BOOK REVIEW

Exploring the Last Continent – An Introduction to Antarctica

Edited by Daniela Liggett, Bryan Storey, Yvonne Cook and Veronika Meduna

This is a physically compact volume that will not take up a large amount of bookshelf space, but it is well organized and packed with 29 chapters fairly evenly divided between four sections, on Physical Sciences (7 chapters), Life Sciences (6 chapters), Social Sciences and Humanities (5 chapters), and Current Issues (10 chapters). Each chapter is written by experts in the field, but at a level that is accessible to the non-specialist. Each chapter begins with a concise abstract and includes a list of useful references. The scientific references are not always the most up-to-date, but they are generally works that provide a good starting point for readers seeking further information.
‘Exploring’ in the title of the volume should be understood in a very broad sense. One chapter does summarise the history of exploration, but it is a whistle-stop tour from which some early expeditions are entirely omitted (e.g. those led by James Weddell and John Biscoe), and other notable expeditions are only listed in a table (e.g. those led by de Gerlache and Bruce). Anyone interested in a comprehensive history of Antarctic exploration should look elsewhere.
The book is well-organized with frequent sub-headings enabling the reader to dive in and find information on a particular topic of interest. In some chapters there is a certain amount of repetition between different sections, but this may be convenient for people using it as a reference volume and reading individual sections in isolation. Those using the book for reference purposes will be assisted by a comprehensive index that extends across nine pages (although, strangely, there are no entries beginning with ‘J’).
The volume is generally well-illustrated, with relevant and useful figures illustrating many key scientific points. Personally, however, I do not feel that a number of group photographs of people attending international meetings and conferences that appear in the last two chapters add anything.

In a book covering such a wide range of topics, it would have been helpful to include brief biographies of the editors and authors. This would provide readers with some indication of their background and specific expertise, but such information is not included.
One current issue not covered is the possible environmental impact and regulation of marine acoustic technologies. Systems that transmit acoustic signals are essential tools for many fields of marine science, but concerns raised by environmental campaigners about their potential impacts, particularly on marine mammals, have led to much controversy about how their use should be regulated.

Overall, despite a few minor shortcomings outlined above, this book will be a useful resource to anyone involved in Antarctic science, environmental regulation or politics, enabling them to find information about areas beyond their own speciality. At the same time, it covers a wide range of topics presented in a way that is accessible to the interested lay person.
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