearded scientist, who told me that he’d held a piece of the Vostok ice core in the palm of his hand. Chris used up his whole minute describing the experience. ‘The thing is, it fizzed,’ he said. ‘It was melting with the warmth of my palm, and the air was under such pressure that it exploded out of its ice pockets. It fizzed,’ he repeated, ‘then it melted, and I just wiped it on my shirt.’ He passes his hand across the checked cotton covering his chest, an expression of mild bewilderment on his face as he relives his Keplerian encounter with a 20,000-year-old piece of ice.


I download a paper on the Vostok core from a science journal, hoping it will help me understand the work of cryologists. It joins other PDFs, chapters from PhD theses on modelling ice flow and UNESCO conservation reports, cascading across my screen, long slivers of text on a radiant white background.


I open the file with a single click and scroll through the text, which is crammed into two columns between a list of multiple authors and the dense footnotes. Science has so many authors! The tone is less personal than Kepler’s: these days, scientists must appeal to their sponsors not through friendship or the use of wit but by other means. This study describes eras of time that defy conventional numbering and must be represented by numerals crouching above the line like little deities. One language cannot convey the ice’s properties: symbols – Greek letters, geometric shapes – stand in for words. Charts saw-tooth across the page, recording variations over time, a silent sonograph between the regular, linear text.


Something causes me to look up from my computer. It has begun to rain. After a minute my screen, through inactivity, grows dim. Time telescopes. I’m summoned back from the Ice Age to my own era, the Anthropocene. Instead of struggling to comprehend millennia, I watch as the rhythm of raindrops on the glass quickens.


Somewhere in Antarctica, the snow that may never melt is falling, preserving isotopic evidence of my daily actions. Years from now, a scientist not yet born may read this story in the ice.


III


Sunlight filters into the University Museum through the glass-vaulted ceiling, the struts of which were designed to mirror the animal skeletons below. I haven’t come to see bones on my lunch break, but a rather special skin. I hurry to the back of the building where an almost-hidden archway gives access to the collection next door – the Pitt Rivers Museum. I descend to the gallery where objects from the Arctic are exhibited. I came here before I went to Greenland, hoping to learn something about the place I was travelling to. I’ve returned to look at an object that I haven’t been able to get out of my thoughts: the skin of a seal on which an outline of the Bering Strait has been painted. Did the irregular shape of the skin suggest a map to the artist? The coastlines of America and Russia almost follow its edge, an inch or less away in some places, in others slightly more – just enough to fit in a vignette of figures firing arrows at a bear, or a herder leading his reindeer.


It’s winter, and the sea is covered in ice. We know this because a man is standing in the centre of the yellowed skin, harpooning a seal at its breathing hole. The anchor line of a ship extends for several inches to the shoreline, a precaution often taken when wintering in a harbour where the ice might shift. Two dog teams pulling sleds approach the three-masted vessel. None of these activities would take place unless the seas were frozen. The sealskin is not only a map of winter hunting grounds: it also depicts the story of Europeans coming to the region in the 1850s and 1860s, making this a historical, as well as a geographic, chart.


Chronologies and cartographies were once very similar in Europe too. While the map-makers of the sixteenth century were making strides in their depiction of the globe, historians still faced the challenge of how to give form to time. They knew that the way they presented chronology would influence the perception of time itself. One solution was a chart in which individual events, reigns and crusades were listed in separate boxes. These remind me of the pages in my diary which show miles between train stations, hours between airports. Or even the periodic table. Out in the world, the chemical elements don’t stay in discrete boxes like distances do: they combine and mutate – and time doesn’t always do what you expect either.


To express the peculiar passage of time, some chronographers began to produce charts of world history that looked like maps of the globe, with different areas for different eras. This fashion culminated in Friedrich Strass’s Der Strom der Zeiten (1804) which shows history as a ‘Stream of Time’. It is an extraordinary production, which even follows a folding model like a map. At the top of the document, storm clouds gather and streams flow out from them. In fact, this landscape is nothing but water, with scarcely even a sandbank between the colourful tributaries, waterfalls and lakes – representing dynasties and nations – that crowd the paper, more like thirsty pot-bound plant roots than streams. The chart’s English translator William Bell wrote:




However natural it may be to assist the perceptive faculty, in its assumption of abstract time, by the idea of a line . . . it is astonishing that . . . the idea of a Stream should not have presented itself to any one . . . The expressions of gliding, and rolling on; or of the rapid current, applied to time, are equally familiar to us with those of long and short.




How small a step it is from a river of time to an ice core. Long before the bore-hole technology used to collect ice cores was invented (ironically to facilitate drilling for oil), the use of a line was mooted by scholars to order world history. One of the first uses of a linear narrative to depict the passage of time was a magnificent, untitled, 336-page work published in 1493, only a few decades after the invention of metal type in Europe. The book, known to English readers as the Nuremberg Chronicle, divides history into eight ages. Its author Hartmann Schedel began with the First Age of the World, which lasted from the Creation to the Deluge. ‘We wish to write briefly of these first days and the beginnings,’ he wrote, ‘as much as befits things that lie so far in the past.’ Schedel may have been inclined to brevity from an awareness that any accurate dating of those ‘first days’ was impossible: holy books in ancient Hebrew and Greek differed on the interval between the Creation and the Flood by six hundred years. Schedel was on surer ground with more recent, and better documented, events. His Sixth Age culminated in a careful account of the election of Maximilian as Holy Roman Emperor in 1486. Between 1486 and the end of the world, Schedel left three blank pages for readers to fill with any significant events that might occur between publication and the Apocalypse.


Christopher Columbus’s first sight of Jamaica in 1494, John Cabot’s voyage to Newfoundland in 1497, Vasco da Gama landing in India in 1498: these were still to come. When I think of all the events that have unfolded between then and now, the three pages in the Chronicle seem a laughable allowance. Not even the most talented scribe could fit into them a comprehensive narrative of the last five hundred years – and if humans are lucky, there may be more decades ahead. (If only Schedel had been able to harness the seemingly limitless dimensions of the internet.) While he did not know the immediate future, the events of the Apocalypse itself were reassuringly preordained by biblical accounts. The Eighth Age would end in the Last Judgement. Schedel wrote:
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