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Louis-Edmond Hamelin, the Quebecois elder statesman 
of northern geographies, has worked for half a century on fertile 
concepts such as “winterity” and “nordicity” in order to juxtapose 
real, extreme environments of high-latitude regions with the rich 
and complex ways they are perceived, imagined, depicted, and 
talked about. Hamelin even developed a “nordicity” scale, used 
by governments to allocate infrastructure and environmental 
resources. He named it the VAPO, or valeurs polaires. The VAPO 
is a composite and somewhat subjective measure that tracks ten 
di!erent aspects—things like “annual cold,” “types of ice,” as well 
as “accessibility by means other than air” and “degree of economic 
activity”—rating each on a scale between 0 and 100. The total 
score, out of a thousand, must be over 200 for a place to be consid-
ered “in the North.” The North Pole itself has a theoretical value 
of 1000, as VAPO as possible.1

As a place that most people just don’t go, “North” is a dis-
cursive system, a mythic structure, a historic and narrative device, 
a cultural technique. Henry Morley, writing in Charles Dickens’s 
popular weekly Household Words in 1853, sets the tone: 
“There are no tales of risk and enterprise in which we English, 
men, women, and children, old and young, rich and poor, become 
interested so completely, as in the tales that come from the 
North Pole.”2 For white Europeans, particular desires emerge, 
and preferred elements, forms, colors, and figures recur when 
we depict or imagine circumpolar regions. Certain others, 
such as Arctic Indigenous Peoples and their ways of being, 
are o"en discarded.

Such quantifications of nordicism points to the ways in which 
Boreal regions are variously imagined as a source of redemptive 
energies and infinite resources. One way in which people use, abuse, 
or at least imagine northern territories is through the expectation 
of transformative, ascetic atonement in a world of hyper-attachment. 
If life gets tough in the south, if things get too harsh in the city, you 
can always head north, live on the cheap, and maybe even land a job 
with “isolation pay.” Edward Said wrote of an impossible “withdrawal 
from the world,” referring to Canadian pianist Glenn Gould’s retreat 
away from the cultural life of southern Canada toward an imaginary 
North that he hoped would answer the nordic call of solitude.3

Long drives in subarctic Northern Ontario in his beloved Lincoln 
Continental were part of the “technological self” that Gould culti-
vated.4 This ascetic sensitivity to the cleansing promise of the 
North is most notoriously elaborated in his CBC radio documentaries 
“Solitude Trilogy” (1967–77). The Idea of North (1967) was the first 
in this triptych of contrapuntal edits of ethnographic interviews 
of Northern Canadians, composed conversations overheard on
an imaginary train ride along the western coast of Hudson Bay. 

This promise of psychic cleansing and renewal is mirrored 
in the ways that technology and science employ nordicity as an 
environmental, chemical, and visual backdrop for experimentation, 
fieldwork, and analysis. The numerous field stations I have visited 
in Canada, Finland, Sweden, and Norway are seasonally populated 
by researchers who spend their teaching and semester time in 
southern cities—Helsinki, Oslo—but find their way up to research 
stations in Kilpisjärvi (Finland), Ram#ordmoen (Norway) and 
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elsewhere when there is enough light to do their fieldwork. Part of 
the draw of ecological fieldwork is the almost alchemical or gnostic 
refinement of self that takes place through solitary and remote inter-
action with, and embeddedness in, one’s subject matter.5 The clean, 
pristine elements, environments, and horizons of the North promise 
clarity of thought, salvation through simplicity, and the ability to 
thrive in extreme cold and in the absence of creature comforts, and 
other creatures, reconfirms a certain sanctity of the subject.

The mytho-poetics of a frozen seed archive, adorned with a 
modernist cerulean light sculpture, somewhere up there in Norway, 
is not lost on the scientific community, and feeds this recurrent 
popular imaginary. The azure, blue crispness of northern skies is 
also techno-scientific blue: “If you’re looking to establish a futuristic 
interface, shades of blue are an easy bet.”6 As Eric Snodgrass points 
out, there is “Tech logo blue. Facebook blue. Soothing, corporate 
IBM deep blue. The chirpy, social pastel of Twitter blue and the 
vaguely translucent gradients of iOS 7 blue. A showy blue LED …”7

Digitality, like nordicity, projects (cyber)spaces of limitless cleanli-
ness and apocalyptic decontamination, a technoscientific and nordic 

future of cold labs and clean rooms lit in sapphirine hues. Climate 
change discourses and realities also put the High North squarely in 
that “place” we call “the future,” as people imagine where it is they 
will need to withdraw to when seas rise and tree lines, agricultural 
promise, and livable environments move north. 

What parts of “nature,” and what parts of “our nature,” create 
the desire for us to bifurcate and then map out ecologies of which we 
are a part, in service of inevitable use and exploitation? If we were to 
open a dossier on the cosmotechnics of the Arctic, it would have to 
include how the navigator’s compass aligns with the poles and that 
cultures have forever taken advantage of the fact that the skies above 
the Earth seem to rotate around the North Star, or Polaris. Perhaps 
this coincidence is enough to explain why maps are consistently 
oriented with north at the top. It may explain, as well, how exploration, 
navigation, and mapping now compel astronomical and extraplan-
etary communication and exploration ever upward. Other entries 
in such a dossier would include the routine use of polar territories 
as simulation and training grounds for astronauts8 and robonauts9

and the fact that among the hundreds of lawyers employed by the 
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at near real time are logistics, shipping, and petroleum companies 
with command centers elsewhere. Of interest are ice flow changes 
and openings that, for example, allow for the passage of products 
and equipment across the Arctic Ocean, as well as information 
gathering on climatic anomalies, growing ever more frequent, 
that might capsize a tanker or dislodge an oil rig. Earth-observation 
satellites using techniques like synthetic-aperture radar are essential 
to these newer, bigger operations in the Arctic, as they provide 
vision without light. The requirements of global capitalism demand 
24-hour, 365-days-a-year ground operations, and synthetic-aperture 
satellite data provides synthetic vision during long polar nights 
when there is no sun under which to labor.

Locating satellite ground stations above the Arctic Circle is par-
ticularly advantageous for accessing polar-orbit satellites, and these 

US State Department, there is just one person responsible for all legal 
matters concerning both the Arctic and outer space, said to be called 
the lawyer for “cold, dark, and dangerous places.”10

Many people picture the Arctic as an empty white space 
with polar bears, but the Arctic is a high-tech corner of 
the earth. At the top of the world, conditions are optimal 
for downloading data from polar orbits. We are building 
a smart and dynamic Arctic, using the opportunities that 
technology o!ers, so that we can create sustainable and 
innovative businesses in the north. As the ice melts we will 
see increased activity in the region. Better connectivity is 
fundamental for safer marine transportation, better search 
and rescue capacities, and improved oil spill preparedness. 
It is also essential for the monitoring of natural resources 
so we can harvest them responsibly. 
—Kåre R. Aas, Norwegian Ambassador to the United States, 
201811

Not to suggest that climate is not still very, very important, 
and we have to address that, but maybe we need to push 
out more to ensure that this aspect—the role of technologies 
and satellites and communications in a better-connected 
Arctic—moves to the top of the list. 
—Lisa Ann Murkowski, Republican US Senator for Alaska, 201812

The Arctic is becoming a kind of nordic El Dorado and the 
North Pole an extraterrestrial antenna and trading post. On the one 
hand, historical and material practices of transport and extraction 
are activities that necessitate intensification of communication 
infrastructures and instrumenting of the region. On the other, 
epistemic extraction and cognitive colonialism are harbingers of the 
inevitable escalation of material and territorial variants of the same. 
The transport and extraction of information (“telecommunications”) 
serves corporate exploration and exploitation needs. Conventional 
Arctic petrochemical, transport, mineral, and fish companies are all 
assured benefits as the climate changes and decreasing ice cover 
opens up new drill sites, thoroughfares, easier exportation of raw 
ores, and northward fish and animal stock migration.

To this list of Arctic value we can add great surges of data, 
dumps of geographical and climatological satellite payloads that 
are now “near real time.” Coming undersea fiber optics installations 
on the Arctic Ocean floor push the prospect of ever quicker data 
paths between Asia and Europe, valuable for high-speed markets 
and micro-trading transactions. Arctic ground stations and telecom-
munications systems are never installed to serve local end users 
(referred to by infrastructure groups as “anchor tenants” or “anchor 
customers”) but are fiber optically linked to more southern centers 
of power. International climate research groups, as well as weather 
services like National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA), connect to Arctic ground stations for storm monitoring and 
travel advisories. Clients for the data that streams through the Arctic 

Piping infrastructure on the grounds of the EISCAT (European 
Incoherent Scatter Scientific Association) incoherent scatter 
radar systems, outside of Tromsø, Norway.
Photo: Jamie Allen / Merle Ibach, 2018.

Satellite dishes at the ground station at Kongsberg Satellite 
Services headquarters, Tromsø, Norway. 
Photo: Jamie Allen / Merle Ibach, 2018.
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regions are typically flat and devoid of interruptive buildings and the 
meddling of animals, human, and nonhuman. Things up top are also 
rather celestially stable, as the linear velocity of a rotating sphere 
is zero anywhere along its spin axis (Earth’s “poles” are defined 
as the point where this axis meets the surface of the Earth). Arctic 
antennas are o"en seen pointed nearly horizontally, as they can also 
“see” a median number of non-polar orbit satellites as they clear the 
horizon. Other key advantages include the relative (and interrelated) 
meteorological and political cooperativeness and stability of Arctic 
nations. The twenty-first century has seen Norway arise as both 
petrocultural and extraplanetary infrastructure for the rest of the 
world, in reality and in our projective popular media. The country’s 
charmed planetary positioning and geology, relatively small pop-
ulation, compact geography, and e$cient bureaucratic structures 
positioned the Arctic nation as harbinger and beneficiary of new 
industrialization in the North. Even as the energy industry—coal, 
oil, gas, hydroelectricity, and their transport—vastly outstrips the 
communications sector as a proportion of Norway’s GDP, few 
industries manifest the importance of Northness and nordicity 
to industrial exploitation like that of satellite ground services.

The Norwegian company Kongsberg Satellite Services (KSAT) 
is one of very few satellite service providers the world over, with 
twenty-one licensed ground stations globally. Interested in the 
small satellite segment, the company’s corporate lineage is a 
market-success story of privatized public infrastructure. 
KSAT makes no gestures toward vertical integration through 
satellite hardware development but instead sells its ground station 
data-pipeline services to any and all comers.13 Their 2017 Annual 
Report lists among their activities the operation of a global ground 
station network, with key pole-to-pole coverage through sites 
in the Antarctic at TrollSat (72°S) and in Norway at SvalSat (78°N) 
and Tromsø (70°N). This enables coverage of nearly all twenty-eight 
passes made by polar-orbit satellites above the North and South 
Poles each day. KSAT’s services include telemetry, tracking, and 
command, oil spill detection, vessel tracking, and “multi-mission” 
near-real-time data provision. The terminology of the latter, at 
first a rather vague- and innocuous-sounding activity, divulges 
KSAT’s unsurprising involvement in military and defense activities 
and markets. Unsurprising, as KSAT’s co-subsidiary Kongsberg 
Defence Systems (KDS) builds missiles and missile-strike technol-
ogies, remote weapon stations, and other systems for defending 
and killing people. 

Unsurprising as well when glancing at KSAT’s Twitter 
ecosystem (@KSAT_Kongsberg)—a heady mix of feel-good 
community, entrepreneurial, research, and educational announce-
ments appear alongside defense speculation, simultaneously 
“excited to support @SpaceX” and weighing in on suggestions “that 
a conflict on earth could bleed into space.” KDS customers include 
various NATO partners such as Germany and the US. The parent 
company of KSAT and KDS, Kongsberg Gruppen, is majority owned 
by the Norwegian government, and questions are arising about the 
use of its ground stations for military operations. The 1920 Svalbard 
Treaty with Russia strictly prevents Norway from using the region 
for military operations of any kind, but the use of data that passes 

through KSAT’s ground stations by US, Norwegian, and NATO 
military interests is di$cult to forestall, or deny.14

On June 28, 2018, myself and a small group or artists and 
researchers walked a 300-meter path between the parking lot 
of Tromsø’s Charlottenlund Recreational Park over to the site 
of KSAT’s global headquarters and satellite ground station. 
Norway entered the space age on May 17, 1968, so it was the year 
of the ground station’s fi"ieth birthday. We were a month late to 
visit on the precise anniversary, but the skies and general condi-
tions would have been quite similar. KSAT o$cially celebrated its 
jubilee until September 28, 2018 with an exclusive outdoor concert 
on these grounds for 100 lucky guests. We have just had lunch. 
Locals in Tromsø are rumored to harvest (steal) and eat seagull 
eggs, but we see no sign of this practice, nor does it ever come 
up in conversation with anyone while we were there.

As we approached the KSAT grounds, one of the midsized 
white parabolic antennas was hastily repositioning itself to catch 
something on an opposing horizon. Almost missing this unpre-
dictable event, we all shu%ed for our mobile phones and cameras, 
capturing the drama only partially. This sudden, smooth robotic 
movement distracts everyone from how unexpectedly accessible 
the grounds are. No perimeter fences, alarm systems, or security 
guards impede our access to the larger dishes, domes, and a new, 
strangely half-unboxed bowl, three meters in diameter, just sitting 
in the parking lot. The whole scene looks a bit like a boneyard, 
or a chop shop for stolen space telecom gear. The collection 
of active, retired, and to-be-installed materials look as if they have 
been ploddingly cannibalizing one another. Unprotected and unsur-
veilled, the whole ground station area seems sort of unremarkable, 
for all the information fluxes taking place—the state secrets, climate 
change patterns, oil tanker coordinates, streaming through our 
own fleshy, boney electromagnetic signatures. 

I tried to get closer to a spherical dome structure that seemed 
to be out of service. A bird—one of the very large seagulls that 
dominate the roo"ops and command attention in the public squares 
of Tromsø—squawks angrily at me from the top of an adjoining tower. 
I continued my move toward the white globe and the gull aggres-
sively dove at me, darting and swooping over my head, and strafing 
me with an ample discharge of bird shit. The payload squarely 
connected with the top of my hairless head. I’m stunned, both by 
the fouling I have received and by the truly admirable aim of this 
massive seabird. I beat my retreat back to the human group, realizing 
as I backed away that I had been encroaching on a small nest of 
seagull eggs in the tall grasses around the satellite dome. The Arctic 
bird was safeguarding its unborn kin. Our initial impression that this 
ground station had been le" unprotected was unfounded.
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Satellite dishes, garbage collection, and guardian seagulls at the 
ground station at Kongsberg Satellite Services headquarters, 
Tromsø, Norway. Stills from a video from the Shi" Register research 
project, SNF#166400, 2018. Courtesy of Martin Howse.


