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There seems to be a trend for all things Antarctic at the 
moment. I should imagine this shall only increase in 2010, it 
being the centennial anniversary since Captain Robert Falcon 
Scott first set off in his ship, the Terra Nova in a race to the 
South Pole. This year we have been captivated by TV presenter 
Ben Fogle, and double Olympian James Cracknell’s 495 mile 
trek across the Antarctic, a modern day recreation of the first 
ever race to the pole between Norway’s Amundsen and our very 
own explorer, Scott. True to form, the Brits were once again 
beaten to it, yet being the only team with very little arctic 
experience; second place was an admirable finish for our latest 
team. 

As well as Fogle and Cracknell’s race to the pole, this 
year we have also been privileged enough to have director 
Werner Herzog’s beautiful and poetic documentary Encounters 
at the End of the World aired on national television, a 
documentary based on the Antarctic and the human condition. 
Thus this exhibition, The Heart of the Great Alone, is perfectly 
timed, and I might add, well worth the wait.  

I immediately became excited about this exhibition 
having seen the poster, which depicts the Terra Nova in a frontal 
view with the ships rigging looking delicate and vulnerable and 
completely dwarfed by an enormous cliff of ice. This photograph 
was taken by the expedition’s resident photographer, Herbert 
Ponting, who accompanied the crew to the Antarctic but not to 
the pole itself. It is also the front cover to the excellent and 
beautifully presented catalogue. 

During his time with the crew, Ponting took an 
extraordinary number of photographs. He saw himself as more of 
an artist than as a documentary photographer, often tinting his 
developed photographs with colours to mimic the extraordinary 
shades of the ice, in particular his famous images of the ice 
grottos.The photographs have been printed at the largest size 
possible, and are quite simply magnificent. The incredibly well 
recorded, informative, and (unusually) enjoyable audio guide 
takes you on Scott’s journey as you wander through the gallery 
space. You become captivated by the beauty and the awe-
inspiring landscapes of the Antarctic, discover the local wildlife, 
and feel what it was like to be living under the conditions of a 
gruelling expedition. There is an incredible feeling of the 
sublime.  
 Following a full circuit of the first room, having 
surveyed photographs, flags, books and diaries, we are presented 
with a handful of small photographs. Ponting had taught 
photography to the final four members of the expedition, 
including Scott. They took these photographs when they reached 
the pole, and at the sight of the firmly planted Norwegian flag, 
the disappointment on their faces is immeasurable. After the 
journey you have been on, following their twists and turns, your 
heart breaks for these men, with their worn faces and frozen 
beards. Unfortunately, this expedition was ultimately star-
crossed. Just 11 miles from a food and fuel depot the team were 
hindered by a blizzard, and were found dead in their tents eight 
months later.  

The last photograph of the first room is perhaps the 
most moving of the whole exhibition. It depicts the simple 
cairns, or ice graves, that were built above the collapsed tents of 
Scott and his men. You can’t help but stand silent. The 
exhibition has lead us through a remarkable journey of hope, 
optimism, patriotism, awe, bitter disappointment, struggle, and 
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finally great loss. It is the first image I have stood in front of and 
had tears come to my eyes. 

It is a bit of a shock to the system then, after that 
emotional rollercoaster, to walk back through the gallery to visit 
the second room. This space is devoted to Sir Ernest 
Shackleton’s bid to cross the Antarctic recorded by his 
documentary photographer Frank Hurley. Hurley, unlike 
Ponting, did not see himself as an artist but purely as a 
documentary photographer. He would risk life and limb climbing 
the rigging of the ship, the Endurance, to obtain the best 
compositions, and spent three days out on the ice when the ship 
was dramatically crushed by ice floes, determined to capture the 
final moments of the ship. The images are much smaller, and the 
two photographers’ different approaches are evident.  

I can’t help but feel emotionally spent after viewing 
Scott’s journey, and in hindsight I wish that I had seen 
Shackleton’s journey first. In this case the exhibition curator has 
chosen historical accuracy (by viewing the journeys in 
chronological order), over emotive response. It would also have 
been nice to see some of Hurley’s cinematic footage, which 
resides in the Royal Collection. However, this exhibition is 
informative, emotionally gripping and will leave you feeling 
amazed not only at the skill of the photographers, but also at the 
lengths man can go to for King, country and to explore the 
human condition.  
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