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ABSTRACT: Representations of islands in Western fictiondgfy revolve around tropical
islands. Critical discourse tends to reproduce tmglency and rarely addresses the specific
spatial poetics of cold-water island fictions. Tipgper discusses three texts that poetically
deploy the geographical inventory of northern snawe icescapes to challenge essentialist
assumptions about islands: D. H. Lawrence’s shtmtys‘The man who loved islands”,
Georgina Harding’s novelhe solitude of Thomas Cavand Michel Serres’s treatidee
passage du Nord-Ouest is argued that these texts reflect on the irtgme of the horizontal
and vertical components of material and textualo¢paphies for the conception and
experience of islands. In all three, the physicahsformation of the islandscapes by snow and
ice serves to put the island concept itself intcesgon. Serres’s philosophical text
geopoetically portrays the Arctic archipelago ot thNorthwest Passage to explore the
reciprocal relations between language and the mhteorld. In Lawrence and Harding, the
snow-covered islands cease to function as econdynipeoductive spaces and turn into
complex spatial figures offering a philosophicalditation on islandness as a contradictory
and multifaceted condition.
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Introduction

This essay is concerned with the poetics of nomthislands, and the spatial philosophy
articulated in narratives portraying them. Whileerdary studies have produced a wealth of
books and articles on the representation of trépstands, cold-water island imaginaries have
received less attentidnMore specifically, | would like to suggest thaethoetics of snow and
ice can have transformative effects on our conoaptiof islands. In the introduction to
Extreme tourism: Lessons from the world’s cold-wagtands Baldacchino argues that
islands in the polar regions of the world can fiorcs counter-images to fantasies of tropical
island paradises: “Given their extreme and inslaleation, and shorn of the ‘paradise’ hype of
sun, sand, sea (and sex?), islands on the topatairbof the world can be seen as absolutely
the most remote and foreboding destinations onptaeet” (2006a, p. 7). Similarly, Kaae
(2006) argues that northern islands are often niadkie terms of their difference as touristic

! Kassis (2015) and Ricou (1994) are among the thetisaddress literary representations of nortisamds in
the context of Victorian travel writing and theastls of Pacific Northwest literature respectivélyt even their
primary focus is not on the islands themselves.
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destinations: “Greenland Tourism markets Greenlasd ‘offering experiences from a
completely different world’, thereby focusing oretlneversals. Contrasting its warm-water
cousins of the many S’s (sun, sea, sand, surf, eteX), Greenland may be the land of the
many I's: ice, icebergs, icefjords, indigenous tausic], inaccessibility, initiation, island
isolation and individuality” (Kaae, 2006, p. 108)owever, in the following | will argue that
while northern island texts typically draw on timeaigery of snow and ice to paint suggestive
landscapes, there is a set of texts that poetidaipfoy the specific geographical inventory of
Arctic islandscapes tehallengerather than reinforce island clichés like “inacibdity,”
“island isolation” and “individuality.”

The northern archipelago and philosophy: Michel Seres

In the fifth volume of hisHermésseries,Le passage du Nord-Ouedflichel Serres keeps
returning to the Arctic imaginary of the voyagesexiploration conducted in search of the
Northwest Passage from the Atlantic to the Paafier the course of several centuries. His
philosophical interest is the tracing of “passdgekich he identifies as links between the
physical and the human sciences” (Assad, 1999,7p. Hut his repeated evocation of the
Arctic voyages is more than a mere metaphor fothesretical project. Resonating with the
language of the Arctic journals, Serres’s suggedawguage serves the function of portraying
the search for the Northwest Passage as not osbjeatific undertaking, but also a poetic
enterprise. His initial description of the Arcti@as features a multiplicity of islands, a
disorienting and vast artic archipelago,

Le passage du Nord-Ouest fait communiquer I'océdanfique et le Pacifique, par les
parages froids du Grand Nord canadien. Il s’oua®,ferme, se tord, a travers
'immense archipel arctique fractal, le long d’uéddle follement compliqué de golfes
et chenaux, de bassins et détroits, entre le deaide Baffin et la terre de Banks.
Distribution aléatoire et contraintes regulieresds, le désordre et les lois. ...

Le labyrinthe global du parcours se réproduit, ciegamatin, sous la proue du navire,
au parage local. Vous négociez la casse de bandigsfield mouvant, les icebergs
flottants, les bourguignons, les cygnes. Petitdegplchenaux étroits, bassins peu
profonds, détroits resserrés. ... Le dessin que fdanggace fait avancer, culer, virer,
immobilise.

Des optiques de fantasme trompent, dans un miliamcb cristallin, diaphane,
brumeux. La terre, l'air et I'eau se confondentlides et liquides, flocons flous et
brouillards se mélangent, ou, au contraire, chat'enx se découpe, fractal, et la
lumiére éclate, irrisée, réfringente, par toutdectre défini, multiplie les objets, frange
les bords, joue avec les distances. Dédale d'exretiide précisions a l'observation
attent;ve, golfes, chenaux, bassins, détroits agsns et des ombres (Serres, 1990, pp.
16-7):

2 The Northwest Passage joins the Atlantic with Bfaific Ocean via the cold waters of the Great @emma
North. It opens itself, closes itself, twists ifsehrough the immense fractal Arctic archipelaglmng a crazily
complicated maze of gulfs and fairways, of basind straits, between the territory of Baffin and Bahand.
Random distribution and strong regular constrantisgrder and laws. ...
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| have quoted this passage at some length bedaesemplifies Serres’s geopoetic strategy of
drawing on a rich and precise vocabulary pertaininthe complexities of the physical world
to articulate and develop his philosophy. His diift and highly poetic style is shaped by this
close attention to the material wordthd the search for a language that corresponds w it t
open up thought and generate new ways of thinkinghe process, both the physical world
and language become more complex. In an articl8emes’s language, Paulson argues that
this opening up of language is what makes it sdicdif to translate Serres: “Serres’s
translators, | would say, dive into their task otdydiscover that they knew his work — and
French, and indeed their own native languages s-\Wedl than they thought ...” (Paulson,
2005, pp. 28-9). In the above passage, Serres dvavike archipelagic complexities of the
Northwest Passage to think about our relationshifhé physical world through language (cf.
Serres, 1980, p. 15). For the purposes of thisleytit is important to note that Serres refuses
any simple account of the northern archipelagoedal any qualification of this labyrinth of
islands, any apparent assignment of meaning tgphgal figures he outlines, is immediately
corrected or even reversed. The Northwest Passgugn$ itself, closes itself, twists itself”; its
spatial (dis)order is both “random” and “regulaif’;is portrayed as a space that is neither
definitively open nor closed, neither arbitrary modered, because it is never fixed and keeps
changing its shapes and characteristics, evadindimal characterization — in fact, calling for
a representation that itself moves by twists andhstu The abundance of words like
“labyrinth,” “maze,” “complicated” and “crazily” sge to reinforce Serres’s vision of a fractal
archipelago (both words are used repeatedly). KBis of a multiplicity of terms for the
manifold spatial configurations in the Arctic inday of land, water and ice (“gulfs,”
“‘channels,” “basins,” “straits” etc.) makes his ovext labyrinthine and archipelagic; on every
level of his text, the archipelago functions agiagyple of multiplicity, diversity, and shifting
material and textual spaces.

In the second paragraph, Serres expands thigpatabic principle from the macro- to
the microstructures of the polar ocean, turningdtiention to the multiplicity of ice islands,
icebergs and icefields encountered by the explaners daily basis. His use of rare words that
designate smaller fragments of ice drifting in teea (“bourguignons,” “cygnes”) is
challenging even for native speakers of French, tanas his own text into a space that is
difficult to navigate. The passage through the irate and through Serres’s text is fraught;
both become, in Serres’s own words, a space oftia¢ign (“Vous négociez...”). Again, the
spatial design formed by the ice (“dessin”: desigrawing) allows for no essentializing
account of the Arctic archipelago: in the quick cssion of four words, its associations
alternate between progression and mobilizationit(“éaancer”), retreat (“culer”), turning
(“virer”), and immobilization (“immobilize”).

This spatial uncertainty, which portrays the Acctarchipelago in terms of a
multiplicity of conflicting associations with moliy and immobility at opposite poles, is

The global labyrinth of the trajectory reproduceself, every morning, under the bow of the shipthi@
local waters. You negotiate the fragments of ioedl the moving ice field, the floating iceberdse smaller
blocks and pieces of ice. Small gulfs, narrow faiys; shallow basins, narrow straits. ... The desigméd by
the ice makes you advance, retreat, turn, immasiliz

The optics of phantasm deceive, in a milieu thawlite, crystalline, diaphanous, hazy. Land, aid an
water are confused, solids and liquids, vague fiaked fogs blend into each other, or, on the conteach of
them stands out, fractal, and the light explodeslescent, refracting, across the entire definedctspm,
multiplies objects, frays borders, plays with dist@s. A maze of errors and of precisions to albseovation,
gulfs, fairways, basins, straits of rays and shaddtanslation by author)
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paralleled by a perceptual uncertainty in the thgeslagraph of the passage. If the previous
paragraphs focused on the shifts in physical spaddts poetic implications, the last section’s
attention to the diffracting and disorienting eteof light, haze, and a variety of optical
effects and illusions further heightens the expeia complexity and uncertainty of Serres’s
Arctic island world. His poetic account of thesegaptions challenges opposites such as solid
and liquid and interweaves seemingly absolute caieg like land, water and air; objects are
multiplied, borders are frayed, distances beconwedain. His very language heightens the
explosion of perceptions he portrays: worlds likeistallin,” “diaphane,” “éclate,” “irrisée”
and “réfringente” all point to a multiplication gkerceptual effects, which is accompanied by
the explosion of Serres’s language itself into eediity of specific and evocative terms
relating to perception. But Serres is careful wadiutn his artic archipelago into a space where
everything dissolves into a blur and where all lasres disappear: rather, he portrays the
dissolution of individual elements of the landscapene possible perceptual effect while also
allowing for their heightened appearance as discrehtities and their microscopic
fragmentation (this is signaled by the ambiguoumtése découper,” which can mean ‘to
stand out’ or ‘to be dissected’).

As Paulson argues in relation to other texts byeSefanguage thus becomes a vehicle
for a navigational engagement with the materiallejor

Reference, in Serres, is neither given nor refusteds something that happens, is
worked toward, that is an event. The constantlykedron relation between discourse
and its outside ... is itself fluid .... ‘The discursivs plunged in the intuitive; it is an
archipelago in the sed.D, 282) (Paulson, 2005, p. 29).

It is significant that in the passage quoted byl$tay Serres, a former sailor himself, again
draws on the archipelago to develop his notionnodleandonment of discursive certainties in
the interest of approaching the material world. ideer, Serres’s archipelagic vision lie
passage du Nord-Ouestiggests that archipelagicity need not be synoagmath fluidity. In
response to the recent archipelagic turn in islstodies with its emphasis on “disjuncture,
connection and entanglemdrgtween and amonglands” (Stratford, Baldacchino, McMahon,
Farbotko & Harwood, 2011, p. 114), Hayward calledd closer attention to water, aiming to
offer “an expanded definition of an archipelagot thi@empts to re-emphasize the significance
of waters between and waters encircling and comgedlands” (2012, p. 5). Serres’s vision
goes a step further by questioning the oppositiemveen land and sea; in his text, the three
states of HO jointly create an archipelagic space where thigl,stihe fluid and the gaseous
intersect. InLe passage du Nord-OueSerres challenges our conceptions and perceptions
space through a poetic vision of “a world of isleh(Baldacchino, 2007) with ever-changing
significations and associatiofsThe premise of this article is that Serres’s ujshical
interest in the polar islands can be productivaikdd to a discussion of northern island
fiction. | will argue that, while in the case of riB&s’s Le passage du Nord-Ouesa
philosophical text draws on an imaginative accoohtArctic islandscapes to develop its
interests, the texts | will discuss in the secoat pf this paper are implicitly philosophical in

% For a discussion of the intersection of politicsl drctic imaginaries, see Steinberg, Tasch & Gelth¢2015).
Always reconstituting itself, the Arctic Ocean pestspecial challenges: for navigation and environtak
protection, as well as for legal governance” (ipm.50).
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their construction of northern islands. The philgsical text draws on a literary depiction of
the island; the literary texts, in turn, are philpkical in their reflections on islandness.

Space, text, topography

Before we turn to these texts, a few methodologmadl theoretical considerations are
necessary. Literary studies should not be (butoalloften are) concerned with what islands
‘are’ or ‘aren’t, but rather with how they are igiaed and conceived. The dialogue between
literature and other disciplines, notably geograplyimportant for studying the imaginative
dimension of islands. Any non-literary discourseowbisland, which includes scientific
discourses as much as our everyday assumptiong adhends, is informed and shaped by
literary visions, or more generally: by the desoesee and imagine islands in a particular way.
As a science of texts, literary studies can makamgoortant contribution to our understanding
of the cultural, political and economic implicat®nf how islands are represenfelddo not,
however, wish to limit my analyses to the imagindirmension of islands. My readings will be
guided by a perspective which neither assumesbéestaferent nor simply asserts the primacy
of textuality. Instead, as the discussion Serrastsic archipelago has suggested, | would like
to emphasize the possibility of exploring the miatethrough the textual. This implies a
resonance between textuality and the physical enment, a two-sided exchange between
material space and poetic practice. | would likestart with an example from Darwin’s
Ornithological noteswhere we find his first hint at the theory of &xton,®

When | see these Islands in sight of each othgnpgsessed of but a scanty stock of
animals, tenanted by these birds, but slightlyediffy in structure & filling the same
place in Nature, | must suspect they are only tiage ... If there is the slightest
foundation for these remarks the zoology of Arcligees will be well worth
examining; for such facts would undermine the s$tgtwf Species (1963, p. 262).

Darwin’s text here constructs two ways of seeing (alapagos Islands. The passage is
structured by two gazes. The first of these focusethe islands as a group observed from the
outside: “When | see these islands.” Yet this isniediately followed by a second gaze: “in
sight of each other.” This second gaze is situathlin the islands. It is a relational gaze in
the horizontal plane which emphasizes interconardind difference; the initial unity of the
group is broken up. In order to formulate his dawnsense that species are not stable, but
emerge and transform in interconnection, Darwin t@asook from island to island, and
observe their differences with respect to eachrotBignificantly, this is accompanied in the
micropoetics of the text by a shift from “Islands”Archipelagoes.”

The example from Darwin points to the tension leetw isolation and
interconnectedness which has long haunted thea$jpatigination of islands. Fiction has used
islands as tropes for both a discrete, boundeanautous and static spaeed for a fluid,
dynamic and interconnected spatiality. However, mhgority of texts in the tradition of
Western island narratives have favored visionsnetiliar separation and isolation; the texts
discussed in this paper challenge these concephbgr=onstructing multiple layers of their

* Beer (1989) offers an excellent example of anritiseiplinary approach to islands from the perspecof
literary studies.
® A more detailed discussion of this passage, albeitdifferent context, can be found in Riquet@p
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islands, thus adding a vertical dimension to theirstruction of islands, with different layers
being linked to conflicting conceptions of islanshse®
In TopographiesMiller advocates a layered view of literary spaéer Miller, literary

texts function like topographical maps. As he piott, the word ‘topography’ can refer to
the description of a place, to the mapping of al$aape, and to the terrain itself; for Miller,
this “triple figurative transference” (1995, p. @8gmonstrates the intertwining of physical
space and its representation, and alerts us twdle in which we tend to mistake the latter for
the former. The spatial aspects of literature lanes.t

... like the transparencies superimposed in palinipgesa map, each transparency
charting some different feature of the landscapseath: annual rainfall, temperature
distribution, altitudes and contours, forest cowerd the like. The landscape “as such”
is never given, only one or another of the waysiap it (Miller, 1995, p. 6).

| take from Miller the notion of texts as palimptsethat construct and superimpose different
layers of a given space, like layers of geologsealiment.

To link Miller's view of literary space with cultat geography, let us turn to Wylie’'s
work on landscape. For Wylie, walking, talking amdting are all forms of performing and
inhabiting the land, but he resists early phenorogical visions of a fusion between self and
world. Instead, he emphasizes distance and disaotytin our experience of landscape,

An irresolvable paradox of belonging/not-belongthgs arises. ... Between the name
and the land, between past, present and futureyebeat word and world, a gap
interposes itself, necessarily fragmenting senskeseabonging and identification
(Wylie, 2012, p. 378).

For Wylie, the landscape always eludes our grasgppwae can never fully inhabit it. From this
perspective, Miller's palimpsestic layers are afisrio grasp space that are never more than
partial and must necessarily fail.

® The discrete, map-like representation of Thomasedsland of Utopia in the 1516 and 1518 froriésps as
well as in the text itself are examples of this Y¥as attempt to produce islands as bounded spateRgcault
2010, pp. 25-31). The text suggests that the iddnoundedness is both a natural given and actipedguced:
“[A]ll points of access are so fortified by natuse by contrivance that a mere handful of defendars repel a
powerful attacking force” (2012, p. 57). Prosperdimwing of a magic circle at the end e tempests
emblematic of his attempt to produce the island &sunded, controlled space; Robinson Crusoe’fifaition

of his personal space through a series of concecitigles serves a similar purpose (see note 9.ifmperialist
production of discrete islands is memorably exmédss the cartographic vision of the island in R. M
Ballantyne’s 1858 noverhe coral island “We found this to be the highest point of thearsl, and from it we
saw our kingdom lying, as it were, like a map amus” (1995, p. 56). Early ethnographers were atgacted to
the idea of the island as a discrete field perngttotal observation of an unfamiliar culture @&er 1989, p. 22;
Edmond & Smith, 2003, pp. 2-3).

" This quote is actually taken from Miller’s desdigm of the structure of his book, but correspomdth the
general approach to literary (as well as philosoglhitexts he develops fopographies

& Miller's notion of theatopical is a useful concept to address the unreachablendror essence of landscape:
“This is a place that is everywhere and nowherplage you cannot get to from here. Sooner or lateg
different way in each case, the effort of mappisgnierrupted by an encounter with the unmappabl€elhis
strange locus is another name for the ground ofgfithe preoriginal ground of the ground, somettather to
any other activity of mapping” (1995, p. 7).
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Taken together, the views advanced by Miller andyli&®/ complicate the
phenomenology of space advocated by Gaston Badhieldihe poetics of spagqd957). For
Bachelard, inner and outer space are linked: taeespwe inhabit become associated with the
spaces of the mind. For Bachelard, space is alvpmicized, lived in resonance with
subjective experience; for literary texts, a Baahdibn perspective implies tracing the ways
texts poeticize and repoeticize space. Rereadirgpddard through Miller and Wylie would
imply considering the ways literary texts can gestiowards a frustrated sense of
identification between self and world, towards @&/cbntinuity of spatial experience, a
connection in disconnection. Such a perspectiwose to the position of Edouard Glissant in
Poetics of relation(1990). Glissant takes the Caribbean archipelagoaamodel for a
philosophy of cultural identity as relational andctapelagic, as a rhizomatic set of
heterogeneous relations with a multiplicity of othahrough differences, a rejection of
universality, and an acknowledgment of non-transpey and opacity,

[T]he Caribbean is ... a sea that explodes the sedttands into an arc. A sea that
diffracts. Without necessarily inferring any adwegg whatsoever to their situation, the
reality of the Caribbean or Pacific provides a ratullustration of the thought of
Relation (Glissant, 2007, pp. 33-4).

Literary islands between isolation and interconne@dness

Glissant draws on the horizontal interconnectiofisthe Caribbean archipelago for his
relational philosophy; in doing so, he portrayamsls in ways that are very different from the
insular visions of the best-known island textshie Western canon. In the paradigmatic text of
Western island fiction, Daniel DefoeRobinson Cruso€l719),Crusoe fortifies his body and
self by building concentric protective skins aroumdhself (Weaver-Hightower, 2007, p. 33).
These include his tent and his palisade, with tbeddér of the island functioning as the
outermost skirl. This use of the island as an image of the modetihamd of the modern
nation as autonomous and bounded entities contittuskape the Western understanding of
islands as isolated and closed off. Yet, as G{#803; 2004) argues, this construction of
islands goes against much historical reality; timusarly modernity, Atlantic islands were the
centre of intercontinental trade, multicultural Bubh the midst of networks of exchange and
the circulation of objects, people and good. Toipsimply, islands have often been the very
opposite of isolated.

The most important challenges to the Western dslamaginary have come from the
Pacific and the Caribbean. Hau‘ofa’s (1994) criiagpf the Western view of Pacific islands as
tiny and remote “islands in the far sea,” to whioch opposes Pacific conceptions of an
expansive “sea of islands,” is exemplary in thisiteat. In “Our sea of islands,” Hau‘ofa
(1994) demonstrates the economic and political itapibns of conceiving Pacific islands as
small, isolated and dependent rather than as a ratyvork crisscrossed by multiple relations,
which is the perspective he advances. Within Inestudies, Elizabeth DelLoughreyoots
and routes: Navigating Caribbean and Pacific Islditdratures (2007) is perhaps the finest
example of the archipelagic turn in island studies.

° “Crusoe’s labours to shore up his body with comterircles of boundaries, with the largest bethg island
shores, reflect his altered boy image; his bodyadsland become subconsciously sutured toge{lvggaver-
Hightower, 2007, p. 33).
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But there are also Western island texts whichlehge conceptions of islands as static
and isolated. It is interesting that many of thase set on cold-water islands, as most classic
Western islands narratives are set on tropicahdsaand studies of literary islands tend to
replicate this tendency. In the following, | witbte the alternative spatial philosophy of two
of these cold-water island texts. In both of thehe island is marked by a tension between
isolation and interconnection. If classic tropicgdlnd narratives often strive to establish the
island as an isolated and self-sufficient space, téxts | will discuss revolve around a
breakdown or interruption of economic activity. Yilis economic failure or breakdown
should not be read as a realistically motivated roemt on the sustainability of northern
islands. Rather, it offers a critical comment onstéen island fiction’s fantasies of insular
self-sufficiency. Moreover, and more crucially fbe present purposes, it is accompanied by a
shift into an aesthetic register; ceasing to fuorctas economically productive spaces, these
islands turn into complex spatial figures offerm@hilosophical meditation on islandness as a
contradictory and multifaceted condition. As suttie texts construct their islands as multi-
layered spaces made up of various geographicdlyratland textual sediments. They add a
vertical plane to articulate a complex spatial géaphy of islandness, functioning as
palimpsests or archives constructing multiple \@rsiof the islands.

Infinite space-time: “The man who loved islands” (827)

My first example, D. H. Lawrence’s short story “Timean who loved islands” (1927),
combines material and textual strata to interrogla¢eisland concept. While the protagonist
strives for geometrical reduction in his questdarisland essence, the text as a whole moves
in the opposite direction and constructs a complea expansive spatial poetics. “The man
who loved islands” tells the story of an islanddowho settles on three successive isldfids.
The story begins by raising the question of whaiséand is. But the initial description of the
first island offers only a negative definition ohat it isnot,

The island acquired by our potential islander waisin the remote oceans. It was quite
near at homeajo palm-trees nor boom of surf on the reedr any of that kind of thing
... (Lawrence, 2014, p. 563; emphasis added).

The story thus begins by refuting the clichéd tcapisland imaginary. In the following, the
narrative struggles to offer any essential qualftinsularity or islandnes} and fails to do so.
Smallness and isolation are repeatedly offerecbtengpial criteria,

An island, if it is big enough, is no better tharc@ntinent. It has to be really quite
small, before itfeelslike an island; and this story will show how tinyhas to be,
before you can presume to fill it with your own gamality (Lawrence, 2014, p. 563;
emphasis in original).

1% For a discussion of Lawrence’s story in relatioritte modernist fascination with islands, see Fs48K06, pp.
105-38). The story is commonly read in relatiorstdojectivity, isolation and inner space (see alsohelucci
1998, Stoltzfus 2000, and Kearney 1988), butiiaigly discussed in terms of an exploration ofnidlzess itself.

" Recently, island studies have turned to the naifislandnesso counteract the associations of stasis, isolation
and remoteness often linked to the tensularity (Baldacchino, 2006b, p. 9). | deliberately usehtterms here

to underscore the text’s oscillation between déferconcepts of (the) island(s).
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Each of the three islands is smaller than the ptessbne, as the islander is dissatisfied with
each of them. The first island still has a microremmy with a farm and several inhabitants;
but this economy fails to be self-sufficient and thland devours more and more money. The
second island is already reduced, with only thendér and a minimal household. Finally, the
islander escapes to his third island, a mere no¢ke sea,

Only the turf, and tiny turf-plants, and the sedgeh®y/ pool, the seaweed in the ocean.
He was glad. He didn’'t want trees or bushes. Thegdsup like people, too assertive.
His bare, low-pitched islanth the pale blue sea was all he wanted. (Lawred@#&4,

p. 574; emphasis added).

This “bare” island is stripped of all the layersathmade up the first two islands, and the
islander attempts to cut all connections to thesidetworld. The radical reduction of island
space veers towards an even more radical redu¢hienslander attempts to “reduc[e] himself
to a single point in space” (2014, 564), and fusth ihe minimal island. This, the text
implies, would be an island that is truly an islaMét no essential islandness emerges. A point
is a geometrical abstraction; in the story, it raman figure of speech: “... a point being that
which has neither length nor breadth, he had {o atieit into somewhere else” (2014, p. 564).
Having no extension in any direction, a point carb®inhabited; the island is here reduced to
a single dimension, which takes the geometricaledtd abstract and reduce the island to the
extreme. This ideal island thus functions as arédor the impossible island sought by the
protagonist.

By the end of the narrative, we are left with nothiThe identification between island
and self keeps failing; the islander does not mevgk the island. In fact, the island itself
disappears in the snow,

Sullenly, he worked to dig himself out. And he mge@, through sheer persistency, to
get out. He was in the tail of a great drift, mdagt high. When he got through, the

frozen snow was not more than two feet dda. his island was gone. Its shape was
all changed great heaping white hills rose where no hills baén, inaccessible, and

they fumed like volcanoebut with snow powder. He was sickened and oveecom
(Lawrence, 2014, p. 577; emphasis added).

The story thus ends by adding another layer taslhed, this time a layer of snow. The effect
is that the island becomes unrecognizable to that pd disappearance. The description
retains a faint reference to the volcanic islanidghe Pacific and Atlantic oceans in the simile
“they fumed like volcanoes,” yet the qualifying ‘tthighlights the incompatibility of the
island with familiar (literary) representations aflands. The passage suggests that the
existence of the islanals an islandtself is under erasure and thus puts the contsgf into
guestion. It can be argued that the three islarfdsawrence’s story are really different
palimpsestic layers of the same island, of a kifidutiimate island® that can never be
reached. The islander fails to fill each versiom, i@ Wylie’'s terms, to merge with the
islandscape.

The island resists his grasp already before ibv®red in snow,

12 My use of this term has nothing to do with thaRafddick (1993) irUltimate island: On the nature of British
science fictionan exploration of the importance of islands arsliiar spaces in science fiction.
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The small island was very small; but, being a hwhpock in the sea, it was bigger
than it looked. There was a little track among sa&nd bushes, winding and
scrambling up and down around the islet, so thettak you twenty minutes to do the
circuit. It was more than you would have expecteirence, 2014, pp. 569-570).

In Bachelardian terms, the islander cannot matshirhagination with the island space. The
island turns out to be the sum of its geograpracal rhetorical layers, with no essence hiding
underneath. Instead, and precisely for this reafentext has to keep emphasizing that the
island is an island: the word “island” is used adtn@ hundred times; in relation to the second
island, the narrator insists: “Still, it was anaistl” (2014, 570), and a few lines further on:
“Yes, it was an island” (2014, 570). But the méansular'*® the island supposedly gets, the
less the word itself is used; in the third partaptpears only fourteen times. Rather than
arriving at a clear sense of what an island is,téx¢ geographically erodes the island and
textually deconstructs the island concept. The nemiated the islander is, and the smaller the
island gets, the more the text emphasizes the esstof the ocean around-itand thus ends
on a meditation not on smallness and clearly ddfspaces, but on the infinity of space and
time. The text thus counters the islander’'s driegvards geometrical and dimensional
reduction with a spatio-temporal expansion in fonensions>

Quite fittingly, the story ends in a parody of wiRaatt (1997, pp. 197-223) has termed
“monarch-of-all-I-survey” scenes, which are a stdelture of Western island fiction (cf.
Weaver-Hightower, 2007, pp. 1-42): in these scetfescastaway climbs to a high point of the
island and visually appropriates it. In Lawrencg@ry, this moment has lost all meaning,

How long it went on, he never knew. Once, like aitr, he got out, and climbed to
the top of a white hill on his unrecognizable islaifhe sun was hot. “It is summer,”
he said to himself, “and the time of leaves. Hekéabstupidly over the whiteness of
his foreign island, over the waste of the lifelessa. He pretended to imagine he saw
the wink of a sail. Because he knew too well theoaild never again be a sail on the
stark sea (Lawrence, 2014, p. 577).

Rather than gaining visual control of the islandcbgnbing a hill and surveying it, the islander
here loses any sense of spatial orientation. Tlamdshas become “unrecognizable” and
“foreign,” and his gaze is “stupid” rather than tretied and purposeful. Indeed, the hill itself
has been added to the island by the snow and ssphu of its last layer; the vantage point
itself emerges from the unfamiliar structure whplits the island into question. And in the
very last two sentences, the snow extends thedstaa white infinity, threatening to engulf it
in the same gesture: “From far off came the muifdhe unsatisfied thunder, and he knew it
was the signal of the snow rolling over the sea.tti®med, and felt its breath on him”
(Lawrence, 2014, p. 577).

13 Ct. note 8.

 For a discussion of the poetics of the seBhia man who loved islandsee Gouirand (1993).

'3 As such, Lawrence’s story responds to the latk-1&d early 20th-century debate in mathematicgsiph and
literature — and often at their intersection — e around the fourth dimension, infinity, ancetepace-time
continuum in the theories and writings of Alberh&kein, Charles Howard Hinton, Maurice MaeterlinEdwin
Abbot Abbott and many others. Literary modernisegtrently explores the aesthetic possibilities ogaige by
this debate.
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An island dis/appears:The solitude of Thomas Cave (2007)

If snow transforms the last island of “The man vtwed islands” at the end of the story, my
second example, Georgina Harding’s novie solitude of Thomas Cay2007), traces the
development of an island covered by layers of saod/ ice over an extended period of time.
In the process, islandness as a lived experien@xamined and interrogated through the
complex textual construction of a three-dimensiasklnd in time. The novel uses a more
extreme northern setting than “The man who lovéahds” for its meditation on islandness.
Set in the early seventeenth century, it tellsstioey of a man working in the whaling business
who accepts a wager to spend a winter on an istdh&&reenland. The historical setting
relates the novel closely to the period of intesearching for the Arctic passages to the
Pacific. The voyages of Martin Frobisher (1576-78)hn Davis (1585-87), Henry Hudson
(1607-1611) and William Baffin (1615-16) all falhto this period, and the year in which
Baffin considerably advanced the search for a Negtt Passage by discovering and sailing
far into what is now called Baffin Bay (1616) cauhes with the year in which Thomas Cave
winters on his island in Harding’s novel. One ofrtHag’s historical sources for her novel was
William Scoresby’sAccount of the Arctic regionEl820). Scoresby was an English whaler
who himself played an important role in the explimma of the Arctic seas; his account begins
with an overview of previous journeys to the Aratied the various searches for a northwest,
northeast or northern route to the Pacific. Scorespeatedly emphasizes the unlikeliness of
finding such a passage, portraying the Arctic Sea barrier to navigators: “In seas perpetually
encumbered with ice, and probably crowded withnd& if not divided by necks of land, the
chance of great discoveries and of extensive nawiggatoward the north-west, even under the
best arrangements, and under the boldest seantart, small” (Scoresby, 1820, pp. 32-33). In
this passage, then, Scoresby figures the frozetr land seascapes of the polar regions as
inaccessible and immobilizing territories. We shbatld to this, however, that the description
is highly indeterminate in its spatial imaginaryheTinitial assertion of a frozen continuity
(“seas perpetually encumbered with ice”) sits uilgasth the speculative subordinate clauses
that immediately follow it: the imagined probakyliof a multitude of islands or, alternatively,
a sea divided by “necks of land,” raises the qoestif whether the island concept has any
meaning in a frozen ocean. The probable islands thppear as an almost irrelevant
afterthought, and are presented as interchangeatbldoth ice (i.e. frozen water) and bodies
of land connected with the mainland. Indeed, the eategories of land and sea are confused,;
as in Serres’s poetic account of the Northwest&psssolid and liquid lose their distinctive
identities.

It is this spatial indeterminacy which, some twepages onwards, leads Scoresby to
correct his assertion of a forbidding and impassablar ocean in a surprising and remarkable
way. Asserting that the polar regions could beelad (and that even the North Pole could
easily be reached) by sledge or on foot, he seemmgdggest that explorers made the mistake of
treating the frozen oceasan ocean, and advocate a view that treats it as laespective of
whether the layers of snow and ice actually covaintand, islands or water. To be more
precise, his imagined journey abandons these digtirs altogether,

With favourable winds, great advantage might bevedrfrom sails set upon the

sledge; which sails, when the travellers were st, nigould serve for the erection of
tents. Small vacancies in the ice would not pretieafourney, as the sledges would be
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so adapted as to answer the purpose of boats; amaldwhe usual unevenness of the
ice, or the depth or softness of the snow, be anarmountable difficulty, as journeys

of near equal length, and under similar inconveries) have been accomplished
(Scoreshy, 1820, p. 55).

In this account, Spitzbergen becomes the imagisiadd departure for an Arctic journey. Yet
its island status is no longer relevant. The predgsurney challenges received categories of
land- and seascape: the sledge is reimagined abger whose “sails” are in turn reimagined
as tents. Scoresby goes so far as to imaginedhdgeslas an actual, albeit temporary, boat fit to
navigate “small vacancies in the ice.”

As soon as Scoresbhy’s text gives up the categofitsd and sea, then, the islands of
the frozen ocean are no longer imagined as isolatedinaccessible, but suddenly become
spaces of connection and movement; Spitzbergens ldse discreteness, is indefinitely
extended and becomes the starting point for aroexgobn of an expansive and interconnected
snow- and icescape. Terms such as “sea,” “land” ‘@asldnd” no longer matter for the
determination of (in)accessibility: instead, a tigy of ice substitutes for a typology of land-
and seaforms,

On the kind of ice, indeed, which occurs generafiythe coast of Spitzbergen, in small
irregular masses, constituting what is called dcé, heaped one piece upon another to
a considerable height, intermixed with fragmentscefbergs, and forming as rough a
surface as can well be imagined, the journey walddbtless be impractical; but on
field-ice, found commonly within a few leagues bétsea in high latitudes, in sheets of
many miles in diameter, and frequently of very ewanface, the difficulties of
travelling would be very inferior (Scoresby, 18p056).

In this passage, the different formations makingthmp layers of ice covering land and sea
become the decisive categories for a descriptionthef Arctic: terms like “drift-ice,”
“fragments of ice-bergs” and “field-ice” are usedaccount for the diversity of the icescape
and its spatial features. The ocean and its isldisggppear under layers of snow and ice.

This phenomenal and linguistic disappearance lahds takes on a philosophical
dimension inThe solitude of Thomas Cae Harding’'s novel, the spatial indeterminacy of
Scoresby’'s text is further developed and translatgs a philosophical meditation on
islandness. This exploration of the im/possibiliyArctic island space revolves around the
polyvalent status of the island on which Cave speadwinter. Significantly, while the
paratextudf announcement of “The Experience of Thomas Cavethéntitle to the second
section of the book specifies the location as archarted island of Svalbard” (Harding, 2007,
p. 25), the narrative proper does not make thadslacation explicit until the sea is already
frozen,

Before his eyes an eagle view: throughout his feflgdision, mountains in the form of
flames, burning white with the sun upon them, aeglond in all directions, smooth
and blue-white, a frozen sea.

18 First developed by Genette (1997), the conceplacétext refers to the elements on the border Gphpery of
the text, such as titles, footnotes, epigraphsheruk blurbs.
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It is my opinion that this cannot be East Greenléd an island, a place for which we
have no name. Our ships had sailed the southerst@a we had thought the land to
be a promontory or projection from a greater mamdabut yesterday | climbed the
mountain to the north and discovered that it wa$ s, that the place is indeed
surrounded by sea in all directions. The sea tortbgh appears to be frozen so it is
yet possible that it may connect by the ice tchentand(Harding, 2007, p. 37; italics

in original).

Like the protagonist in Lawrence’s story, Cave hamnonarch-of-all-I-survey moment as he
climbs to the highest point of the island. Unlikethe former story, this moment does give
Cave some form of orientation and spatial certasgythe island status is ascertained. On
another level, however, the text introduces a nionelamental spatial indeterminacy, for it
presents us with an apparent paradox: at the mombkah Cave has become most fully
isolated by the freezing of the sea, the islanddats distinct identity and becomes part of a
wider landscape of snow and ice. In other words, ifland is named as such at the very
moment when its island status becomes irrelevami, @ave imagines the island in icy
connection to “further land.” Cave’s isolation hasthing to do with the fact that he is on an
island; as such, the island concept itself is engéd.

It is therefore significant that the view from thap of the island is described twice.
Only Cave’s diary, written in italics, uses the d®r“island” and “mainland”; while the
omniscient narrator’s description preceding thaydientry is aligned with Cave’s “field of
vision,” it also expresses an alternative and mexepansive view that focuses on the
continuities of the snow- and icescape around tbentain and in which the island concept
need not be articulated. While Cave thinks in teahthe geographical categories he inherits
both from his trade and from his castaway predecsds island fiction, the text as a whole
puts those categories into question. By having Qaremounce the word “island,” it thus
suggests that the island concept is tied to andibgi human vision of space. In addition, what
isolates Cave connects the island to the mainlandther life forms: thanks to the frozen sea,
polar bears now seem to reach the island by crgp$saice,

Since the sea has been frozen | have seen a nwhibdrte bears. Since | have not
seen such a quantity before I think it is possibb they have come across the ice ...
(Harding, 2007, p. 59).

As in Lawrence’s story, the island physically chasigts shape in the snow, and all traces of
economic activity are erased,

Every surface reflects the moonlight, white and sthed as the wind has left it, the
form of the tent gone into a dune, the boilers,tthe remaining shallopgvery mark

of the whalers erased, his footprints gone fromghmund There was a path he had
made to a pool far along the beach where watemratilfrom beneath the glacier and
since the beginning of winter he had been abled¢albthrough the icdt is quite lost
now, the landmarks about it eerily alterdde sees that he will not find the spot again
but must melt snow for his drinking until the idself begins to thaw. ... And before
he turns his eyes back to the ground he seessltigais standing not twenty yards off
where the beach merges with the (igarding, 2007, p. 73; emphasis added).
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Cave’s own footprints are erased along with theesaof whaling activity. Human inscriptions
are absorbed by the island’s new and ever-chargfiage; the footpath is lost, and the tent is
transformed into a dune. Not only human tracespgiear, but the physical geography of the
island itself is altered to the point where allereince points vanish. Throughout the novel, the
frozen landscape is frequently described as empdyimmobile (“the empty enormity of the
North”; Harding, 2007, p. 87), but the island beesniilled not only with snow and ice but
also with memories as Cave remembers and evencimgtes his dead wife. In this above
passage, significantly, she appears at the bofdéeasland, challenging the latter's apparent
isolation. She manifests the return of the worlde€aished to leave behind as he aimed to go
“[slJomewhere hard and cold. Somewhere that had emony. No history of man. Or woman”
(Harding, 2007, p. 125). But the reverse happatker than vanishing, his memories return to
him in the Arctic snow- and icescape. In the lomdap night where Cave cannot really see
anything, the island turns into a mental landscape, a layer of memories is added to the
layers of snow and ice.

This layering of inner and outer landscapes is exsjed through the metaphorical
link between the wintery landscape and Cave’s mheotadition: “He lives in constant fatigue,
he drifts between waking and sleeping, his brainitig without focus, his identity becoming
frozen, clear and yet thickppaque as ice(Harding, 2007, p. 87; emphasis added). This
metaphorical identification of Cave and the langscehowever, does not imply a fusion of
self and island; these are linked in that the itemf both becomes opaque; both consist of
conflicting layers, each marked by different degretisolation and interconnection.

Conclusion

In Serres’d_e passage du Nord-Ouesis well as in the fictional visions of northertargls,
isolation and interconnection are rhetorical mo@dker than essential qualities of islandness.
In all three texts, the visible material changest #rctic islandscapes undergo become linked
to the textual production of multiple, conflictingland conceptions. “The man who loved
islands” begins by defining the island in negatteems, directly challenging the tropical
island imaginary of Western fiction. As the stomogeeds, the island concept is gradually
eroded while the text adds layer upon layer topbetic construction of its island(s). At the
end, the island is quite literally buried in sn@langed beyond recognition; with it, the island
conceptis lost in the infinity of time and space. Tine Solitude of Thomas Cawube island
textually appears at the moment of its physicahmgiiearance in a continuous landscape of
snow and ice; the island concept is evoked at émg moment when its usefulness is put into
qguestion. In different ways, both texts functiorkeli topographical maps, with each
(geographical and rhetorical) vertical layer of islnd constructing a different horizontal
vision of island space in a continuum between cetegkolation and total interconnectedness.
Furthermore, both texts draw on deceptive percépfiects to heighten their interrogation of
island space, and their protagonists’ experiencd®iorthern islands becomes unreliable: if
Lawrence’s island eludes the grasp of both protesg@md reader, Harding’s novel repeatedly
draws on the specific perceptual illusions of tbkapregions, such as when we learn that “the
apparent height of the land was an illusory eftddthe fog” (159). In their articulation of an
interrogative philosophy of island space, thesestegsonate with the Arctic archipelago in
Serres’s text. Like Harding, Serres draws on treiabimaginaries in the Arctic journals of
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explorers like Scoresbhy. If the literary texts atalosophical, Serres’s philosophical text is
perhaps the most literary of all three texts diseds in this paper: in it, material
transformations and perceptual uncertainties explahd Serres’s suggestive geopoetic
language oscillates between a multiplicity of sglapierspectives within single sentences. If
these northern texts offer a challenge to the Wiesttand imaginary, it is not to celebrate
interconnectedness, but to put forward a completiaphilosophy of islandness, challenging
all essentialist accounts of island space.
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