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SYNOPSIS 

 

 

Pressure ice soars metres into the air, compressed and wedged between kilometres of 

tabular bergs. In normal years, Pine Island Bay in West Antarctica is nothing but a vast 

expanse of ice, with just a few outcrops of rock.  

 

The bay covers an area about as large as Germany and is generally inaccessible. Scien-

tists have been trying to enter these waters for decades, but the research vessels were 

mostly unsuccessful. They were only able to creep along the edge of the pressure ice. 

Large areas of Pine Island itself have never been explored. There aren’t any maps of the 

region and very little is known about the bay. 

 

Antarctic researchers, however, urgently need information about this inaccessible region. 

Pine Island Glacier and Thwaites Glacier, two huge rivers of ice, flow into the bay, and 

they are both contracting at an alarming rate. Each year, they shrink about four kilome-

tres. If these glaciers were to melt completely, sea-levels would rise by as much as one-

and-a-half metres – around the world. And if the entire ice rise of West Antarctica col-

lapsed, the seas would rise six metres globally. 

 

In January 2010, 52 geologists, oceanographers and geophysicists set out from New Zea-

land on the Polarstern, an ice-breaker equipped as a floating laboratory. Their destination 

was West Antarctica. They wanted to find out what was happening in Pine Island Bay. 

Where does the heat that is causing the ice to melt come from? Is there a subterranean 

volcanic system concealed under the kilometers of ice? Is it heating the water from be-

low? And how stable is West Antarctica’s ice rise? 
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Filmmaker Kai Voigtländer and cameraman Guido Kilbert accompanied the researchers on 

the Polarstern for 9 weeks. They went along on helicopter trips, and observed how the 

researchers tried to reconstruct the history of Antarctica’s climate from samples of the 

sea-bed.  

 

When the Poles Melt is a filmic journey to a region that no-one has seen before – an ex-

pedition into Antarctica’s past. This film dispels the myth of “the eternal ice.” For in Pine 

Island Bay, everything is in flux. Nothing is eternal – except change. 
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PRODUCTION DATES 

 

 

Shooting period:  February – April 2010 

   Completition: July 2010 

Shooting area:  West of Antartica / Pine Island Bay 

Shooting format: HD-Cam 

Length:   45 / 52 Min. 

Language:   German / English 
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