
CONTEXT
• Derek Mahon’s *Antarctica* is based on a famous historical event from the 

doomed British Antarctic expedition led by Captain Robert Falcon Scott in 
1912. The poem centers on the figure of Captain Lawrence Oates, who, 
suffering from frostbite and realizing he was hindering the progress of his 
companions, famously declared, "I am just going outside and may be some 
time," before walking into the blizzard to his death. Mahon explores the 
tension between heroism and futility, self-sacrifice and absurdity, while 
contemplating the human condition. The poem reflects on the paradox of 
Oates’s noble act—an act of personal sacrifice that might seem both 
“ridiculous” and “sublime” in the face of overwhelming natural forces.



STANZA BY 
STANZA 
ANALYSIS



LINES 1-2
• • "‘I am just going outside and may be some time.’ / The 

others nod, pretending not to know."

• The poem opens with the famous line spoken by Captain 
Oates before he walked out into the Antarctic blizzard. The 
calm, understated delivery of the statement contrasts with 
the gravity of the situation. The other men, "nodding" and 
"pretending not to know," reflects their tacit understanding 
of Oates’s decision. There is an unspoken acknowledgment of 
the sacrifice Oates is about to make, but they do not directly 
confront it. This avoidance of openly addressing the grim 
reality of the situation underscores the tension between 
heroism and the inevitability of death.



LINES 3-4
• • "At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime. / He leaves 

them reading and begins to climb,"

• The line "At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime" 
introduces the central paradox of the poem: Oates’s act is 
both absurd and magnificent. The absurdity lies in the 
helplessness of the situation, while the sublimity comes from 
the nobility and courage of his self-sacrifice. Oates "leaves 
them reading" suggests that his companions remain behind, 
engaging in mundane activities as Oates quietly departs. His 
decision to "climb" into the snow indicates his deliberate 
choice to confront the harshness of the Antarctic wilderness 
and his inevitable death.



LINES 5-6
• • "Goading his ghost into the howling snow; / He is just going 

outside and may be some time."

• Oates is "goading his ghost," meaning he is driving himself 
forward, accepting his fate as he enters the "howling snow." 
The image of the "howling snow" emphasizes the fierce, 
uncontrollable forces of nature that surround him. The 
repetition of the line "He is just going outside and may be 
some time" reinforces both the calm acceptance of his fate 
and the understatement of his impending death. The phrase 
suggests that Oates’s departure is both ordinary and 
extraordinary, masking the severity of the situation with 
quiet dignity.



LINES 7-8
• • "The tent recedes beneath its crust of rime / And frostbite 

is replaced by vertigo:"

• As Oates walks away, the tent where his companions remain 
begins to "recede" from view, symbolizing his gradual 
separation from the world of the living. The "crust of rime" (a 
layer of frost) further emphasizes the harsh, frozen landscape 
he is moving into. His frostbite, a symbol of physical suffering, 
is "replaced by vertigo," suggesting that as he nears death, his 
physical pain is transcended by a sense of disorientation and 
dizziness, possibly a metaphor for his approaching death and 
detachment from life.



LINES 9-10
• • "At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime. / Need we 

consider it some sort of crime,"

• The paradox of "the ridiculous" and "the sublime" is 
repeated, reinforcing the tension between Oates’s 
seemingly futile sacrifice and the nobility of his actions. 
The next line questions whether his decision—his "numb 
self-sacrifice"—should be viewed as a "crime," suggesting 
that it might be morally ambiguous. Mahon invites the 
reader to consider whether Oates’s sacrifice, although 
heroic, is senseless or justified.



LINES 11-12
• • "This numb self-sacrifice of the weakest? No, / He is just 

going outside and may be some time"

• The phrase "numb self-sacrifice" refers both to Oates’s 
physical numbness from the cold and his emotional 
numbness as he faces death. By referring to him as "the 
weakest," Mahon alludes to Oates’s belief that he was 
hindering his companions and that his death would ease 
their journey. The poem reassures us that this act is not a 
crime but an act of quiet heroism. The repetition of 
Oates’s calm statement further underscores his self-
effacing nature and the inevitability of his fate.



LINES 13-14
• • "In fact, for ever. Solitary enzyme, / Though the night yield no 

glimmer there will glow,"

• Here, Mahon acknowledges the finality of Oates’s departure: "In fact, 
for ever." Oates’s exit is not temporary but permanent. The 
metaphor of "solitary enzyme" evokes the image of Oates as a 
singular, isolated figure in the vast, indifferent landscape. An enzyme 
is a catalyst that facilitates change, suggesting that Oates’s action, 
though solitary, has broader symbolic meaning. The phrase "though 
the night yield no glimmer" suggests that even though Oates’s death 
offers no immediate hope or light, there is still a "glow"—perhaps a 
spiritual or moral illumination—that emerges from his sacrifice.



LINES 15-16
• • "At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime. / He takes 

leave of the earthly pantomime"

• The repetition of the paradoxical line "At the heart of the 
ridiculous, the sublime" reinforces the central tension of 
the poem. Oates’s actions can be viewed as both absurd 
in their futility and magnificent in their heroism. By "taking 
leave of the earthly pantomime," Oates distances himself 
from the human drama—described as a "pantomime," 
suggesting that life is, in some ways, a trivial performance 
compared to the profound nature of his sacrifice.



LINES 17-19
• • "Quietly, knowing it is time to go. / ‘I am just going outside 

and may be some time.’ / At the heart of the ridiculous, the 
sublime."

• The poem concludes with the calm, dignified image of Oates 
"quietly" accepting his fate, fully aware that "it is time to go." 
The repetition of his famous line, "I am just going outside and 
may be some time," once again reinforces his composed 
acceptance of death. The final line, repeating the key phrase 
"At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime," encapsulates 
the poem’s central theme: the complex relationship between 
absurdity and heroism, highlighting how even in the face of 
seemingly pointless sacrifice, there can be profound meaning.



KEY 
THEMES



THE 
PARADOX 
OF 
HEROISM 
AND 
ABSURDIT Y

• The central theme of the poem is the tension 
between heroism and absurdity. Oates’s sacrifice is 
both "ridiculous" in its futility—he cannot stop the 
inevitable collapse of the expedition—and 
"sublime" in its courage and nobility. Mahon 
suggests that great acts of heroism often exist at 
the intersection of these two forces.

• Quotes:

• • "At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime."

• This line is repeated throughout the poem to 
emphasize the paradox that defines Oates’s actions, 
and, by extension, the human condition itself.



SE L F-
SACRIFICE  
AN D 
ACCE PTAN CE  
OF 
MORTAL IT Y

• Oates’s decision to leave the tent and walk into the 
blizzard reflects an acceptance of his mortality and 
a selfless act of sacrifice. The poem highlights the 
dignity with which he embraces his fate, 
questioning whether such self-sacrifice should be 
seen as noble or tragic.

• Quotes:

• • "He is just going outside and may be some time."

• This understated line captures Oates’s quiet 
acceptance of his death, framing it as a natural part 
of life rather than a dramatic event.



T H E  P O W E R  
A N D  
I N D I F F E R E N C E  
O F  N AT U R E

• Mahon contrasts the human struggle for meaning with 
the vast, indifferent forces of nature. The "howling 
snow" and the frozen Antarctic landscape represent 
nature’s immense power, which dwarfs human effort 
and renders Oates’s sacrifice both noble and 
insignificant in the face of its overwhelming presence.

• Quotes:

• • "The tent recedes beneath its crust of rime / And 
frostbite is replaced by vertigo."

• These lines suggest the immense, unforgiving 
landscape that Oates moves into, symbolizing both 
the isolation and the majesty of nature.



MOOD OF THE POEM

• The mood of *Antarctica* is somber, reflective, and filled with quiet 
dignity. The poem conveys a deep sense of respect for Oates’s 
sacrifice while also acknowledging the absurdity of the situation. The 
repeated contrast between the "ridiculous" and the "sublime" creates 
an atmosphere of contemplation, as Mahon grapples with the complex 
emotions surrounding heroism, mortality, and the human desire to 
find meaning in the face of inevitable death.



LITERARY 
DEVICES



REPETITION
• The line "He is just going outside and may be some time" is 

repeated multiple times throughout the poem, reinforcing 
Oates’s calm acceptance of his fate and the understatement 
of his sacrifice.



PARADOX
• The recurring phrase "At the heart of the ridiculous, the 

sublime" encapsulates the central paradox of the poem, 
highlighting the tension between absurdity and nobility in 
Oates’s actions.



IMAGERY
• Mahon uses stark, vivid imagery to convey the harshness of 

the Antarctic environment and the isolation of Oates’s final 
journey. Phrases like "howling snow," "crust of rime," and 
"solitary enzyme" evoke both the physical and emotional 
desolation of the scene.



METAPHOR
• The metaphor of Oates as a "solitary enzyme" suggests that 

his action, though small and isolated, plays a crucial role in a 
larger process, symbolizing both the individuality of his 
sacrifice and its broader significance.



CONCLUSION

• Derek Mahon’s *Antarctica* is a powerful meditation on the 
paradoxes of heroism, sacrifice, and mortality. Through the figure of 
Captain Oates, Mahon explores the tension between the absurdity of 
human struggle in the face of overwhelming natural forces and the 
nobility of self-sacrifice. The poem’s somber tone, rich imagery, and 
use of repetition underscore the complexity of Oates’s actions, 
inviting the reader to reflect on the nature of courage, the meaning of 
death, and the thin line between the ridiculous and the sublime in 
human experience.


