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TOWARD NO EARTHLY POLE

Completed almost exactly two centuries to the day after John Keats sent a letter to his brother George
Keats describing Captain Ross’s recent journey to the far regions of the globe, my work Toward No
Earthly Pole sets three Victorian texts about the Arctic for an unusual ensemble of two voices with
quartets of flutes, percussion, and strings.

Beginning with the marvelous opening of Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre, in which we find Jane
escaping from her awful aunt and cousin in the leaves of Bewick’s “History of British Birds,”
immediately we are plunged into a frozen landscape of “naked, melancholy isles,” “forlorn regions of
dreary space—that reservoir of frost and snow,” in which “two ships becalmed on a torpid sea, I
believed to be marine phantoms.” Sung by the mezzo-soprano, the music is hard and glittering, with
rich alto flutes suggesting the melodic warmth of Jane’s personality.

Next, to a clangorous accompaniment of pounding drums and shrieking piccolos, the tenor
declaims the text of John Keats’s letter of 18 December 1818, a description of John Ross’s arctic
expedition as related by Keat’s friend, the painter Benjamin Haydon. He speaks of the ship “entirely
surrounded with vast mountains and crags of ice,” the men “fatigued with the eternal dazzle and
whiteness,” indulges in some nineteenth century imperialist racism as he singles out the native Inuit
as “the most wretched of beings,” before finding his way to the joy of the sailors as they see the stars
once more.

Finally, the mezzo and tenor join together to sing Tennyson’s magnificent epitaph for the
nobly ignoble Sir John Franklin, leader of the greatest failure in all Victorian arctic exploration, as

Toward No Earthly Pole reaches its dramatic conclusion.

©2018 Eric Shanfield (Enterprise Research Institute Council, ASCAP)



I. BRONTE (from Jane Eyre, Chapter I)

At intervals, while turning over the leaves in my book, I studied the aspect of that winter afternoon. Afar, it
offered a pale blank of mist and cloud; near, a scene of wet lawn and storm-beat shrub, with ceaseless rain
sweeping away wildly before a long and lamentable blast.

I returned to my book - Bewick’s ‘History of British Birds:” — the letterpress thereof I cared little
for, generally speaking; and yet there were certain introductory pages that, child as I was, I could not pass
quite as blank. They were those which treat of the haunts of sea-fowl; of ‘the solitary rock and
promontories’ by them only inhabited; of the coast of Norway, studded with isles from its southern

extremity, the Lindeness, or Naze, to the North Cape —

‘Where the Northern Ocean, in vast whirls,
Boils round the naked, melancholy isles
Of farthest Thule; and the Atlantic surge

Pours in among the stormy Hebrides.’

Nor could I pass unnoticed the suggestion of the bleak shores of Lapland, Siberia, Spitzbergen,
Nova Zembla, Iceland, Greenland, with ‘the vast sweep of the Arctic Zone, and those forlorn regions of
dreary space — that reservoir of frost and snow, where firm fields of ice, the accumulation of centuries of
winters, glazed in Alpine heights above heights, surround the pole, and concentre the multiplied rigours of
extreme cold.” Of these death-white realms I formed an idea of my own: shadowy, like all the half-
comprehended notions that foot dim through children’s brains, but strangely impressive. The words in
those introductory pages connected themselves with the succeeding vignettes, and gave significance to the
rock standing up alone in a sea of billow and spray; to the broken boat stranded on a desolate coast; to the
cold and ghastly moon glancing through bars of cloud at a wreck just sinking.

I cannot tell what sentiment haunted the quite solitary churchyard, with its inscribed headstone; its
gate, its two trees, its low horizon, girdled by a broken wall, and its newly risen crescent, attesting the hour
of eventide.

The two ships becalmed on a torpid sea, I believed to be marine phantoms.



II. KEATS (from a letter to George and Georgiana Keats, December 18" 1818)

The Ship was sometimes entirely surrounded with vast mountains and crags of ice and in a few Minutes not
a particle was to be seen all round the Horizon. Once they met with so vast a Mass that they gave
themselves over for lost; their last recourse was in meeting it with the Bowspit, which they did, and split it
asunder and glided through it as it parted for a great distance—one Mile and more. Their eyes were so
fatigued with the eternal dazzle and whiteness that they lay down on their backs on deck to relieve their
sight on the blue sky. Hoppner describes his dreadful weariness at the continual day—the sun ever moving in
a circle round above their heads — so pressing upon him that he could not rid himself of the sensation even
in the dark Hold of the Ship. The Esquimaux are described as the most wretched of Beings—they foot from
their Summer to their winter residences and back again like white Bears on the ice floats. They seem never
to have washed, and so when their features move, the red skin shows beneath the crackling peal of dirt.
They had no notion of any inhabitants of the World but themselves. The sailors who had not seen a Star for
some time, when they came again southwards, on the hailing of the first revision, of one all ran upon deck

with feelings of the most joyful nature.

III. TENNYSON (Epitaph on Sir John Franklin)

Not here! the white North has thy bones; and thou
Heroic sailor-soul,
Art passing on thine happier voyage now

Toward no earthly pole
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