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INTRODUCTION

This collection of essays on mapping mobility aims at questioning how changing
relationships to land, place and landscape challenge authors and artists in
representing otherness ethically, depending on the various histories of colonial
power and postcolonial empowerment of the territories whose stories are being
narrated. As Shameem Black notes in Fiction Across Borders: Imagining the Lives of
Others in Late Twentieth-Century Novels, “because fiction conventionally calls
attention to the texture of experiential life through emplotted action, the novel
almost always participates in one form or another of social border crossing” (8).
The articles that follow discuss the ways in which geographical border crossings
and social border crossings are enmeshed, and how this entanglement is
represented in various discourses and in literature and the arts. In this volume,
“ethics” is understood in the way Shameem Black defines it, as “the ethos of
responsibility to one’s object of inquiry, responsibility opposed to hegemonic
domination and representational violence” (3). This volume questions the ethics
of representation when discussing and representing human border crossings and
places of belonging, whether in legal discourse or in literature and the arts.
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This collec tion of essays on mapping mobility aims at ques tioning
how chan ging rela tion ships to land, place and land scape chal lenge
authors and artists in repres enting other ness ethic ally, depending on
the various histories of colo nial power and post co lo nial
empower ment of the territ ories whose stories are being narrated. As
Shameem Black notes in Fiction Across Borders: Imagining the Lives of
Others in Late Twentieth- Century Novels, “because fiction
conven tion ally calls atten tion to the texture of exper i en tial life
through emplotted action, the novel almost always parti cip ates in
one form or another of social border crossing” (8). The articles that
follow discuss the ways in which geograph ical border cross ings and
social border cross ings are enmeshed, and how this entan gle ment is
repres ented in various discourses and in liter ature and the arts. In
this volume, “ethics” is under stood in the way Shameem Black defines
it, as “the ethos of respons ib ility to one’s object of inquiry,
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respons ib ility opposed to hege monic domin a tion and
repres ent a tional viol ence” (3).

As Anne- Laure Amilhat Szary argues in “The Geographies of
Migra tion and Mobility in a Glob al izing World”, mapping
contem porary moving patterns has become very diffi cult, because
moving patterns do not corres pond anymore to arrows tracing direct
traject ories from one point to another (“The Geographies of
Migra tion and Mobility”). Simil arly, Sarah Mekdjian fore grounds in a
chapter about mapping borders and mobility (Amilhat- Szary,
Border ities and the Politics of Contem porary Mobile Borders), that
although borders are as much mobile as people, mapping should not
be limited to being an instru ment of govern ment ality, but ought to be
critiqued by experts on contem porary borders and appar atus of
surveil lance. Sarah Mekdjian describes and analyzes several counter- 
cartography projects which have involved the produc tion of
altern ative visual narrat ives of borders (Amilhat- Szary;
Mekdjian, “This Is Not an Atlas”), ques tioning and decon structing
tradi tional maps. In a similar way, the chapters in this volume
ques tion the ethics of repres ent a tion when discussing and
repres enting human border cross ings and places of belonging,
whether in legal discourse or in liter ature and the arts.

2

Borders, like places, change over time, for geopol it ical reasons, but
also for human or prac tical reasons, to the point that they may
become nearly invis ible. On the other hand, borders are erected
every year in parts of the world where there were none before (Papin;
Tertrais; Zajec). And yet, the mutab ility of borders and places does
not neces sarily match the mobility of people. Borders usually deter
and impede mobility, when they do not alto gether prevent people
from crossing, tres passing or trans gressing. Those words, however,
all denote the passing over as well as the forbidden status of the
passage. The chan ging nature of borders and places there fore raises
issues of repres ent a tion, according to point of views and ideo lo gical
perspect ives. In fact, tradi tional mapping is usually deprived of
human repres ent a tion. As Tim Ingold, a British anthro po lo gist,
explains in his book Being Alive: Essays on Move ment, Know ledge
and Description,
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the map was not arrived at by any process of obser va tion and
meas ure ment but through a visionary exper i ence of revel a tion.
Rather than surveying the opaque, outer surfaces of the world, the
visionary—in whose eyes these surfaces were rendered trans parent—
would see into it whereupon was revealed to his mind an inner
reality of which the world’s outward, visible forms were appear ances.
One rendering of this all- encompassing vision was the mappa mundi
or world map. (199)

As Ingold reminds us, the mappa mundi was not so much descriptive
as prescriptive. He suggests that geometric paint ings in the style of
Kand insky for example, are the precise coun ter part of the medieval
mappa mundi and serve the same purpose of summoning the theme
of medit ative recol lec tion. Tim Ingold’s work emphas izes the fact that
the world repres ented on a map is usually one deprived of its
inhab it ants: “No one is there; nothing moves or makes any sound.
Now in just the same way the jour neys of the inhab it ants are
elim in ated from the carto graphic map, the voices of the past are
elim in ated from the printed text” (Lines, 24). In the same spirit, in The
Prac tice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau showed that modern
maps elim in ated all trace of the prac tices that produced them,
creating the impres sion that the struc ture of the map sprang directly
from the struc ture of the world (quoted in Ingold, Lines, 24). In other
words, maps are almost always disem bodied and even, one could say,
dispir ited—if not dispiriting.

And yet, funda ment ally, the story of human people has been about
migra tion and chan ging places since the begin ning of time, and that
story is not restricted to certain parts of the world. Such move ments
affect the communities migrants leave, as much as the communities
that receive these migrants. They also impact communities along the
route of transit. And there fore mapping involves not only the
nomadic journey of people from one point to another point, but also
the way those people make new homes, the way they embody the
tremendous changes taking place in their lives. Mapping also involves
the poten tially trans form ative impact of their pres ence on the places
where they stop, stay or settle.

4

In Mohsin Hamid’s novel Exit West published in 2017 and written by
an author born in Pakistan and now a British citizen, Nadia and
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Saeed, the main prot ag on ists, have decided to flee their city. The city
itself is described, without being named, as “swollen by refugees but
still mostly at peace, or at least not yet openly at war” (1). Nadia and
Saeed decide to migrate when they hear that strange black doors are
being opened throughout the city, giving access to places like
London, San Fran cisco, Greece or Dubai:

[Nadia] approached the door, and drawing close she was struck by its
dark ness, its opacity, the way that it did not reveal what was on the
other side, also did not reflect what was on this side, and so felt
equally like a begin ning and an end, and she turned to Saeed and
found him staring at her, and his face was full of worry, and sorrow,
and she took his hands in hers and held them tight, and then,
releasing them, and without a word, she stepped through. (97–98)

The moment of setting off is depicted as one when usual refer en tial
land marks are utterly upset. The percep tion of space and time is
altered, as space lacks depth and trans par ency, and time is
suspended. All sense of perspective is absent, either spatially or time- 
wise. The action of going away is described not with the adverb
“along”, or “across”, but with the adverb “through”, denoting a radical
jump, because Nadia is liter ally leaping into the unknown. The
para graph is indeed followed by a typo graph ical blank on the page. In
this para graph, affects are repres ented and acknow ledged by the
narrator (“worry”, “sorrow”) and the bodies of Nadia and Saeed
connect just before she leaves, as she “took his hands in hers and held
them tight, and then, releasing them, and without a word, she
stepped through.” Looks and gestures have replaced words in that
moment of intense emotion, when Nadia steps through, with the
comma inserted before the last three words, emphas izing both the
effort and the impetus. In that decisive instant, just before she leaves,
her gaze only finds opacity in the space around her. She turns
towards Saeed and only in his eyes and the emotions they carry is she
able to reclaim the dynamics of movement.

That example shows the way fiction can represent displace ment from
one place to another in terms of embodied spaces. Because emotions
and affects dominate moments of depar ture and defin itive jour neys
away from what was considered home, words can become useless
and silence then prevails. But the event that is taking place is
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nonethe less embodied, as if imprinted in bodily percep tions and
memories. What domin ates this mode of repres ent a tion is there fore
not so much the preci sion of the journey (the doors are ordinary
doors and the adverb “through” is vague enough), but the density of
what is exper i enced emotion ally. Hamid’s craft is to focus our
atten tion as readers on what makes this scene human. The
emig ra tion process can be repres ented in bland almost mech an ical
terms, but Hamid shows that the human exper i ence is every time
unique for those who, like Nadia and Saeed, flee their homes. In
Hamid’s novel, places are name less, but the fate of the prot ag on ists is
what matters. He high lights the personal and inter- personal
revolu tions in the minds and bodies that the process of migrating has
triggered. As Shameem Black argues, “border- crossing novels
them selves suggest that the polit ical and philo soph ical prob lems they
raise will never be fully resolved” (4). It is the case with Hamid’s novel,
which also draws atten tion to the ethics of repres enting the other in
a context of global human migrating move ments, emphas izing
personal strategies of place- making and ques tioning the indi vidual
sense of belonging, issues that all the chapters in this volume share in
different ways.

The present volume opens with two chapters focusing on Australia
and how the denial of the pres ence of the Abori ginal Other produced
a para dox ical mapping of immob ility both in legal discourse and in
fiction. Virginie C. Bernard’s article addresses the antag on istic
repres ent a tions of space between the Abori ginal Noongars of the
South West of Western Australia and the Australian State in the
context of the Noongars’ native title claims, both in Courts and
through a nego ti ation process. She describes how the long
nego ti ations brought to light the inex tric able link between the
Abori ginal Noongars and the descend ants of settlers and immig rants,
and how, if they were to have a common future, the Australian State
needed to take into account the pecu li ar ities and the specific needs
of the Abori gines, revising its vision of space, and consol id ating its
legit imacy while comforting its national history. In her article
“Mapping Mobility in Australia: from the Bush to the Desert and the
Ghostly Place”, Christine Vandamme exam ines Australia’s rela tion ship
to the land in fiction. In partic ular, she focuses on the recur rent and
para dox ical immob ility, as well as on the absence of a fron tier myth,
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showing how it was until recently both a symptom of Australia’s
rela tion to its colo nial history and of the oblit er a tion of its Indi genous
popu la tion. Christine Vandamme’s paper analyses the diffi culties
non- Indigenous Australians have had from the very begin ning of
settle ment in mapping out the iconic national bush and its modern
avatar, the desert, both liter ally and figur at ively. She also addresses
issues of spec trality and how spec trality reflects deeper polit ical and
cultural dynamics. The third article, by Anne- Sophie Letessier,
focuses on recent fiction produced in Canada. She exam ines the
rela tion ship between place and text and how Aritha van Herk’s Places
Far from Ellesmere is informed by the opposed dynamics of the
cent ri petal forces of “emplace ment” as “entext ment”, in an attempt to
outrule textual and territ orial enclosure. In her paper, Anne- Sophie
Letessier shows how Aritha van Herk plays with the mobility of
artistic repres ent a tion, shifting the tradi tional defin i tion of place in
order to write what she calls “unmap pable, unfixed and unfixing
geografictione”. Moving on to South Asia, the fourth article, by Maëlle
Jean niard du Dot, offers a study of Nadeem Aslam’s fourth novel The
Blind Man’s Garden, in which the repres ent a tion of the border is
central. It is repres ented as a prism, allowing the story to shed a
poetic light on discourses obscured by the glob al iz a tion of media.
While the phys ical border is threatened by war and viol ence, the
symbol ical border reveals Aslam’s poetics of conflu ence. The border
becomes the place of spatial and histor ical continuity rather than a
limiting boundary. In the fifth article, the paradigm shifts some what,
focusing on an example of geopo etic mapping of the West coast of
Ireland. Nessa Cronin’s article shifts the reading from fiction to
cultural geography, as she describes and analyzes the status of the
Tim Robinson Archive, emphas izing Tim Robinson’s unique
rela tion ship to place and map- making in the West of Ireland from the
1970s to 2014 when he donated his archive to the National Univer sity
of Ireland, Galway. Her paper explores the archive of Tim Robinson
through an artist- in-the-archive research project, Iarsma: Frag ments
from an Archive, based on Robinson’s maps and writ ings. Artistic
visual mapping is also the subject of Lisa Fitzgerald’s article as she
studies the visible glitches in examples of Google Street View digital
mapping. Her purpose is to ask to what extent street views might be
read as docu menting early 21st century social life. In enabling the
user to zoom down from the tradi tional carto graphic bird’s-eye view
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TEXT

Since the customary land rights and interests of the
indi genous Australians 1 were trans lated and enshrined in the
Australian legis lative system in 1993 by the Native Title Act (NTA), 2

the Abori ginal Noongars of the South West of Western Australia have
been seeking legal recog ni tion of their native title over
their territory. 3 Between 1994 and 2000, 78 over lap ping and
inter secting native title claims were initi ated by various Noongar
families (Brad field). The South West Abori ginal Land and Sea Council
(SWALSC)—the regional organ isa tion offi cially recog nised by the
Federal State to represent the Noongars’ land claims—worked to
bring them together into a single native title claim. SWALSC
proceeded in stages, initially regis tering six inter me diate claims with
the Federal Court. Then, in September 2003, the organ isa tion

1
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filed the Single Noongar Claim (SNC) on behalf of all the Noongars.
This unique claim was intended to cover the Noongar territory, an
area of nearly 200,000 km  comprising a Noongar popu la tion of
approx im ately 27,000 people divided in 21 family groups (Brad field).
However, it was never offi cially registered because the Federal Court
considered that SWALSC had not obtained permis sion from the
entire Noongar community. It there fore remained composed of the
six inter me diate claims.

2

At the request of the State of Western Australia and the Federal State,
who were their main oppon ents, the Metro Claim (Bennell v Western
Australia 2006)—the claim corres ponding to the Perth metro pol itan
area—was judged before the Federal Court, separ ately from the rest
of the SNC. In his verdict of 19 September 2006, Justice Wilcox
rendered a decision in favour of the Noongars. He recog nised eight
Noongar native title rights, the details of which were to be specified
later. In April 2007, the State of Western Australia and the Federal
State appealed this decision to the Full Federal Court (Bodney v
Bennell 2008). On 23 April 2008, the judges of the Full Federal Court
rendered their verdict in which they found errors in the
inter pret a tion of the NTA legis la tion and ruled that the Metro Claim
should be retried before another federal judge.

2

After consulting the Noongar claimants, SWALSC decided not to
appeal, but urged the State of Western Australia to resolve the SNC
through a formal nego ti ation process. At the end of 2014, SWALSC
and the State of Western Australia reached a defin itive agree ment
consisting of six Indi genous Land Use Agree ments (ILUAs), one per
inter me diate region covered by the SNC (South West Abori ginal Land
and Sea Council “Quick Guide”). These ILUAs aim to regu late
exchanges between the Noongars and their inter locutors as to how
the territory will be used and the resources exploited in each region
concerned. From January to March 2015, SWALSC organ ised six
author isa tion meet ings at which the Noongars voted in favour of the
ILUAs and thus valid ated the agree ment of which they are the
back bone. SWALSC and the State of Western Australia have begun to
work on its imple ment a tion, but it will not be form al ised until all legal
remedies have been settled. 4

3
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This article seeks to account for the antag on istic repres ent a tions of
space between the Noongars and the Australian State in the context
of these native title claims, which took place in Courts and then
through a nego ti ation process.

4

My interest will first lie on how the Noongars and the State fought
around the concept of society, which the native title legis la tion
imposes. We will see that, contrary to the anthro po lo gical approach
of the concept of society as a group of people sharing common
cultural traits, the legis la tion defines it as a fixed entity whose
members are united by the obser va tion of the same laws and
customs. What the law requires and the facts it estab lishes are not
anthro po lo gical real ities, but inter pret a tions shaped by the legal
context and the trials before the judges.

5

In the face of the often recal cit rant Australian State, and their various
other opponents (among which several local govern ments and private
companies), the Abori ginal claimants seek the recog ni tion of some of
their customary land rights and interests. Indeed, the NTA does not
grant a land title but a bundle of rights that must be indi vidu ally
demon strated to be recog nised (Glaskin, Strelein “Comprom ised
Juris pru dence”). This inter pret a tion implies a weak ening of native
title. For Katie Glaskin,

6

The notion of partial extin guish ment relies on the char ac ter isa tion of
native title as a bundle of rights and interests that can be separ ately
iden ti fied, concep tu ally and legally separ ated, and found to be
extin guished or extant. […] This is clearly not what one could call a
holistic view of abori ginal title. The bundle of rights and interests
model contrasts with a view of native title in which the connec tion
with, and right to, the land is that from which other rights flow
[…]. (71–72)

This codi fic a tion of Abori ginal land rights and the notion of partial
extin guish ment do not reflect the char acter of the rela tion ships that
the Abori gines have with their envir on ment. As Deborah Bird Rose
points out (7–8, 11), the different Abori ginal groups consider their
“country”, their land, as:

7

[…] a living entity with a yesterday, today and tomorrow, with a
conscious ness, and a will toward life. […] Country is multi- 
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dimensional—it consists of people, animals, plants, Dreamings; 5

under ground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface water, and
air. […] Country is the key, the matrix, the essen tial heart of life.

Humans, as well as all elements of their envir on ment, are
incarn a tions of their land. They are made of the same essence. Their
ances tral lands are inali en able, contrary to the fact that the NTA
considers that their rela tions with them can be partially or even
completely extin guished. The Noongars had to comply with the
require ments of the law to be recog nised, but faced with the rigid
legal approach of the concept of society defended by their
oppon ents, they sought to soften its defin i tion to reflect the
flex ib ility and dynamism that char ac ter ises their concep tion of space
and of their social and territ orial organisation.

I will then focus my atten tion on the nego ti ations between the
Noongar claimants, repres ented by SWALSC, and the State of
Western Australia. SWALSC sought to lead the Noongars beyond the
simple resol u tion of their land claims and to enable them to resolve
the diffi culties they face. More than a symbolic recog ni tion of a set of
land rights over a limited number of parcels, the nego ti ations could
offer concrete land assets, but also economic, social, finan cial and
polit ical oppor tun ities. In order to resist the State of Western
Australia and stand as a strong partner, SWALSC under took to
concretise the idea of a Noongar nation by strength ening the
Noongars’ sense of belonging, which had begun to emerge through
the creation of the SNC. The modern nation reflects, as Patrice
Canivez defines it, “[a] historic community char ac ter ised by a culture
of its own, a collective conscious ness and a claim to polit ical
sover eignty” (27). Thanks to this stra tegic polit ical tool, we will see
that SWALSC under took to ration alise the Noongars’ social and
territ orial organ isa tion in a need for trans par ency and effi ciency. This
form al isa tion was essen tial to the estab lish ment of a system of
governance that could allow the Noongar community to remain
united, to func tion and prosper, but also to be recog nised by the
State and thus gain a certain amount of autonomy.

8
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The native title defin i tion of
society: the confront a tion of two
competing repres ent a tions
of space
The legal field of native title is the scene of multiple clashes. First, it
gives rise to a confront a tion between the indi genous claimants for
the recog ni tion of their native title and the Australian State. It also
trig gers a clash between discip lines—such as anthro po logy and
history—as well as conflicts within these discip lines. Indeed, during
trials, each party employs social scient ists on whose argu ments they
rely. The claimants seek the recog ni tion of their native title, while
their diverse oppon ents strive to elim inate the threat that such a
recog ni tion repres ents to them for the integ rity of the Australian
nation- state and its territory (Attwood). These clashes are not trivial.
They have consid er able scientific, but above all social, economic and
polit ical consequences (Dousset and Glaskin).

9

In an article entitled “The Assy metry of Recog ni tion”, Katie Glaskin
and Laurent Dousset apply the double asym metry of the philo sopher
Paul Ricœur’s concept of recog ni tion to the case of native title claims
in Australia. They explain that, to the extent that they hope to be
recog nised through this process, the indi genous claimants assume
the “passive” role, or the “weak” role, while the repres ent at ives of the
native title legis la tion have the “active” role of those who have the
power and ability to recog nise. In addi tion, they do not recog nise the
claimants in their entirety. They select partic ular elements that
remind them of elements of their own struc ture, which they know
and there fore recog nise, from which they recon struct the claimants
who wish to be recognised.

10

The indi genous claimants thus engage in a long and diffi cult process
requiring them to provide the neces sary evid ence for their
recog ni tion. They have to justify their request, to demon strate their
legit imacy and to seek recog ni tion by the State. They must estab lish
that, at the time of the acquis i tion of sover eignty by the British
Crown, they consti tuted a society whose norm ative system produced

11
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laws and customs governing the occu pa tion and use of land over the
entire area they claim (for the Noongars, this date corres ponds
to 1829). They also have to prove that they still form the same society
and that these laws and customs have since been continu ously
observed. The indi genous claimant soci eties shall not have
funda ment ally changed since their preco lo nial state. Preco lo nial
soci eties are, in this context, considered as “authentic” soci eties; they
embody the models that the claimants must meet to be recog nised
as “traditional” 6 and claim some of their customary land rights
and interests.

In prac tice, the native title legis la tion has focused on redu cing the
category of the “genuine” Abori gines to deny recog ni tion of their
native title to a greater number of Abori gines. The way in which the
claimants are defined by their oppon ents, the state govern ments, the
Federal State, and the judges fits into what Patrick Wolfe (163–214)
describes as an ongoing strategy of elim in a tion imple mented by the
Australian State. The stra tegic tool of this “logic of elim in a tion” is
what he calls “repressive authen ti city”: the State has created an ideal
Abori gin ality, and Abori gines who cannot conform to it are
considered unau thentic and elim in ated from the category.

12

The SNC is emblem atic of the way this strategy oper ates. Strongly
impacted by colon isa tion, the Noongar claimants were far removed
from the refer en tial of the “tradi tional” Abori ginal on which the
legis la tion is based and their native title was considered to be
virtu ally extin guished. In order not to be “elim in ated” and to gain
recog ni tion, they were well prepared to meet the mandatory legal
require ments and to face the Australian State. The defin i tion of a
society was thus at the heart of their confrontations.

13

While the anthro po lo gical research has since high lighted more
dynamic and diverse social and territ orial organ isa tions, the model of
local descent groups, owners and users of a partic ular territory,
estab lished by clas sical anthro po logy, has been included in the
legis lative appar atus of land claims and intro duced into the legal
language of native title as “society”. It was familiar, under stand able
and recog nis able by the judges because it corres ponded to their
vision of an ideal and authentic Aboriginality.

14
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For most anthro po lo gists, a society has become a set of social
rela tions; it can have different shapes and it changes over time. On
the contrary, for the jurists—and the anthro po lo gists inter vening as
experts for the oppon ents of a native title claim—a society is an
object, a stable and immut able entity, detached from any inter cul tural
context. Their members are united by the obser va tion of the same
norm ative and sustain able system whose internal rules can be
high lighted and analysed in an objective and unam biguous way
(Glaskin and Dousset). The role of the social scient ists thus becomes
para mount. The judges will recog nise the claimant group as
consti tuting a society only if the concept of society presented to
them contains elements that are intel li gible and familiar to them.
Glaskin and Dousset summarise this as follows:

15

The basis of the recog ni tion of what consti tutes a society then is the
re- cognizing (re = repe ti tion; cognizing = under standing) of a part of
that thing that is being recog nized according to one’s own
know ledge and truth (for example, such as a system of land tenure)
and the extra pol a tion of that to a whole (a larger society). (145)

During the Metro Claim and the appeal process, to estab lish the
exist ence of a Noongar society at the time of the acquis i tion of the
British sover eignty in the South West in 1829, then the exist ence of a
contem porary Noongar society and finally an unin ter rupted
continuity between these two soci eties, several constitutive elements
of a society were studied in detail: the language, the customs and
beliefs, the social inter ac tion but espe cially, the social and territ orial
organ isa tion of the Noongars. The argu ments deployed around this
issue are emblem atic of the repres ent a tions of space that oppose the
Noongars and the Australian State.

16

The Noongar claimants: society as a
flex ible social and territ orial entity
The absence of landowners and borders determ ined by rigid
prin ciples, such as the hered itary prin ciple, made the Noongar case
partic u larly diffi cult to inter pret within the frame work of the legal
concept of society. The Noongar claimants’ experts and lawyers,
however, succeeded in trans lating their preco lo nial social and
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territ orial organ isa tion to make it under stand able and recog nis able
to Justice Wilcox. They attached import ance to the land, rather than
to its borders, and compared these customary rights to the land
tenure of private prop erty without inter preting them.

Kingsley Palmer, their expert anthro po lo gist, emphas ised the
flex ib ility and dynamism of the Noongars’ social and territ orial
organ isa tion. Palmer came to the following conclu sion: “[It] is an
error to consider the land- holding system, as it is reported, as
comprising a series of hermetic and self- contained land units
(estates) over which indi viduals exer cised exclusive rights” (53). He
added that “mapping territory hides the complexity of the
rela tion ships between indi viduals and the implic a tions that these
rela tion ships might have had for the exer cise of rights to country in
prac tice” (39). He described a Noongar society divided into social
entities of varying sizes, but stated that the relevant entity regarding
the Noongar customary land rights and interests was the subgroup.

18

These subgroups had, in a more or less delim ited territory, rights and
interests in land. Palmer found that these rights were not exclusive in
nature: a person could have rights over several regions and many
people could have rights over the same region. He referred to the
anthro po lo gical debates about how to acquire these rights and the
insist ence on a legit im isa tion based on patri lineal descent. Refer ring
to more recent work on the subject and his own find ings, Palmer
stated: “[It] is unlikely that precon tact systems were as rigid and fixed
as may have been supposed. [It] is clear that rights to country, as well
as their exer cise and legit im a tion, were complex matters that
required the exer cise of a range of social rela tion ships rather than
reli ance on a singular prin ciple” (52), at least in some areas. This was
the case in the South West where customary land rights could be
acquired by other means than descent.

19

Ques tioned by the lawyers of the State of Western Australia and
Federal State, Palmer admitted that there was a strong inclin a tion for
patri lineal descent in the Perth area at the time of the acquis i tion of
sover eignty, but declared that the trans mis sion by matri fili ation was
also running. He reit er ated, however, that descent was not the only
way to acquire land rights, places of birth and resid ence or
know ledge of a region were also essen tial. It was a social process that
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allowed the affirm a tion and real isa tion of certain poten tial rights at
the expense of others. He did not estab lish a hier archy between
rights acquired by descent and those acquired in the context of a
social process, all were for him of a propri etary nature.

This brings us back to the ques tion of the inali en ab ility of the land
previ ously mentioned. The concept of Noongar owner ship is
compar able to that of the Ngaat jat jarra Abori gines of the Western
Desert. Dousset shows that for the Ngaat jat jarra the land is not a
commodity, a posses sion, but that, as a social object, it is a
char ac ter istic of the indi vidual. Their territ ories, he explains, are not
hori zontal surfaces delim ited by borders but are consti tuted by
sacred sites conceived as vertical spaces where different semantic
layers are piled up. Dousset writes that “[the] sites which dot the
Western Desert are […] places fixed at creation times, refer ring to
myth ical figures and their morpho lo gies and adven tures, to the
origins of the rules and human and social conduct, just as they are
carto graphic markers of the travels, whether myth ical or
human” (121), and to this must be added the history and exper i ence of
real human indi viduals. Indi viduals are cosub stan tial of the places to
which they identify and are respons ible for. As Palmer defended in
the case of the Noongars, Dousset shows that, for the Ngaat jat jarra,
“[territ orial] affil i ation is a ques tion of eval u ation, iden ti fic a tion,
discus sion and nego ti ation: of process” (122).

21

A contem porary social and territ orial organ isa tion, similar to that
of 1829, was also portrayed by the Noongar witnesses inter viewed for
the trial and by Palmer. The claimants defended the idea of a
substan tial continuity of their society, a posi tioning implying that it
did not change in substance, that is to say that certain formal
elements were modi fied while the contents that define it have not
been trans formed. From this point of view, without these adapt a tions,
they could not have remained “tradi tional” and apply for the
recog ni tion of their native title.

22

The Australian State: society as a rigid
social territ orial entity

The land laws and customs of the Noongar society described by the
claimants did not corres pond to the concep tion of space and private
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prop erty shared by the State of Western Australia and the Federal
State and, there fore, were not recog nis able by them. They did not
attempt to trans late the Noongar land system, they inter preted it in
the light of their own concep tions. They relied on the report by their
expert anthro po lo gist Ron Brunton, who, unlike Palmer, had a rigid
and fixed concep tion of the Noongars’ social and territ orial
organ isa tion and conceived their territ ories as hori zontal delim ited
spaces governed by immut able laws.

The subgroup was also for Brunton the land entity but, unlike Palmer,
he assigned a defined territory to it. He also advoc ated the exist ence
of a larger group from which the norm ative system produ cing the
laws and customs respected by the subgroups would have emerged.
However, he did not identify this group as the entire Noongar
claimant community whose exist ence he rebutted as a society. He
defended rather the idea of several smaller soci eties, without
never the less being able to identify them.

24

Brunton recog nised the exist ence of other means of belonging to the
subgroup, but continued to insist on patri lineal descent as a
norm ative rule. He accepted that indi viduals could have rights in
more than one region, but he disagreed with Palmer’s claims by
declaring that they were not rights of the same order. He drew a
distinc tion between exclusive prop erty rights obtained by patri lineal
descent and usufructuary rights derived from secondary rela tions. He
referred to the distinc tion made by the anthro po lo gist Peter Sutton
between “core rights”—“which [enable] a person to claim a certain
area as their own ‘main place’, their own ‘proper’ or ‘real’ country, and
thus to assert a funda mental propri etary rela tion ship to it” (14)—and
“contin gent rights”. The “contin gent rights” come from “core rights”,
they are tempor arily acquired and are not trans fer able. For Brunton,
the Noongars who possessed “core rights”, prop erty rights in their
own territory, also held “contin gent rights” that allowed them to
exploit it econom ic ally. Those who did not have prop erty rights in a
territory could only have usufructuary rights, dependent on kinship
rela tions with persons having, for example, these prop erty rights. To
access a territory—what Brunton conceived of in the sense of
penet rating bound aries—and using the resources, they needed
permis sion from their owners.
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Christos Mant zi aris and David Martin (64) recall that Sutton’s
distinc tion is a trans la tion of the Abori gines’ rela tion ships with their
phys ical envir on ment for the purpose of recog nising native title. Yet
Brunton applied this distinc tion between rights of a different nature
as a direct descrip tion of the Noongars’ customary land tenure
system. Unlike Palmer, who sought to trans late this system by
describing a complex web of land rights and interests based on both
descent and social process, Brunton over int er preted and codi fied it.
He estab lished a hier archy between prop erty rights, trans miss ible by
patri lineal descent, and temporary usufructuary rights, acquired by
rela tions considered secondary.

26

The State of Western Australia and the Federal State also sought to
estab lish that the Noongars could no longer be “tradi tional” and had
inter rupted adher ence to the prac tice of their laws and customs
because colon isa tion had been too devast ating in the South West.
Instead of focusing on a substan tial continuity of the Noongars’ laws
and customs, they defended the idea of a funda mental
trans form a tion of their society. Their assump tion was, contrary to
what the claimants were advan cing, that there was no longer any
norm ative system governing the Noongars’ rights and interests.
According to them, even if the situ ation described could have been
qual i fied as a norm ative system, it could not have been considered as
“tradi tional” anymore.

27

Justice Wilcox favoured the claimants’ anthro po lo gical approach of
the concept of society, whose members are united by shared ways of
doing and thinking. To distance himself from the misun der stand ings
and confu sions it gener ates, he preferred using the term
“community” in his judg ment. He recog nised that the notion could
apply to social entities of varying sizes and that it was not easy to
identify them. However, he considered that the Noongars formed a
single society attached to a territory and united by a strong social
inter ac tion, the use of the same language and respect for customs
and beliefs, including land laws and customs. This contem porary
society was issued from, and main tained a cultural continuity with,
the Noongar society observed during the acquis i tion of sover eignty
by the British Crown. As a result, he rendered a verdict in favour of
the claimants and iden ti fied eight native title rights that could be
recog nised and whose terms should be later specified.
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The State of Western Australia and the Federal State never the less
appealed against this decision. The repres ent a tion they had of the
concept of society—a fixed and durable social and territ orial entity—
was re‐estab lished by the judges of the Full Federal Court during this
second trial and the Noongar society was rede vised into several
social and territ orial subentities. It was again reified by exogenous
actors giving them selves the ability to analyse and define it in the
light of their own concepts.

29

The building up of a recog nis able
Noongar space

The bureau crat isa tion of the Noongar
social and territ orial organisation

In view of the Australian State’s refusal to consider them as true
“tradi tional” Abori gines and to recog nise their native title rights, the
Noongars had to behave like “modern” Australian citizens, just like
the rest of the popu la tion of the country. Located outside the legal
process itself, the nego ti ations between the State of Western
Australia and the Noongars repres ented by SWALSC is a space of
engage ment between the two parties giving the Noongars a greater
margin of manoeuvre. SWALSC used “modern” tech no lo gies,
bureau cratic proced ures, to assert the sover eignty and autonomy of
the Noongar nation that it builds and to over come oppos i tions, both
within the Noongar community itself and from the State of
Western Australia.

30

The nego ti ations were based on the six claims that under pinned the
SNC. When I inter viewed him, Glen Kelly, then chief exec utive officer
of SWALSC, told me he did not know how the bound aries of these six
under lying claims had been drawn. According to him, they did not
corres pond exactly to the cultural bound aries, some were too broad
and could have been further divided. However, this divi sion proved to
be an asset to nego tiate because the specificities of each of the
regions could thus be respected.
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SWALSC under took gene a lo gical research—through archives,
histor ical docu ments and testi monies from Noongar claimants—to
estab lish the list of ancestors of these six claims. It was, for each
region, to identify the Noongars who lived there at the time of the
acquis i tion of sover eignty by the British Crown in 1829. The
claimants’ gene a lo gies were drawn up to determine the ancestors to
whom they may trace their descent, and thus the claims to which
they were connected. These data were used to map the runs of each
Noongar family (the segments of land where they own and exer cise
customary land rights). This research was also intended to clarify and
form alise the “speaking for country” process (the right to make
decisions about a territory and to disclose cultural or spir itual
inform a tion relative to it) as all persons with land rights in a region
are not allowed to do so.
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This process of bureau crat isa tion allowed SWALSC to consol idate the
Western Australian State’s confid ence in ensuring that, for each of
the six regions, it nego ti ated with the “right” people, that is, the
claimants who were legit im ately attached to it. However, this cannot
be summar ised as a bureau cracy imposed from above and suffered by
the Noongar community (Hibou). SWALSC designed this system to
represent the interests of the community. The organ isa tion also
responded to the Noongars’ many requests to put an end to the
recur ring family conflicts that prevented them from achieving
positive progress.
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SWALSC was then able to super im pose an admin is trative layer on this
social and territ orial organ isa tion approved by a majority of
Noongars. The Noongar community is marked by internal conflicts
and their demands are not unan imous. This form al isa tion was seen by
the organ isa tion as essen tial to the estab lish ment of a governance
system that would enable the Noongar community to unite, to
func tion and prosper (for what follows, cf. South West Abori ginal
Land and Sea Council “Quick Guide” and “Trans ition Program”).

34

Until then, SWALSC was organ ised around four teen admin is trative
entities called wards. In 2007, SWALSC adopted a new consti tu tion
that reduced their number to six in order to align their bound aries
with those of the six claims. These six wards will become the
found a tion upon which the Noongar governance system would rest.
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The Noongars are required to join a ward when completing the
applic a tion form to become SWALSC members. They may be
gene a lo gic ally attached to several “tradi tional” regions but must
select the ward that they deem to be most appro priate to them and
provide details to support their state ment. Once their candidacy is
valid ated by the organ isa tion, they can parti cipate in the elec tions of
their ward.

At the same time, SWALSC under took to review and update the
compos i tion and func tioning of the six working groups (the groups
consisting of Noongars who, for each region, represent the families
who have interests and respons ib il ities in them). They were endowed
with a form of consti tu tion and a code of conduct, to which their
members gave their assent. The objective of the organ isa tion was to
ensure the consulta tion, inform a tion and repres ent a tion of all
families, but also the respect for good governance prac tices, by the
working groups. Their form al isa tion was essen tial because they were
at the heart of the nego ti ation process: members of each of the six
groups were part of the SWALSC nego ti ation team, along with staff of
the organ isa tion. This team was also supported by lawyers.
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In addi tion, the working groups will become the Noongars’ six offi cial
repres ent ative bodies if the nego ti ated agree ment is finally rati fied.
SWALSC prepared the groups to take full respons ib ility for their
oper a tion and decision- making process in this even tu ality. They will
convert into six regional corpor a tions, supported by a central
corpor a tion in finan cial, admin is trative and legal terms. This will form
a governance on the model of a hub and spoke system that will
concretise the gath ering of the Noongars in a nation. According to
Glen Kelly, this struc ture would give the regions real inde pend ence,
while guar an teeing that they work together for the devel op ment of
this nation.

37

The Noongars’ parti cip a tion can be carried out to different degrees.
They are already members, according to their ancestry, of one of the
six ILUAs. In theory, this concerns all Noongars, with the excep tion of
a minority of them who have openly refused to join the agree ment.
Members of the ILUAs may also apply to become members of the
regional corpor a tions and the central corpor a tion. Many elements
remain to be specified but the members of each regional corpor a tion
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will have to elect four directors to represent them, who will then
appoint two expert directors. These “experts”, lawyers or account ants
for example, will be selected according to the specific qual i fic a tions
and expertise that the corpor a tions feel they need.

The members of the central corpor a tion will elect six directors of its
board, who will also appoint two expert directors. The elec tions of
the directors of these seven Noongar corpor a tions will be by postal
vote under the super vi sion of an inde pendent veri fic a tion body. In
order to prevent a small group or family from gaining control of one
or more corpor a tions, directors can only be elected for two
consec utive terms and become directors of only one corpor a tion at a
time. In addi tion, a limit on family repres ent a tion on a corpor a tion
board will be set: when a person is elected, his/her parents, siblings,
husband/wife and chil dren will not be able to sit on it. The chief
exec utive officers of each corpor a tion will, in turn, be selected by an
inde pendent recruit ment company, based on the criteria defined by
the corpor a tion boards.
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For SWALSC, this governance system would aim to limit conflicts of
interest, allow for the widest possible involve ment and ensure that
the Noongars’ assets are managed in a safe and effi cient manner and
that they are indeed the bene fi ciaries. This system also appears as a
means for the organ isa tion to present to the State a familiar and
reas suring struc ture that it could recog nise and approve. The
Noongars could thus, according to SWALSC, take their future in hand
and be able to manage their finan cial and land assets and develop
cultural, social and economic programs according to their vision.

40

A concep tion of space still “traditional”

Despite its concern not to become bureau cratic and to include a
majority of Noongars in the governance system, the struc ture
developed by SWALSC is both funda ment ally bureau cratic and
hier arch ical. This is due to the very nature of the organ isa tion. Its
status as a corpor a tion, responding to demands for profi t ab ility,
effi ciency and trans par ency, contra dicts the nature of its offi cial
discourse and the vision many Noongars have of their destiny.
However, this bureau cratic governance is accepted and valid ated
because, in the eyes of my Noongar interlocutors 7 it would at the
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same time prevent the risk of conflict of interest, corrup tion,
clien telism or takeover by some Noongar families. Its formal
struc ture ulti mately addresses concerns they share with the
Australian State.

It is through the use of elements thought to be “tradi tional” that the
dicho tomy between the struc ture adopted and the discourse
circu lated by SWALSC is atten u ated and justi fied. As part of the
nego ti ations, SWALSC also focused on affirming the Noongars’
exist ence as a historic community and community of culture with its
own territory, which the State of Western Australia had opposed
during the trials. Through various media—docu ments (e.g.
“Intro duc tion”, “Connec tion”, “Living”), website (“Kaartdijin Noongar”),
Face book page (“South West”)—SWALSC emphas ised that the
Noongars’ territory is inter de pendent with all aspects of indi genous
life, and not only with laws and customs. The organ isa tion defined
the territory and the internal struc ture of the Noongar nation as the
Noongar “country”. SWALSC insists on this connec tion and on its
spatial, but also temporal, dimen sions. The Noongars are described as
being divided into four teen linguistic groups, each asso ci ated with a
geograph ical area and with specific but comple mentary ecolo gical
char ac ter istics. These groups form a society, a nation, attached to its
territory as a whole and whose dura tion is unlimited.
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This struc turing into linguistic subgroups, while many Noongars do
not speak their language fluently, is used by the organ isa tion to
legit imise the bureau cratic order inspired by the Australian
admin is tra tion. It is part of a cultural polishing that helps to round off
its angles and erase its rough ness, making it more repres ent ative and
familiar to the Noongars. This also gives it an indi genous specificity.
This “Noongar ised” bureau cratic governance system thus meets both
the aspir a tions of the Noongars and the expect a tions of the State.
SWALSC (“Trans ition Program” 2) mentions, for example, that
members of the ILUAs may become members of several regional
corpor a tions, which was not the case with the wards. This multiple
attach ment refers to a “tradi tional” logic expected by the Noongars,
who think their social and territ orial organ isa tion as fluid and flex ible
and possess land rights and interests in several regions. This
flex ib ility, as mentioned, was not possible under the native title
legis la tion, which requires a fixed and iden ti fi able system. With the
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estab lish ment of a partial Noongar sover eignty within the Australian
nation, some so‐called “tradi tional” elements are toler ated by the
State only because they rely on a system of bureau cratic governance
that it can recognise.

Simil arly, the exec utive commit tees of each regional corpor a tion will
have to develop a Cultural Advice Policy to define the proced ures and
mech an isms that will enable them to make decisions for their
respective regions and to obtain the advice of people with cultural
authority and the right to “speak for country” among the ILUA
members they represent (South West Abori ginal Land and Sea
Council “Trans ition Program” 5). The central corpor a tion will put in
place a Cultural Consulta tion Policy to define how it will also refer to
the “appro priate” people. These meas ures put forward the idea of
“tradi tion”. By respecting the Noongar processes and hier archy of
decision- making, SWALSC strives to demon strate its respect for the
“tradi tional” concep tion of space and social and territ orial
organ isa tion. It aims to demon strate that this concep tion has not
been neglected in the design of its system of governance, but that it
rather consol id ates and valid ates it.

44

Conclusion
The study of the antag on istic repres ent a tions of space and social and
territ orial organ isa tion between the Noongars and the Australian
State brings to light not only the chal lenges faced but also the
integ ra tions and the stra tegic and creative revi sions made by the
Noongars. The analysis of the concept of society, as artic u lated in
native title claims, shows that it is based on a play of inter pret a tion
and on the ability of the actors in compet i tion to assert the contents
that they attribute to it. The Noongar claimants managed to
over come the diffi culties that this legal concept confronted them
with and to obtain the recog ni tion of a contem porary Noongar
society, stem ming from the preco lo nial Noongar society. In so doing,
they opened and extended the strict defin i tion of the native title
legis la tion and succeeded in asserting the way they conceived of
their territory and, as far as possible, occu pied it. New require ments
were then demanded and put in place by the State of Western
Australia, the Federal State and judges of the Full Federal Court to
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restore the legal defin i tion of a society and main tain their vision of
space in order to preserve the legis la tion. This posi tioning makes it
possible to main tain the capa city of State actors to reject the
Abori gines who, like the Noongars, do not corres pond to their
ideal ised vision of Abori gin ality and whose native title rights they do
not wish to recognise.

Through the nego ti ations, SWALSC sought to bypass the limit a tions
of the native title, while building on what it stands for, namely the
recog ni tion of the distinct iden tity of Abori ginal peoples and the
special place they occupy (Strelein “Symbolism”). Beyond a simple
symbolic recog ni tion, SWALSC intended to reach an agree ment
comprising a set of concrete meas ures that would allow the Noongars
to improve their situ ation and decide their future. The interest of the
concept of nation that SWALSC resorted to resides in its polit ical
defin i tion, which allowed the organ isa tion to reshape the national
image of an ideal ised Abori gin ality by placing it in the Noongars’
contem porary reality. The organ isa tion did not advocate abso lute
sover eignty, unlike some of its Noongar oppon ents, but defended the
idea of a Noongar nation embedded in the “modern” Australian
nation. For this reason, it was essen tial for the Noongars to adopt a
form of govern ment and organ isa tion which, in order to be seen as
func tional and effective, and thus be accepted by their State
inter locutors, was to satisfy both the aspir a tions of the Noongars and
the tech no cratic and mana gerial require ments of the State.

46

SWALSC and the State of Western Australia brought their
perspect ives and object ives closer together during the nego ti ation
process. SWALSC over came the feeling of resent ment felt by the
Noongars against their colo nial oppressor. The State was ready to
trust them as soon as elements of governance and object ives of
economic devel op ment were deployed. This approach is part of what
Patrick Sullivan describes as a “consol id ated approach”. On the one
hand, it takes into account the pecu li ar ities and the specific needs of
the Abori gines. On the other hand, it stresses that their future, as
that of the descend ants of settlers and immig rants, is inex tric ably
linked. “Consol id a tion”, writes Sullivan, “requires recog nizing what is
shared, and what is distinctive” (17). The State of Western Australia
agreed to revise its vision of space. It chal lenged the nation- state
rela tion ship by recog nising the Noongars’ anchoring in the
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decisive step was the case Mabo v Queens land [No. 2] when, in 1992, the
High Court recog nised the exist ence of indi genous land rights.

3  While recog nising the exist ence of indi genous land rights, the NTA
confirmed the non- indigenous land rights granted prior to 1993, and private
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4  For more inform a tion on native title, the Single Noongar Claim and the
nego ti ation process, see my PhD thesis (Bernard) on which this article is
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based. See also South West Abori ginal Land and Sea Council, Website
“South West”.

5  “Dreaming” is a generic term for all reli gious beliefs and prac tices of
Abori ginal peoples in Australia. It does, however, reflect a multi tude of local
concepts (e.g. Nyit ting for the Noongars), applying to mythico- ritual
complexes that admit signi ficant differ ences beyond their simil ar ities
(hence the use of the plural in this quote) (De Largy Healy et al.).

6  I use “tradi tion” and “modernity” in quota tion marks to emphasise that
they are not universal scientific concepts that can be clearly and object ively
applied. Rather, I address them as discursive real ities that need to be
analysed in the ethno graphic contexts in which they are produced and
artic u lated. In this case, the focus is on the discourses on “tradi tion” and
“modernity” produced by the Australian State, the condi tions of their
emer gence and their effects.

7  During my field work in the South West of Western Australia,
I inter viewed a wide range of Noongar people, including some occupying
offi cial posi tions (Bernard 89–157).

ABSTRACTS

English
This article seeks to account for the antag on istic repres ent a tions of space
between the Abori ginal Noongars of the South West of Western Australia
and the Australian State (which includes the Common wealth of Australia
and the State of Western Australia) in the context of the Noongars’ native
title claims, both in Courts and through a nego ti ation process. First, during
the trials, the Noongars faced the State of Western Australia and the Federal
State around the concept of society, which the native title legis la tion
imposes. The Noongars had to comply with the require ments of the law, but
faced with the rigid legal approach of the concept of society defended by
their oppon ents, they sought to soften its defin i tion to reflect the flex ib ility
and dynamism that char ac ter izes their concep tion of space and their social
and territ orial organisation. 
The Noongars then nego ti ated with the State of Western Australia to
resolve their land claims and obtain a compre hensive economic, social,
finan cial and polit ical agree ment. The Noongars and the State of Western
Australia brought their perspect ives closer together during this nego ti ation
process. The Noongars’ concep tion of space and social and territ orial
organ isa tion was ration al ized through the estab lish ment of a system of
governance, the polit ical basis of the Noongar nation in the making. This
form al iz a tion was asked for by a majority of Noongars as it would allow
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them to remain united, to func tion and prosper, but also to be recog nized
by the State and thus gain a certain amount of autonomy.

Français
Cet article cherche à rendre compte des repré sen ta tions anta go nistes de
l’espace entre les abori gènes Noon gars du sud- ouest de l’Australie
Occi den tale et l’État austra lien dans le contexte des reven di ca tions
foncières enga gées par les Noon gars, à la fois devant les tribu naux et par le
biais d’un processus de négo cia tion. Premiè re ment, au cours des procès, les
Noon gars affron tèrent l’État d’Australie Occi den tale et l’État Fédéral autour
du concept de société, que la légis la tion des reven di ca tions foncières
autoch tones impose. Les Noon gars devaient se conformer aux exigences de
la loi, mais devant l’approche juri dique rigide du concept de société
défendue par leurs adver saires, ils cher chèrent à en assou plir la défi ni tion
afin de refléter la flexi bi lité et le dyna misme qui carac té risent leur
concep tion de l’espace et leur orga ni sa tion sociale et territoriale. 
Les Noon gars ont ensuite négocié avec l’État d’Australie Occi den tale pour
résoudre leurs reven di ca tions terri to riales et obtenir un accord
écono mique, social, finan cier et poli tique global. Les Noon gars et l’État
d’Australie Occi den tale rappro chèrent leurs points de vue au cours de ce
processus de négo cia tion. La concep tion des Noon gars en matière d’espace
et d’orga ni sa tion sociale et terri to riale fut ratio na lisée au travers de la mise
en place d’un système de gouver nance, base poli tique de la nation Noongar
en devenir. Cette forma li sa tion était demandée par une majo rité de
Noon gars car elle leur permet trait de rester unis, de fonc tionner et de
pros pérer, mais égale ment d’être reconnus par l’État et de gagner ainsi une
certaine autonomie.
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TEXT

The ques tion of the repres ent a tion of place and mobility in Australia
is a partic u larly complex and tangled one. Australians’ rela tion to the
land is diffi cult for three main reasons: the unavowed conflict with
the rightful owners of the land (the Abori gines), the convict stain of
the first days of settle ment, and the aridity of most of its land mass.
Thus, right from the start, there was a sense of estrange ment from
the sense of place which is usually so central in the setting up of the
major founding myths of a settler colony trying to define itself in
oppos i tion to the mother country.

1

The most striking paradox in the construc tion of Australian national
iden tity is a form of rela tion to the land which is both one of
undeni able fetish iz a tion on the one hand, and complete denial and
erasure on the other. The other main dilemma is that national
iden tity is not asso ci ated with mobility as is the case for many settler
colonies and the United States in partic ular, one of its major cultural
contest ants. The Amer ican dream is based on the founding myth of
the Fron tier, the imaginary line separ ating wilder ness from
civil isa tion, native Amer icans from settlers and pion eers going west.
In the Australian Legend as defined by historian Russel Ward, there is
no Fron tier progressing west, no mobility strictly speaking but a sort
of theat rical stage for the Anglo- Celtic Australian to prove
his Australianness. 1 This predom inant impres sion of immob ility has
been prevalent in fiction, painting and films until recently.

2
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In Australian national repres ent a tions and discourses, mapping and
mobility are presented as prob lem atic and often super seded by the
estab lish ment of imaginary bound aries which are both spec tral and
gothic, and yet essen tial in defining Australi an ness. Such a fraught
rela tion to space and place which tends to replace mapping with
myth- making and the setting up of arbit rary fron tiers, will have to be
fully assessed to try and account for the recur ring motifs and tropes
of haunting and a sense of loss. Not only does the Australian
continent often elude and resist carto graphy but its bush myth o logy
mostly rests on the idea of an almost immobile or circular journey
ending in disaster. In more recent and contem porary works, the
ques tion of mobility has been further complexi fied by the issue of
shifting borders and bound aries whose spec trality remains prevalent.

3

Two major schol arly studies have been dedic ated to the issue of
carto graphy: Simon Ryan’s The Carto graphic Eye. How Explorers
Saw Australia (1996) and Roslynn Haynes’s Seeking the Centre. The
Australian Desert in Liter ature, Art and Film (1998). In both cases, the
critics under line a paradox: carto graphy is not so much used as a
scientific and accurate descrip tion of the geograph ical features of the
place but more as an ideo lo gical tool in the char ac ter isa tion of the
explorer figure and more gener ally of the imperial venture and its
legit imacy. Later on, mapping out the bush was instru ment al ised as a
means to define Australi an ness and the indi vidual’s rela tion to the
land. As Simon Ryan puts it, “the map acts as a semi otic space”:

4

[… maps] are ideo lo gical tools, rather than simply reflec tions of a
given reality. Examining them as ideo lo gical constructs, rather than
‘accurate’ repres ent a tions, enables the tracing of their partic ular
geographies of centre and margin, plen itude and empti ness through
time, as a way of showing their effect ive ness as construc tions. (10)

As far as Australia is concerned, one of the most obvious carto graphic
tropes is to represent the desert as a blank space, a “terra nullius”
where the very attempt at drawing lines and finding traces of
signi ficant features is constantly defeated. Another one, which is
closely linked to the first one, is that of the tabula rasa. And Simon
Ryan draws an inter esting parallel between two opposite percep tions
of the land: one by an almost complete stranger to the land, famous
English novelist D. H. Lawrence, and another by an Abori gine. Here is

5
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Lawrence’s final verdict about Australia after visiting the country for
three months only:

The soft, blue, human less sky of Australia, the pale, white unwritten
atmo sphere of Australia. Tabula rasa. The world a new leaf. And on
the new leaf, nothing. The wide clarity of the Australian, fragile
atmo sphere. Without a mark, without a record. (D. H. Lawrence,
Kangaroo, qted in Ryan 126)

The ethno cen tric percep tion of Lawrence is almost a cari ca ture that
Western readers have been accus tomed to since the famous claim by
Joseph Conrad and then his favourite char acter narrator Marlow that
the whole of South America, or Africa, or Australia were “blank spaces
of the earth”:

6

Now when I was a little chap I had a passion for maps. I would look
for hours at South America, or Africa, or Australia, and lose myself in
all the glories of explor a tion. At that time there were many
blank spaces on the earth, and when I saw one that looked
partic u larly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would put my
finger on it and say, When I grow up I will go there. (Heart
of Darkness, 142)

And yet the Euro centric trope of the “blank space” or blank page is
easy to decon struct and contrast with the reverse view Abori ginal
people unan im ously share of the land as three- dimensional contrary
to the two‐dimen sional page or map. This is what the following
passage from the essay “Ordering the land scape”, written by eminent
archae olo gist Rhys Jones, makes clear. In this short excerpt he
describes the reac tions of an Abori gine when he first saw Canberra,
the federal capital city:

7

The idea of buying and selling land like any other commodity and of
attach ment to the land only as a matter of tran sient conveni ence was
totally alien to Gurrman amana, and he regarded it with a mixture of
suspended belief and with some mild revul sion, as if there were
some thing deeply wrong with this state of affairs. Here was a land
empty of reli gious affil i ation; there were no wells, no names of the
totemic ancestors, no immut able links between land, people and the
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rest of the natural and super nat ural worlds. Here was just a vast
tabula rasa, caut er ized of meaning. (Qted in Ryan 127)

The reason why such determ ining doctrines as terra nullius or
tabula rasa must be fully scru tin ised, recon tex tu al ised and also
ques tioned is that they have had a major impact on the way the land
has been repres ented from the first days of British settle ment up till
now, all the more as the terra nullius doctrine was only declared
invalid legally speaking in 1992 with the Mabo decision.

8

The second main reason why it is complic ated for Australian iden tity
to define itself along the lines of its topo graphy and carto graphy is
that the first settlers were mostly convicts and there has been an
attempt to overlay this first inscrip tion with more heroic ones. The
very idea of inscrip tion, what Lawrence calls “mark” or “record” is
taboo because it is related to a form of original sin, the settle ment of
the place as a jail. The first European settlers’ foot steps on this
unknown continent were those of convicts and thus asso ci ated to the
moral stain of sin. This is what historian Robert Hughes wrote in his
best- selling histor ical account The Fatal Shore (1987):

9

Would Australians have done anything differ ently if the country had
not been settled as the jail of infinite space? Certainly they would.
They would have remembered more of their own history. The
obsessive cultural enter prise of Australians a hundred years ago was
to forget it entirely, to sublimate it, to drive it down into uncon sulted
recesses. This affected all Australian culture, from polit ical rhet oric
to the percep tion of space, of land scape itself. Space, in America, had
always been optim istic; the more that you faced, the freer you were
—“Go West, young man!” In Australian terms, to go West was to die,
and space itself was the jail. (596)

And this is the second point that needs addressing, the absence of
any equi valent to the Amer ican Fron tier, the absence of any myth ical
boundary that could be used to define Australian iden tity. Australians
defined them selves precisely in their prob lem atic and arduous
rela tion to a hostile land, the bush, a place resisting carto graphy. The
bush had become a meas uring stick of the Australi an ness of its new
British inhab it ants through self- sacrifice, heroism and endurance.

10
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Contrary to other settler nations such as the United States for
example, there was no celeb ra tion of an imaginary line progressing in
the same direc tion as civil isa tion, the Fron tier. The trouble was that
in Australia, mapping out the unknown central parts of the continent
was extremely diffi cult. Most of the country being made up of hostile
arid land, exploring exped i tions were often unsuccessful.

11

If anything, as Roslynn Haynes puts it in her book on the
repres ent a tion of the Australian desert, Seeking the centre, maps
often only served colo nial interests in placing the explorer figure in
the centre and glor i fying his extraordinary qual ities. What inter ested
the general public was not so much any precise carto graphy of the
place or scientific record of discovery but the narrative of an epic
journey. What journ al ists, readers, writers and artists remembered
about the famous exploring exped i tions of the 19th century was the
discrep ancy between, on the one hand, the object ives that heroic
leaders had set them selves, finding an inland sea, a reli able river
system, geograph ical features that would secure the devel op ment of
pastor alism, and, on the other hand, the myth ical type of land and
place they actu ally discovered: a hellish, ghostly and haunted place
resisting settle ment (Haynes 58–84).

12

If we take a look at a map of the most signi ficant exploring
exped i tions that took place between the mid‐nine teenth century and
the end of the century, the overall impres sion is one of lines stop ping
short once they reach the interior or only encirc ling the core of the
continent. Most exped i tions in the mid‐19th century started from the
south east in many different direc tions to the north, to the
north‐west, to the west and such explor a tions often ended up in
failure and disaster with the death of most of the exploring
exped i tion members.

13

If there is one major imaginary and ideo lo gical line, boundary or
fron tier, that defines Australian char acter, it does not corres pond to
any geograph ical feature. And such a boundary defines the typical
Australian as a resourceful and cour ageous survivor in a hostile
envir on ment, the desert or the bush, a man who also has to count on
his mates’ support in order to survive. Such a fore grounding of
mate ship and egal it ari anism in the bush legend also has a lot in
common with what is known by cultural histor ians as the digger myth

14
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(Denoon 140–142). 2 Here is the type of nation alist narrative that
the gold field legend and the emblem atic Eureka Rebel lion in 1854
gave rise to:

In this narrative, Eureka stood for demo cracy, anti- authoritarianism,
inde pend ence, anti- imperialism, repub lic anism, protest against
economic hard ship and inequality, egal it ari anism, and anti cap it alism.
(Denoon 145)

Simil arly the emblem atic Anzac soldier features prom in ently in the
pantheon of repres ent ative Australian heroes. The Anzac legend
helped solidify and further confirm the myth of bush qual ities
natur ally inher ited by all Australians.

15

The story […] lives in our national histories and collective memories.
For Anzac is not merely about loss it is about courage, and
endur ance, in duty, and love of country, and mate ship, and good
humour in the survival of a sense of self‐worth and decency in the
face of dreadful odds. (Deane 3 in Denoon 267)

The moral attrib utes they all share is the endur ance and courage of a
man when placed in a hostile envir on ment and his stoic accept ance
of the possib ility of failure and self- sacrifice. Whether explorer,
drover, or digger, they are all racked by the same anguish about the
risk of extinc tion and the land as possibly cursed and hellish. This is
partic u larly striking in a canon ical Australian work, Henry
Handel Richardson’s The Fortunes of Richard Mahony. The title of the
first volume of this three- volume saga is delib er ately program matic
and antiphrastic, Australia Felix, and its incipit sets a grim and funeral
tone right from the first line:
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In a shaft on the Gravel Pits, a man had been buried alive. At work in
a deep wet hole, he had reck lessly omitted to slab the walls of a
drive; uprights and tailors yielded under the lateral pres sure, and the
rotten earth collapsed, bringing down the roof in its train. The digger
fell forward on his face, his ribs jammed across his pick, his arms
pinned to his sides, nose and mouth pressed into the sticky mud as
into a mask; and over his defence less body, with a roar that burst his
ear‐drums, broke stupendous masses of earth. (1–2)
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The first impres sion the reader gets is that of a hostile land and earth
that man cannot subdue or dominate but that will most surely absorb
him. There is no progres sion west or in any hori zontal direc tion but a
vertical plunge into the bowels of the earth where the ulti mate and
swift destin a tion is that of a muddy engulfing hole, gobbling you up in
one piece. The narrator contrasts such a fate with the dreams and
yarns the diggers had indulged in, of a quick burg lary in the colony
and then a prompt flight back to the old world:

17

And the inten tion of all alike had been: to snatch a golden fortune
from the earth and then, hey, presto! for the old world again. But
they were reck oning without their host: only too many of those who
entered the country went out no more. They became pris oners to
the soil. […]

Such were the fates of those who succumbed to the “unholy hunger”.
It was like a form of revenge taken on them, for their love less
schemes of robbing and fleeing; a revenge contrived by the ancient,
barbaric country they had so lightly invaded. Now, she held them
captive—without chains; ensor celled—without witch craft; and, lying
stretched like some primeval monster in the sun, her breasts freely
bared, she watched, with a malig nant eye, the efforts made by these
puny mortals to tear their lips away. (7–8)

And as is often the case with the repres ent a tion of the Australian
bush or desert, no bound aries can be either detected or drawn as the
place is not one for pastor alism or cultiv a tion, only for ruth less
exploit a tion of the local minerals here:

18

Under a sky so pure and luminous that it seemed like a thinly drawn
veil of blue ness, which ought to have been trans parent, stretched
what, from a short way off, resembled a desert of pale clay. No patch
of green offered rest to the eye; not a tree, hardly a stunted bush had
been left standing, either on the bottom of the vast shallow basin
itself, or on the several hillocks that dotted it and formed its sides. (5)

Whether “desert of pale clay” for the digger or ominous bush for the
drover, Australia’s soil is often presented as infer tile and inhos pit able.
A very similar descrip tion is offered in Henry Lawson’s iconic short
story “The Drover’s Wife”, one of the most well‐known Australian
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short stories in the nation alist canon. It features a cour ageous wife
trying to protect her chil dren from the snake that has slid under the
house and could attack them through cracks in the walls at any time.
She is on her own as her husband, a drover, has gone droving for
weeks and nobody knows when he will be back. And as
in Richardson’s Australia Felix, the term that char ac ter ises the place
is the stunted state of everything that grows there:

Bush all round—bush with no horizon, for the country is flat. No
ranges in the distance. The bush consists of stunted, rotten native
apple‐trees. No under growth. Nothing to relieve the eye save the
darker green of a few she- oaks which are sighing above the narrow,
almost water less creek. Nine teen miles to the nearest sign of
civil iz a tion—a shanty on the main road. (Lawson 238, my emphasis)

The bush, like the desert, is a place where no growth is possible. Only
survival is an option. As McAuley once said in his poem “Australia”, the
exist en tial and national chal lenge is not to live but only to survive. 4

The bush is thus both a place of national iden ti fic a tion and a blank
space where no inscrip tion, no horizon, no lines can be drawn.

The recur rent feature concerning such places is absence and one of
the most recur rent ones, the absence of chil dren who get lost in
them. Peter Pierce wrote a fascin ating crit ical book on such a
recur rent motif: The Country of Lost Chil dren: An
Australian Anxiety (1999). 5 According to him, the reason why such a
motif is so obsess ively recur rent is that it reflects the adults’ own
anxi eties and repressed guilt about endan gering their offspring in
bringing them to such hostile territory. They also come to realise,
with their disap pear ance, that this might be seen as a warning the
bush will always resist settle ment (Pierce 6). The lost child is just one
partic u larly grue some and deeply emotional variant of what another
scholar, Elspeth Tilley, has iden ti fied as the “white vanishing trope”. 6

Australian painting has used this trope extens ively, espe cially Nolan
and Drys dale. The disap pearing explorer figure is a favorite topic of
Sydney Nolan, the most well‐known and inter na tion ally acclaimed
Australian painter. He has repeatedly presented the explorer figure as
either dying or on the point of dissolving into the land scape (see
for example Perished, 1949, Burke Lay Dying, 1950, Burke and Wills
Exped i tion IV, 1975). Burke and Wills were real explorers and they
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both died in their last exped i tion; only one member of the exped i tion
came back alive. As to surrealist Australian painter Drys dale, he gave
his own uncanny inter pret a tion of Lawson’s iconic short story
The Drover’s Wife 7 in having the drover more or less vanish from our
view: once again the wife occu pies centre stage but this time she
looks clumsy and slightly unreal. The drover himself only appears in
the back ground, a very much reduced figure in a sort of ironic
rein ter pret a tion of the pioneer legend. As a drover he should be
surrounded by his cattle but there is none to be seen anywhere, only
his two horses and his wagon. Both in Drys dale’s and Nolan’s
repres ent a tion of the land, the non‐Indi genous figure either dies, or
vanishes or seems on the point of becoming unreal and ghostly and
motion less ness prevails.

In most cases the bush or the desert are also unread able to the
newcomers. The land is either portrayed as a dense piece of
wood land with no distinctive lines or bound aries that could direct
the viewer’s gaze or as a mono tonous desert with endlessly repeated
lines that cannot serve as bound aries. Among the most well‐known
and revealing examples are Fred erick McCubbin’s Bush Study (1902),
Sydney Nolan’s Inland Australia (1950) and Russell Drysdale’s
Desert Landscape (1952). What is striking in such paint ings is not only
the absence of man or his complete motion less ness, but their
uncanny dimen sion. Instead of fore grounding mobility, fron tiers or
bound aries, they elicit a meta phys ical reflec tion on man’s
help less ness in a hostile place and are infused with eerie and
absurdist under tones. The most emblem atic one as to a sense of
discon nec tion from the bare features of the bush envir on ment
is Drysdale’s Grandma’s Sunday Walk (1972) which sold for nearly
three million dollars at an auction in Adelaide. 8 The painting can be
inter preted as an ironic revi sion of the pion eering spirit as the move
west is almost parodic: the main prot ag onist is an elderly woman,
a grand mother. What is glar ingly obvious is the absence of any robust
or convin cing pioneer or bushman figure. There is move ment but of a
mech an ical and ritual nature: the weekly Sunday walk of the
grand mother with her grand chil dren with no adult figures around.

21

As to bound aries, lines or borders, one should note that in more
contem porary works, they are often presented as purely arbit rary
and verging on nonsense and sheer impos i tion of one’s power. Two
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major works can be taken to illus trate such a tend ency, a short story
and a novel which play with post modern codes: Carey’s “Wind mill in
the West” which is a parodic and absurdist rewriting of the Amer ican
dream and the Fron tier, and The Lost Dog which is a vari ation on Bush
stories. In both cases, lines and bound aries are central but they are
presented as purely contin gent, arbit rary, and exclu sionary. And in
the two works they are also presented as shifting and even spectral.

One of the most incisive indict ments of the impos i tion of borders and
their lack of any social or geopol it ical validity is Peter Carey’s
“Wind mill in the West” (1972). Lines are omni present and keep
prolif er ating in the story but they do not make any sense. They are
not even suffi cient for the main prot ag onist to be able to differ en tiate
East from West. The first few lines tell us of an anonymous Amer ican
soldier who has been dropped in the Australian desert and was asked
to guard a myster ious “elec tri fied fence” dividing Australia from an
American- controlled area in which no intruder is allowed to
penet rate without permis sion. The tale is full of irony as the soldier is
very rapidly unsure as to which side is supposed to belong to America
and which side to Australia.

23

As is often the case in Australian liter ature and art, the desert is
devoid of any distinctive feature per se. The only element that helps
the soldier identify the Amer ican part of the desert is an incon gruous
wind mill which is no longer in use and which appears completely
grot esque in the middle of nowhere with nothing growing, not
even grass:

24

No matter which way you point that door the view doesn’t alter.
All that changes is the amount of fence you see. Because there is
nothing else—no moun tains, no grass, nothing but a wind mill on the
western side of the line. (Carey 51)

Such a passage is a delib erate decon struc tion of Jefferson’s agrarian
ideal based on pastor alism and its virtues. In a desert without grass
or water, nothing will grow and the wind mill thus appears
super fluous and almost grot esque. The only lines or bound aries the
Amer ican soldier traces are little squares in the sand where he
system at ic ally exterm in ates all the scor pions he tricks into getting
out: he first attracts them with water down the hole he has just been
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digging in the middle of the square, then scoops them up and chucks
them into a bucket before scorching them alive in pouring down
boiling water into it:

To the north of the road he marked out a rough grid. Each square of
this grid (its inter stices marked with empty bottles and beer cans)
can be calcu lated to contain approx im ately one bucket of scor pions.
His plan, a new plan, developed only yesterday, is to rid the desert of
a bucket full for each day he is here. (Carey 52)

Such a passage points to the under lying viol ence that the impos i tion
of arbit rary lines, borders or grids can lead to. It thus castig ates
Amer ican arrog ance and imper i alist ways but in so doing, it also
points to a vexed debate in Australian histori ography, a ques tion
which is still very much at the core of history wars in Australia,
namely the issue of the type of contact between Indi genous people
and non- Indigenous people. 9 Tasmania could be a perfect example of
a system atic erad ic a tion of all the natives: the last surviving
Abori ginal Tasmanians being lured to accept a trans port a tion to an
unknown place where they all died like the scor pions in their bucket.
On top of gratu itous viol ence, what is under lined is the arbit rar i ness
and the nonsense of such fabric ated lines: “He had been instructed to
keep intruders on the outside but he is no longer clear as to what
‘outside’ could mean. If they had taken the trouble to inform him of
what lay inside he would be able to eval uate the seri ous ness of his
posi tion” (Carey 55). In the end, and just before the Amer ican soldier
shoots a passing pilot, just in case he was on the wrong side of the
fence, the motif of the line is taken up again by the narrator but from
an exist en tial and meta phys ical point of view. The reader is given the
narrative of a dream the soldier has just had: “A long line of silk thread
spun out of his navel, and he, the spinner, could not halt the spin ning.
He can still taste the empti ness in his stomach. It is not the empti ness
of hunger but some thing more, as if the silk has taken some thing
precious from him” (Carey 55). The reader is made to read between
the lines that the soldier has lost his humanity in contrib uting to
mapping out a place which results in the exclu sion and exterm in a tion
of any intruder, here the scor pions or any man or woman who would
try and cross the boundary fence. The image of the umbil ical cord
spin ning out of his navel and his inab ility to relate to either his
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mother or any relative, to his hier archy or any man or woman, is a
sign of his dehumanisation.

In the end, in a last parodic twist, the soldier shoots the plane of a
passing pilot not even being sure whether the pilot was on the right
or wrong side of the fence. Such an absurdist story emptying out the
very substance and meaning of a line, a dividing‐line, a boundary, is
here indicting the geopol it ical games both Australia and America have
been playing on other people’s lands in appro pri ating them with not
even the slightest doubt or ques tioning about the legit imacy of such
an appro pri ation. The scor pions the Amer ican soldier kills
meth od ic ally are quite similar to the Abori gines the Anglo- Celtic
settlers them selves system at ic ally exterm in ated in Tasmania. And the
choice of an Amer ican soldier is also a veiled allu sion to Amer ican
secret military bases on Australian soil.
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But the motif of the line or boundary can be less literal and more
figur ative as is the case in Michelle de Kretser’s Lost Dog. The author
was born in Sri Lanka and she offers with this novel a reflec tion on
Australi an ness and the post‐modern games performing an iden tity
can lead to. To that extent the line or boundary lies between
“ethni cities” or origins which are supposed to be water tight and
incom pat ible categories.

27

The main prot ag onist, Tom Loxley, is in love with a young artist, a
painter and photo grapher, Nelly Zhang. Nelly’s lineage is mixed: her
father is Chinese but her mother is Scot tish and yet she feels she has
to present herself as mostly Chinese Australian as this is the way she
is perceived in Australia. As to Tom Loxley, his father is English but
his mother is said to be Asian Australian.

28

One of the main issues in the novel is spec trality and the uncanny as
related to iden tity and the bush. Tom Loxley is a scholar who has
been working on Henry James and the uncanny. In his own family
lineage, there is a lot that escapes any type of quick categor isa tion:
the mother who used to live in India and then emig rated to Australia,
is actu ally no Asian Australian even though she was perceived as
such. Her own mother used to be a native Amer ican, a Crow, and her
father was a Portuguese. But in the eyes of a white Australian she has
to be Asian Australian. In the whole novel there are such games on
misleading bound aries, false appear ances and a general present a tion
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of Australian iden tity as a fragile and flimsy simu lacrum only
constructed so as to better exclude the Other.

Another point of interest in the novel is the parodic rein ter pret a tion
it gives of the lost child motif iden ti fied by Peter Pierce as one of the
most recur rent ones in Australian liter ature (cf. supra). But here, the
lost child has been super seded by a lost dog, an inter tex tual
refer ence which is both post modern and comical. The dog is also
presented as a substi tute for a child, thus pointing to the under lying
anxiety the recur rent lost child motif is symp to matic of, the
fore boding that non‐Indi genous people might never success fully
connect with the land (Pierce 6). Tom is searching for his iden tity all
along the novel just as he is looking for his dog gone missing in the
bush. Simil arly he is on a quest for love, for the love of Nelly Zhang,
whose own iden tity keeps eluding everyone. As an artist she loves to
play with the myth of origin and system at ic ally ques tions the concept
of purity that is some times granted to works of art as both original
and unadul ter ated. She once made a series of paint ings repres enting
the Australian land scape, made photo graphs of them and then
pretended they had disap peared and were destroyed. As a result, the
series became very famous and gained her a lot of publi city. More
import antly, it connects several them atic threads of the novel: origin,
iden tity and same ness. It is in accepting Nelly’s differ ence and
other ness from the proto typ ical white national type that Tom finally
accepts his own mixed heritage and the fact that more gener ally,
Australia itself has always been built on imaginary lines and
bound aries inher ited from what Elspeth Tilley calls “meta- narratives
of exclu sion and differ ence” (202).

30

At the end of the story, Tom Loxley finds his dog and starts a real
rela tion ship with Nelly, real ising he will never know what happened
to the dog and why it went missing for so long. Along the same lines,
the reason why Nelly’s first husband went missing and was never
found again will remain a matter of endless conjec tures. It is as if in
an ulti mate rewriting of yet another bush gothic tale, the spec tral
mystery of the place as being haunted by the past was put to rest.
This is the conclu sion Marie Herb illon comes to in a thought- 
provoking article on The Lost Dog. She shows that it is just as
important nowadays to reckon with the ghosts of the past as it is to
accom modate the spec trality new members of the nation bring with
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them in being co- present to both Australia and their place of origin:
“Only a recog ni tion of the histor ical oblit er a tions that the bush […]
appears to meta ph orize will allow for the devel op ment of cultural
paradigms that incor porate other ness instead of discarding it” (51).

In conclu sion, mapping mobility in Australia has been elusive from
the outset as repeated myth- making around the bush and bush
values fore grounded images of heroic self- sacrifice and ulti mate
vanishing into the abstract terra nullius, the wild outback, the hostile
desert, an empty and desolate core an Australian had to confront and
die for as a sort of rite of passage. Even when the dead heart of the
bush gave way to the red centre of the desert, to use Roslynn Haynes’s
terms (143–160), spec trality remained but of a different nature:
spir itual revel a tion and recon nec tion with the land replaced self- 
sacrifice.
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In more recent repres ent a tions of either the desert as in Carey’s “The
Wind mill in the West” or the bush as in De Kretser’s The Lost Dog, the
emphasis is not so much on the near impossib ility to inscribe the
land scape or push a Fron tier even further but on the arbit rary and
shifting nature of bound aries. At the core of tradi tional lost- in-the
bush stories, bound aries are dangerous fron tier zones demarc ating
clearly delin eated and opposed spaces, domest ic ated space and wild
space. The tragic outcome for lost chil dren was a form of punish ment
for trans gressing such a dividing line. But the oblit er ated tragic fate
of the Indi genous popu la tions having to quit the growing and
encroaching white settled space is also what contrib utes to the partly
uncon scious guilt dynamics of such texts. The recur rent spec tral
mode char ac ter ising such type of fiction has to do with both settler
perspective (his sense of danger and feel ings of fear) and settler guilt
(mostly unavowed and uncon scious). Both Carey’s “Wind mill in the
West” and De Kretser’s Lost Dog castigate such dynamics of exclu sion
at the heart of white settle ment and lost- in-the bush stories.
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The Lost Dog is a partic u larly inter esting case in point as it both
belongs to the genre and decon structs its ideo lo gical agenda. It
suggests another way of using spec trality: instead of repressing the
ghosts of past historic viol ence and repla cing them with the ghosts of
white victim hood in a Gothic vein, the author offers an altern ative
way of relating to one’s country and land scapes. Her artist figure
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mystique” deriving from such bush exper i ence (Ward 179). What he
emphas izes in this writing though is not so much the idea of mobility or the
Fron tier as the very nature of bush exper i ence itself: that of the common
man sticking to his mates and being able to “endure stoic ally” rather than
“ac[t] busily” (179). His proto typ ical national repres ent at ives are the
ex‐convict bush- workers, the bushrangers, the “nomadic” pastoral workers
(“the outback employees, the semi- nomadic drovers, shep herds, shearers,
bullock- drivers, stockmen”, 180). He under lines their “extreme
mobility” (184) but more as a symptom of their precarious living condi tions
than as a form of “mani fest destiny” of a people with a mission and an
ulti mate destin a tion in view. He contrasts such a figure with the “typical
Amer ican fron ti ersman” that is a “small indi vidu alist agri cul tural propri etor
or farm labourer, not a cow‐boy or ranch- hand” (187).

2  This is a point that Denoon, Mein- Smith and Wyndham have
convin cingly argued in their History of Australia, New Zealand and
the Pacific (140–142).

3  Those are the words of Governor- General Sir William Deane on Anzac
Day in 1999. What is striking to note is that such an offi cial celeb ra tion of
national char acter should have taken place else where than on Australian
soil, in Anzac Cove (Turkey) where so many died for their country.

4  James McAuley presents a nation where aridity prevails and the only
river that flows nurtures stupidity. With such caustic sarcasm he poin tedly
debunks the Australian legend as incred ibly limiting for a country to fully
develop as a sane organism: 
Her rivers of water drown among inland sands, 
The river of her immense stupidity 
Floods her mono tonous tribes from Cairns to Perth. 
In them at last the ulti mate men arrive 
Whose boast is not “we live” but “we survive”, 
A type who will inhabit the dying earth. (“Australia” 311)

5  Two of the most famous paint ings illus trating the lost child motif would
certainly be Fred erick McCubbin’s two Lost paint ings, as Peter Pierce
indic ates (54). The first one painted in 1886 features a lost girl and the
second, dating from 1907, a boy. In both cases, what is striking is the sense
of mute emotional charge with a child figure looking down, away from the
viewer and already partly engulfed by the intricate and
entangled undergrowth.
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6  Here is how Elspeth Tilley defines the “white- vanishing trope”:
“recur rent stories about white Australians who become lost or disap pear
into the land scape” (Tilley, 1). Among the most well‐known vari ants of the
white vanishing trope two very repres ent ative pieces should be mentioned,
one in fiction and one in film: Nobel prize winner Patrick White’s Voss,
featuring a tragic exploring exped i tion and the disap pear ance and death of
Voss, their leader, who was origin ally based on a real historic figure, Ludwig
Leich hardt, but also Peter Weir’s film Picnic at Hanging Rock featuring a
group of girls going missing with one of their teachers.

7  The drover is an essen tial national figure in Australia and he was made
famous by Lawson’s best selling short story The Drover’s Wife (1892). In
Australia, a drover is a man who drives cattle from one place to another, the
equi valent of the Amer ican cowboy. In Lawson’s short story though, as in
successive rewrit ings of the original tale, the drover is far from romantic
and inspiring. His wife is in the lime light and she is the one portrayed as
having all the prerequisite bush qual ities to serve as a national icon (see for
an enlight ening analysis of the successive rewrit ings of the story John
Thieme’s “Drovers’ Wives” and Christine Vandamme’s “‘The Drover’s Wife’:
Celeb rating or Demys ti fying Bush Mythology?”).

8  Such an incred ible amount is the fifth- highest price paid for any
Australian artwork at an auction (see Lauren Waldhuter, “Russell Drys dale’s
outback painting Grandma’s Sunday Walk sells for $3m at auction”, <www.ab
c.net.au/news/2017-06-25/artist- russell-drysdales-outback-painting-sells
-for-3m/8650364> accessed 3 March 2019).

9  The “history wars” in Australia is a term refer ring to a fierce contro versy
between conser vative and progressive histor ians as to the degree of
viol ence and brutality British colon isa tion of Australia entailed. It started in
the 1970s when Australian historian Henry Reyn olds started invest ig ating
about fron tier conflict between Abori gines and British settlers. In 2003
Stuart Mcintyre and Anna Clark published a book The History Wars,
presenting the contrasted claims of each side of the heated debate.

ABSTRACTS

English
The article exam ines the motif of mobility in Australian liter ature and
history and points to a recur rent and para dox ical immob ility and the
absence of a fron tier myth as symp to matic of Australia’s rela tion to the land,
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its colo nial history and the oblit er a tion of its Indi genous popu la tion up until
the end of the 20th century. It analyses the diffi culty non‐Indi genous
Australians have had from the very begin ning of settle ment in mapping out
both liter ally and figur at ively the iconic national Bush and its modern
avatar, the desert. The spec trality to be found in early works gains an even
more prob lem atic and crit ical dimen sion after the Second World War with
the advent of post modern parodies and more recently still, the devel op ment
of multi cul tural perspect ives on such aesthetic issues reflecting deeper
polit ical and cultural dynamics.

Français
Cet article s’inté resse au motif de la mobi lité dans la litté ra ture et l’histoire
austra liennes, et montre qu’une immo bi lité récur rente et para doxale, ainsi
que l’absence d’un mythe de la fron tière, sont symp to ma tiques de la rela tion
de l’Australie à la terre, de son histoire colo niale et de l’obli té ra tion de la
popu la tion indi gène jusqu’à la fin du XX  siècle. Il analyse les diffi cultés
qu’ont eues dès le début les Austra liens non indi gènes à carto gra phier à la
fois litté ra le ment et figu ra ti ve ment l’iconique bush national et son avatar
moderne, le désert. La spec tra lité qu’on trouve dans les premières œuvres
acquiert une dimen sion encore plus problé ma tique et critique après la
Seconde Guerre mondiale avec l’arrivée de paro dies post mo dernes, et plus
récem ment encore avec le déve lop pe ment d’approches multi cul tu relles sur
ces ques tions esthé tiques qui reflètent une dyna mique poli tique et
cultu relle plus profonde.
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“Written into place”: origins and destinations
“Home is a movement”: un/reading place
“Between habitations”: dis‐locating language

TEXT

While Aritha van Herk’s writ ings “do not conform to tidy labels”, the
Cana dian author choosing to “tak[e] up liminal posi tions that explode
total izing categories” (Goldman, “Go North” 32), a trade mark of her
work has been her interest in carto graphy. With Places Far
from Ellesmere (1990), 1 her “genre- bending prose” (Neuman 221) goes
a step further than the parodic “picar esque root less ness” (Thieme 47)
of her previous novels, The Tent Peg (1981) and No Fixed Address (1986)
which already give pride of place to map‐making and the fascin a tion
it exerts on their irrev erent female protagonists.

1

Places Far from Ellesmere is struc tured into four “explor a tions on
site”: Edberg where van Herk grew up, Edmonton where she studied,
Calgary where she now resides and the island of Ellesmere where the
narrator embarks on a feminist revi sionist reading of Tolstoy’s
Anna Karenina. Perhaps unsur pris ingly since she defines genre as
“the coffin that contains form” (In Visible 17), van Herk refuses the
label auto bi o graphy and, throughout the text, the narrator uses the
second person singular to address her self, a pronoun which
func tions “almost [as] an audi en tial address” showing “the multi pli city

2
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of possib il ities for the reader and the writer, who are the same and
different” (van Herk, “Shifting Form” 87). Like wise, if the self- 
conscious use of the term “explor a tion” in the subtitle cannot but call
to mind the exped i tions and carto graphers who mapped what was to
become Canada—J. B. Tyrell (Places 14) and David
Thompson (Places 66) to name but a few of those whom van Herk
includes in her book—, the text is less driven by the forward impetus
of discovery than by the “mutual implic a tion of geography and
fiction” (Helmes 69) indexed in van Herk’s coinage: geografictione. The
term refers at once to a style of writing and to place, the revers ib ility
of the compon ents—“A fiction of geography/geography of
fiction” (Places 40) —under scoring the impossib ility of disso ci ating
the latter from its inscrip tion in a discursive process (Ashcroft 155).

 

The cover illus tra tion by Scott Barham 2 proposes to the reader a
visual inter pret a tion of a geografictione which “estab lishes
carto graphy as a first frame work for reading” (Heim 139) and disrupts
the very model it proposes. The collage is indeed composed of several
layers of maps, different scales and different view points coex isting on
the same page. A black and white map where toponyms are hardly
legible serves as the back ground to a brightly coloured insert. Within
its frame, a female- shaped island faces south towards a land mass
which is cleft into two by a river. East of this divide, the artist has
inscribed the figures 1, 2, 3, the latter super im posed on a grid map of
Calgary. Frag ments of maps of the Arctic Ocean and of the northern
half of the globe have been pasted in the top and bottom left- hand
corners. The collage’s playful non‐refer en ti ality is a reminder that
carto graphy does not repro duce an existing form: it func tions as a
model iz a tion whose graphic language creates a space in which to
locate new repres ent a tions—what Chris tian Jacob calls “the
impossible mimesis” (quoted in Besse 157). The way the collage
subverts the symbolic contract of carto graphy as an ordering of
topo graphy providing orient a tion and posi tional inform a tion further
elucid ates van Herk’s own reading of Places Far from Ellesmere as
“a book masquer ading as a map, or more accur ately, a map
masquer ading as a book” (“Map” 129). A para dox ical map if there is,
since it “refuse[s] the epistemic clas si fic a tion of carto graphy”
(van Herk, “Map” 130), yet uses the carto graphic model to examine
the notion of place as “trans port able” (van Herk, “Shifting Form” 90).

3
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Reversing the tradi tional rela tion that posits place as the object of
explor a tion, van Herk indeed proposes to see it as the agent of its
own exploring, there fore “unfixed, unmap pable” (“Map” 130).

Van Herk’s reflec tion, in that regard, is attuned to the contem porary
reas sess ment of the notion of place in the human ities, notably in
cultural geography and post- colonial studies (Thieme 1–3). Although
Places Far from Ellesmere is informed by the contrary dynamics of the
cent ri petal forces of “emplace ment” as “entext ment”, and the
cent ri fugal drive of dis‐loca tion striving to eschew “the bound aries of
page or place, their constraints” (Places 119), it does not do away with
place. The narrator’s asser tion about Edberg—“This is place,
ines cap able” (Places 23)—bespeaks more than a sense of
claus tro phobia related to child hood exper i ence; it evinces the
primacy and inev it ab ility of place, the persist ence of its inscrip tion
on the writing/reading self. The excess of posi tional inform a tion
which carto graphy may provide—“Canada, the West, prairie, Alberta,
the south, Calgary: a house north west, room” (Places 57)—
demon strates that to ponder this persist ence, one should see place
as some thing other than a circum scribed point on a map, or a static
land mark. Under lying the narrator’s efforts to locate a home which
would accom modate her rest less ness is the idea that place can no
longer be envis aged solely as “a pause in move ment” (Tuan 6).
Van Herk’s crit ical and poetic invest ig a tion of the “mobility” of the
concept (Massey, Space 1) unsettles the limits of its defin i tion as “a
site of authen ti city, singular, fixed and unprob lem atic in its iden tity”
(Massey 1994, 5) to write unfixed and unfixing geografictione.

4

“Written into place”: origins
and destinations
1, 2, 3� the figures which feature prom in ently on the cover map
appear to record the sequence of explor a tions, the overall struc ture
of the book seem ingly resting on a trajectory in time and space with
each section corres ponding to a stage in the narrator’s life. Yet, in
keeping with its blatant refusal of carto graphic ordering, the figures
thwart the reader’s expect a tion for orientation. 3 Like wise, the text’s
“self- conscious avoid ance of plot” (Goldman, “Earth- Quaking” 31)
means that origins and destin a tions can longer be taken as the two

5
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polar ities between which the narrative unfolds: defining “originary
moments of depar ture” and locating “a defin itive moment of perfect
arrival” (Thieme 3 and 11) prove to be equally prob lem atic. Faced with
the diffi culty of finding a circum scribed point of origin whose
stability and solidity would allow her to “launch” herself and her
explor a tions (Places 33), the narrator turns to the fixity and
perman ence of the burial ground, and looks for possible sites for her
future grave in all four locations:

Engrave ment then. The home of the spirit? To dare to stay here to
die, to dare to stay after death, to implant your self firmly and say
‘Here I stay, let those who look for a record come here.’ (Places 61)

The pun on “engrave ment”—the inscrip tion and the burying of the
body—conjoined with the insist ence on the deictic calls to mind
Pogue- Harrison’s reflec tion on the deictic gesture of the grave
marker (“here lies”) which “appro pri ates the ground of indic a tion”,
making it the found a tional gesture of emplace ment (397) and the
paradig matic example of “writ[ing] into place” (Places 39). In the
narrative, the phrase always coalesces discursive process (writing
into being) and textual assig na tion (writing into posi tion) for
van Herk’s use of the term engrave ment hinges on an analogy
between the burial plot, the plot ting of place and the plot ting of
fiction (Goldman, “Earth- Quaking” 31).

6

The reader is ushered into the medit a tion on Edberg as a first
possible site of engrave ment by a series of clauses which reads as a
diffident attempt to define it:

7

Home: what you visit and abandon: too much forgotten/too much
remembered. An asylum for your origins, your launch ings and
depar tures, the deriv a tions of your dream geographies. […] Always
and unre lent ingly (home) even after it is too late to be or to revert to
(home), even after it pre/occu pies the past tense. (Places 13)

What prevails in the succes sion of parallel phrases is the aware ness
that writing about Edberg cannot bring it to an end, the paren theses
which disrupt the syntax indexing the need to engage with this
impossib ility. If memory is preoccupied by the past, the slash which
cleaves the word in the passage re‐inscribes both the temporal and
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the spatial. Exploring Edberg is not an anamnesis nor is the town a
repos itory of memory waiting to be “happily retrieved” (Places 38).
As the narrator force fully asserts, it is “without a time limit”, its
explor a tion made up of “uneasy souvi ences” since it “insists on a
refer ence, influ ence, empre inte” (Places 15). The irrup tion of foreign
words upsets the assump tions of stability, fixity and durab ility
frequently asso ci ated with the idea of imprint. Edberg as empreinte is
evid ence simul tan eously of the contact of loss and the loss of contact
(Didi- Huberman 18) in which the past, far from being fore closed,
cease lessly works and trans forms the substratum it imprinted (Didi- 
Huberman 14). Van Herk’s “mnemonic reading” of her child hood place
(“Map” 130–131) registers “a site effa cing itself, a town
dis/appearing” (Places 29), the second phrase contra dicting the
clichés under lying the first. Although the narrator gathers evid ence
of the derel ic tion and dissol u tion of a small town and agri cul tural
community forgotten by the march of modernity (Places 29, 34), loss
is not exper i enced as a continuous progress towards erasure and
absence: the double move ment textu ally marked by the slash points
to a simul tan eity which makes Edberg anachronistic.

The reflec tion on the town dis/appear ance serves as a coun ter point
to the long list of “remain ders”, what remains (the traces of the past in
the present) and serves as a reminder (a pres ence which points to the
future of remembering). 4 When the narrator enumer ates the
“disap pearing loca tions of appear ances”—the cart trail, the creamery,
the barber shop, the Chinese café (Places 29–32)—, more is at stake
than bemoaning regrets meas uring what is left in the light of what
has gone. The whole section pieces together personal anec dotes,
histor ical refer ences to explorers and settlers, and consid er a tions on
reli gious differ ences among Edberg’s popu la tion. These snip pets,
however, never quite aggregate into a coherent whole. In a similar
fashion, when the narrator adopts a bird’s eye view to offer a
descrip tion of the town, the text flaunts its disregard for topo graphic
charting through the insistent use of disjunctive slashes: “the
school/houses/Erickson’s store/a blank- face building? shed?/the
hotel/another dusty store front with a tabby sleeping in its
window/the Co-op store/across the street Nick Radomsky’s
hard ware and the garage” (Places 22). This resist ance to ordering
space and time in such a way as to allow summa tion is premised on

8
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the notion that memory cannot take hold of place, that the memory
of Edberg cannot take place: the town does not fulfill the role of
the Aristotelian periechon whose containing bound aries and
stabil izing persist ence hold the remembered (Casey 186). Writing
cannot be envis aged as a compens atory gesture “command[ing]
[Edberg] into ever lasting place” (Places 37) either, the text a
“recept acle […] gath ering evid ence of its exist ence” (Omhovère 103):
the recur ring image of the cupped hands trying and failing “to
enclose this soft jumble of houses and streets” (Places 34) brings to
the fore this impossib ility. What the first explor a tion does instead is
to bear witness to the unre solved paradox of the narrator’s desire
“[t]o unhinge, and to carve with words” (Places 39).

Because Edberg refuses to let itself be written into a monu ment of
the past, the narrator briefly sees it as “an Ellesmere” (Places 36), an
else where which is synonymous at once with escape and with “the
eternal tempta tion of the lie that return is possible” (van Herk,
“Map” 131). When, in the final section, she does escape to the Arctic
island, the reflec tion veers away from the ques tion of memory to
probe the “male/lineated” territ ories of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and
of Arctic maps (Places 88), the forceful emplot ment of women and
place into unitary defin i tion whose static circum scribing strives to
stifle their “determin[ation] to enact their own vitality” (Places 125).

9

As she hikes on Ellesmere, reading Tolstoy by Arctic white nights, the
narrator muses on the congru ences between Anna Karenina and
Ellesmere: “The nineteenth- century island: the nine teenth century
novel” (Places 97). In 1873, Tolstoy started to write his book,
“publish[ing]/punish[ing] [his char acter] by instal ment” until
1877 (Places 97). Mean while, the Arctic island was being “extensive[ly]”
explored by two exped i tions in 1875 and 1876 (Places 97). Beyond the
sole coin cid ence of dates, van Herk elab or ates on the summarily
summed‐up equa tion “terror of women = terror of the
north” (Places 123) 5 to bring under scru tiny “the trans ition from
bound less space to bounding pen” (Omhovère 115) char ac ter istic of
European repres ent a tions of the Arctic, be they travel narrat ives or
maps. Tolstoy’s ambi tion to explore the heart of female passion,
whetted by his prurient fascin a tion with “the body of an undressed
and dissected young woman who threw herself under a train from
heart break” (Places 97), parti cip ates in the same drive to chart

10
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unknown territ ories which sent European adven turers across the
Atlantic and into the Arctic ocean in search of “the un/found North
West Passage” (Places 84). The narrator debunks these figures of
knowledge- seekers by presenting them as instances of “rampa ging
male egos” (Places 80) whose singular lack of imagin a tion (Places 81) is
on par with their desire to define and capture in language through
the impos i tion of “[p]rescripted choices” (Places 81). While
Anna Karenina, as van Herk reads it, is “a fictional mirror of a male
reading of women” (Places 82), the Arctic map is a projec tion of male
explorers’ narciss istic fantasy of writing them selves onto a land scape
suit ably empty (emptied) of women: “Name, name, leave names on
everything, on every phys ical abut ment, leave behind one’s father’s
name, the names of other men, the names of absent and
abstracted/ideal women” (Places 88). The narrator’s derisive tone
when reflecting on the naming frenzy which gripped Arctic explorers
does not obfus cate the fearful symmetry of the male ideo logy of
silenced femin inity which condemns Anna Karenina and Ellesmere to
absence, the former killed by the murderous plot of her creator, the
latter emplotted as a tabula rasa (Places 77).

Reading past these inscrip tions, the narrator offers Ellesmere as “a
remedy” to the plight of Anna Karenina (Places 77), its “grammar of
stone and tree, water and sky” (Places 84) opening possible reading
routes to upset unitary defin i tions. Only then can Ellesmere “float
into a geografic tione” (Places 87), the fluidity of the liquid element
suggestive of the move ment of the “puzzle‐ice” during the brief
Arctic summer (Places 121), an altern ative to engravement.

11

“Home is a move ment”:
un/reading place
If Anna Karenina steps out of the book into the land scape to walk and
converse with the narrator (Places 103, 104, 106), ulti mately, she
cannot escape the plot Tolstoy devised for her. Mean while, the
narrator refuses to choose a grave, a plot or a home. In response to
the vexing ques tion: “Where does home mean?” (Places 68), she
proposes that “home is a move ment” (Places 69), an aphorism which
gives the lie to the notion of home as a resting place (Massey,
Space 123), and sharpens the correl a tion she iden ti fies in the

12
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Cana dian Prairie between “historic rest less ness” and its “companion”,
settle ment (Places 68). 6 The impossib ility of turning home into a fixed
entity, even when she forsakes the “tempta tions of exile” (Places 58)
and decides to stay in Calgary (Places 62), gestures towards the
increas ingly prob lem atic nature of the concept in “the contem porary
world, where routes versions of cultural becoming are supplanting
roots notions of iden tity” (Thieme 27). More important perhaps than
the notion that “iden tity has many imagined ‘homes’” (Hall quoted in
Thieme 27), is the way the narrator’s rest less ness disrupts
“sedent arist notions of place” (Thieme 37). In that regard, one may
argue that van Herk is not so much inter ested in the trans ac tions
through which undif fer en ti ated space is invested with meaning and
value (Tuan 6), as she is in the mobile hetero gen eity of place
iden tities which are “always in transit” (Thieme 6). The narrator is
acutely aware that the four sites of explor a tion have already been
“entext[ed]” (Places 53) and mapped by others. Edberg is “[i]nvented:
textual” (Places 40), Edmonton “a reading, […] an open
book” (Places 47), while Calgary is “empenned” (Places 66) and
Ellesmere a “pagin ated pres ence” (Places 77): all four are “places with
acts of read ings as their histories, and all of them [the narrator’s]
homes” (Places 36). Starting from the premise that place is “an act of
text” (Places 47), van Herk cease lessly works on the dialect ical
inter play between writing and reading, the reading writer always a
writing reader who writes place as she reads it.

It is the narrator’s concern with the “hermen eutics of place”
(Thieme 29) which prompts the “un/reading” under pin ning the four
explor a tions. Under stood in the light of the epigraph from Foucault’s
Archae ology of Knowledge, van Herk’s coinage signals an invest ig a tion
into “discursive form a tion” as a “space of multiple dissensions”. 7

Un/reading becomes “a means of inter rog ating” which pays equal
atten tion to content and process (“Unreading” 87). The ques tion:
“What justi fies place?” (Places 20), which runs through the entire
book, thus calls for more than re‐reading or “de/coding” (Places 38).
Signi fic antly, it elicits differing responses. When the narrator
exclaims, about Edmonton: “what’s to be expected of a fort(ress) set
up to trade/skin Indians” (Places 43), the cleft textu ally marked by the
slash makes room for a revi sionist reading of the city’s found a tion
story and points to a correl a tion between the fur (skin) trading

13
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activ ities held at the forti fied fort and the brutality to which First
Nations peoples were submitted. On Ellesmere, the narrator recti fies
the record about the Arctic Island: “explored, not discovered”, for the
roaming bands of hunters from forty- two hundred years ago already
had a name for it (Places 98). That name, however, remains unsaid, a
silence to which the text draws atten tion: “if one only had the eyes to
read it” (Places 97). 8 Brief as these two refer ences to colo nial
rewrit ings and over writ ings may be, they under score the “discursive
inter fer ence of colo ni alism” by calling atten tion to “the conflicting
accre tions which become the dense text that consti tutes
place” (Ashcroft et al. 197 and 190). The narrator’s explor a tion of
Calgary comple ments and complic ates such un/reading. Under the
heading “Denizen”, she notes the archae olo gical finds which testify to
First Nations peoples’ originary claims: “Spear points found in the
plowed fields east of the city (12,000 years old). Teepee rings,
medi cine wheels, effi gies: Black foot, Sarcee, Stoney” (Places 66). 9 The
list is imme di ately followed by another made up of the names of
explorers and surveyors (Places 66). The juxta pos i tion may read as an
implicit contrast between the nomadism of peoples whose sense of
place is not dependent on settled ness and static enclosure, and the
mapping of the West by agents of European imper i alism which
trans formed place into a “topo graph ical system” predic ated on the
intro duc tion of bound aries (Ashcroft 146). One is not pitted against
the other, however. In a place “[b]egun by the oldest occu pa tion, the
nomadic herding of grazing animals” (Places 68), all are “tran sient
denizens” (Places 66): “Arriving and leaving, citizens of their own
rules: Ex‐mounties, Ex‐spec u lators, Ex‐Metis buffalo hunters,
Ex‐Arrivals” (Places 66–67). By bringing together these examples of
spatial mobility, the text does not shy away from the polit ical
implic a tions of past and present spatial prac tices in post- colonial
Canada, but resists “the easy resol u tion of seeing European discovery
and inva sion as a defining moment, or ideal izing pre‐Columbian
America as a site of authen ti city” (Thieme 7).

Un/reading, there fore, cannot be limited to the sole excav ating and
discov ering of what has been ignored or dismissed by dominant
discourse. In what may be construed as a tongue- in-cheek refer ence
to the Foucaul dian meta phor, the narrator remarks: “It’s been said
before: archae olo gies are (in)formed by those who (in)vent

14
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them” (Places 58). My conten tion is that van Herk’s un/reading does
not hinge as much on “palimpsestic layering” (Crane 52)—as tempting
as the meta phor is, espe cially in rela tion to Foucault—as on a process
of frag ment a tion “dismant ling [the] text past all its previous read ings
and writ ings” (van Herk, In Visible 4). Such process is given cogent
expres sion in her meta phoric displace ments of the phrase “long
divi sion” which serves as the title of the Edmonton section. Once
“dislodged from its scientific context”, Claire Omhovère points out, it
“comes to desig nate the riving process through which the narrator
elab or ates her geografic tione” (105). It bears on the cleft opened by
the North Saskat chewan, the river which “cut[s] the town in half:
north/south” and whose axis holds for the narrator the promise of
evasion, of “divid[ing] [herself] from the country” and its
reductive plots 10 (Places 43). Out of the four explor a tions, the
Edmonton section is the one which relies the most on frag ments
from a variety of texts which the narrator assembles as she
nego ti ates reading paths through the “maze of [her]
books” (Places 52). Featured in the text or quoted in free indirect
discourse, these frag ments are loosened from their status as
archival evidence 11 to allow for multiple points of entry and passages
leading to shifting recon fig ur a tions. The narrator’s remark on her
“absteminous[ness]”, having “yet to see the inside of a
hotel” (Places 49), intro duces an advert ise ment for the Edmonton
hotel in colo nial times, at the same time as it harks back to Edberg
and women’s exclu sion from beer parlours (Places 14) and “the beer
parlour tradi tion of oral narrative” which has fed the work of Prairie
writers like Robert Kroetsch (Neuman 223). The content of the ad
itself reson ates with the society article included on the following
page. Whether it be the promise that “[p]emmican and dried buffalo
meat has long been a stranger at the table” (Places 49) or the
reporter’s insist ence on the toilettes of a ball’s attendees as proof of
civility, both texts evince a desire to outgrow the pioneer past which
results in awkward mimicry, as awkward as the narrator’s own efforts
to “match” the “flowered blouses vaunt[ing] cashmere cardigans” of
the “rich city girls” (Places 51). In between these two frag ments, a
jocular article about the popularity of “coffin varnish” (Places 50)
follows the fluvial axis of divi sion, and points to the South and to the
North. While the boot legged liquor travels to Wyoming—without
“having had its signi fic ance or useful ness impaired” (Places 50)—, the
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colo nial temper ance move ment gathers strength, intent on
“press[ing] for total prohib i tion. On all passions” (Places 50). The
pause in the formu la tion of the sentence signals a change of scope
which can then encom pass Tolstoy, that other “son […] of
temper ance” whose novel Anna Karenina the Edmonton student has
yet to read (Places 50; see also 81).

As the narrator tries to divide herself from Edberg by “entext[ing]
[herself] a city of pages” (Places 53), entext ment proves to come with
its own perils—after all, the neolo gism relies on the same affix a tion as
engrave ment and emplot ment, the prefix en- in each case suggestive
of confine ment. In the course of the second and third explor a tions,
the motif of the maze becomes more prom inent and blends with the
image of the fort ress. In Calgary, the narrator finds “a
Jericho” (Places 57), an “enclosure” (Places 66) divided into quad rants
but replete with the “cross word puzzle of street” (Places 72),
inter locking bridges and malls, “labyrinths” (Places 72) in which she
wanders until she becomes “enmesh[ed] in the very textual threads
which should have led her out”, at once Theseus, Ariadne and the
Minotaur (Omhovère 107): “Who can find you here, a clumsy bawling
beast in the centre of a web of thread, a cat’s cradle of
encap ture ment?” (Places 73). If un/reading and entext ment might be
construed as revers ible polar ities—one “explor atory”, the other
“intro verted and possessive” (Places 113)—, place does not merely wait
for the reader’s probing; it is the agent of its own dis‐loca tion when
“it moves, un/reads itself again, a sly alter a tion leaving [the narrator]
puzzled” (Places 37), a move ment which van Herk’s
poetics reciprocates.

15

“Between habit a tions”:
dis‐locating language
On Ellesmere, the narrator finds an “away ness so thor oughly truant
[she] ha[s] cut all connexion to all places” (Places 77), a place where
she is “free to un/read [her]self, home, […] the rest of Canada, all
possible texts” (Places 91). Reading these asser tions, the critic might
be tempted to inter pret the move ment of the book as leading towards
abso lute deter rit ori al isa tion abol ishing “capture and carto graphy”
(Goldman, “Earth- Quaking” 36), the stri ated space of the city‐grid

16
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giving way to the smooth space of the Arctic desert (Goldman,
“Earth- Quaking” 32), which would finally allow the narrator to do
away with the restric tions and circum scrip tion of emplace ment and
entext ment. But van Herk’s geografic tione comes with “neces sary
cordons and fences” (Places 140). To write dis‐loca tion—“the self
written between habit a tions” (Places 118)—, she works within the
constraints of page and textual enclosure against the bounded ness
and singu larity tradi tion ally asso ci ated with place (Massey,
Space 169).

The adjective “far” in the title of the book offers a first clue. It
bespeaks a “rela tional focus” (Helmes 69) which precludes defin i tion
through counter posi tion—the cities of Edberg, Edmonton and
Calgary v. the northern wilder ness of Ellesmere 12—and hints instead
at “connec tions with the beyond, with other places” (Massey,
“Concep tu al isa tion” 64). The narrator cease lessly meas uring the
temporal, geograph ical and imaginary distances between the
different sites, each place reflects on and inflects the others: with
their unfixed and hetero gen eous iden tities, all are unique, none are
singular. This porosity is trans lated by “wandering tropes” 13 which
create open and unstable networks under mining the textual
enclosure of the four sections, the frame which their respective titles
might seem to impose by announ cing the symbolic asso ci ations
attached to each place. The motifs of the train and the grave weave in
and out of the text, the same way the figure of Anna Karenina drifts
through the book. At times only present through seem ingly incident
refer ences—to the arrival of the Cana dian Pacific Railway in
Calgary (Places 59), or to the neces sity to arrange for a cemetery in
colo nial Edmonton (Places 52), for example—they assert them selves
when their semantic vari ations serve as a vector to artic u late the
narrator’s rela tion ship with place. Thus, her repressive upbringing
makes Edberg a “training for depar ture” (Places 18), the plat form of
the train station the promise of an else where, the possib ility of
launching oneself into unmapped territ ories—provided one could
frame the image so as to leave out the reminders of Edberg’s
nudging presence:

17

The plat form stood on the lip of the world, and if you could manage
to ignore the cream cans and tractor parts, the wooden baggage
cart, you could imagine (an Anna in black velvet step ping down to
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take a breath of fresh air on her way to one of the family estates: it is
the Edberg plat form that nudged and gestured, peering and curious)
the plat form a prom enade, it was that even and level and
inspiring. (Places 16)

The paren thesis cleaves the sentence open to allow for Anna
Karenina’s glam orous appar i tion, along with a metonymic
displace ment which lets in Edberg’s “prin ciples of
scru tiny” (Places 14), the silent crowd whose gaze no depar ture can
seem to escape. Because van Herk continu ously works on slip page,
permeab ility and disrup tion, her semantic vari ations frus trate
sequen tial logic. The paral lelism of the railway tracks gives form to
the symmetry of child hood training—“[a]llow ances:
forbid ded ness” (Places 27)—, making it the first instance of
“engrave ment” (Places 23) from whose iron lines 14 the narrator tries
to save Tolstoy’s char acter when the “unrail wayed joining” of an
Arctic island (Places 49) prompts the un/reading of the implac able
symmetry to which male fiction condemns women—“forever
culp able, exiled for their visceras, evis cer ated for their
exiles” (Places 83). Conversely, the medit a tion on Calgary, “this
growing grave yard” (Places 57), gives the lie to the etymo lo gical
meaning of “[c]emetery. Koimet erion” (resting place) by picturing the
city as “a silent freight train carrying away long rows of boxcars
neatly stacked with coffins” (Places 59). This image of ordered
mobility is imme di ately contra dicted by the depic tion of rabbits’ and
gophers’ “unres tricted” move ments among graves which “elbow […]
each other awake, saying ‘move over’” (Places 59–60).

18

In an all‐encom passing move ment, the Ellesmere section concludes
on the narrator’s going through the list of possible sites for her future
grave, a list which condenses the three previous sections (Places 140).
But even the else where of Ellesmere is given an else where. The scope
of the text is suddenly enlarged to other “sites of repose” (Places 141)—
the coastal moun tains of British Columbia, the Pacific Rim, the
Australian Pacific coast—, once the narrator has pushed aside the
tempta tion of merging with the Arctic landscape: 15

19

But traverse on, puzzle- ice in the lake you can still see as you go
higher, and the tussocks you step over eternity of continu ance.
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The same prin ciple: jumping from moment to moment across an
abrupted space. (Places 122–123)

With its emphasis on on- going crossing, compounded with the
descriptive nota tions about continuity and perman ence on one hand,
and sudden and unex pected changes on the other, the passage sheds
light on Robert Kroetsh’s reading of van Herk’s writing as an instance
of rest less language whose recur ring use of foreign words, multiple
neolo gisms and meta phoric displace ments “riddl[e] the grammar of
what (almost) was” (Kroetsch 70). To the notion of accu mu la tion
which some critics have used to describe her use of tropes, I would
there fore substi tute that of dis‐loca tion since her meta phor ical
cross ings main tain an in‐between ness, a spacing which gener ates
destabil izing fric tions and tensions. When, in the Edberg section, she
borrows the British term “coppice” from J. B. Tyrrell’s descrip tion of
the Park land “scattered trees” (Places 14, 20), she refrains from
elab or ating on the disjunc tion between envir on ment and imported
language, or from retali ating with a more appro priate word, which
would parti cipate in the same aspectual logic. Instead, she preserves
the spacing opened in the refer en tial process by the impro priety to
produce surpris ingly disjunctive connec tions: “initi ation
coppice” (Places 15), “the germ of origin, its coppice” (Places 32). In
neither phrase does “coppice” refer to a definite object, a setting in
which the narrator’s exper i ence may be seen as embedded. The
disson ance caused by the instability of the signi fier prevents the
reading of the images from falling into “precon di tioned”
patterns (Places 122): far from dispelling the slip per i ness and
imper fec tion of the assig na tion which notions of origins make us
claim as home (van Herk, “Map” 130), the word asso ci ations leave
open breaches which unsettle the fixity of mental constructs.

Van Herk’s rest less language, which delib er ately thwarts the efforts of
“the compre hensive reader” (Places 118), inscribes in the text the very
possib ility of its own un/reading: “The words are stirred, mixed, likes
pieces of a jigsaw, broken into their separate shapes and the whole
picture lost, left to be recon structed by another, a different
hand” (Places 111)—provided it accepts that such recon struc tion is
neces sarily incom plete and provi sional, and abstains from “static
circum scrip tion” (Places 118). Marlene Goldman points out how the

20
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NOTES

1  Further refer ences to appear in paren theses in the text, prefaced by
the abbreviation Places.

2  For a more thor ough analysis of the cover map, see Omhovère (97–100),
Grace (88) and van Herk’s own inter pret a tion (“Map” 134).

3  As Claire Omhovère under lines, “the posi tion of these figures belies the
loca tion of the corres ponding towns in an atlas” (99).

4  “The action indic ated by the reminder is typic ally one step removed from
the imme diate present in which I appre hend the reminder itself. I am being
reminded of a possible action which I may under take very soon or
even tu ally, though not precisely when and as I am perceiving the reminder.”
(Casey 93)

5  It is now common place in criti cism on van Herk to under score her
engage ment with the discursive form a tion of the north, the dominant
narrative of “cour ageous men battling dangerous, hostile, female
terra incognita” (Grace 16). Signi fic antly, the Ellesmere section has garnered
the most crit ical atten tion (some times to the detri ment of the rest of the
narrative). The extent to which it rein forces what it seeks to decon struct
has been a moot ques tion among critics, some arguing that van Herk failed
to do away with her depend ency upon the male “Idea of the North” (Grace)
or to satis fact orily engage with Euro- centric defin i tion of the Arctic (see
Grace, Helms, Crane). Omhovère proposes a more nuanced approach with
her enlight ening analysis of van Herk’s subtle inver sion of the gendering
of space.

6  The passage points the reader back to the narrator’s opening remark on
the “rest less settlers” of the past, drifting through the prairie (Places 19).

7  Two quota tions, one from Levi Strauss about memory as a desert, the
other from Camus about the need for deserts and islands, frame the excerpt
from Foucault’s Arche ology of Knowledge. The authorial synthesis, at the
bottom of the page and between brackets, repeats and displaces words
from each of the three quotes, thereby offering a comment on what Levi
Strauss’s and Camus’s texts may be read as glossing over: the gendering of
space—“The world admits deserts and islands but no women” (Places 9).
While van Herk does not elab orate on the archae olo gical method Foucault’s
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approach to space relies on, this authorial inter ven tion is in itself a crit ical
act of un/reading.

8  Van Herk’s essay about her exper i ence on Ellesmere explains this silence
of the text: the Inuk titut words which her guide Pijamini taught her are his,
“not [hers], and if [she] was able to hear them and to mimic them, it was
only through his agency. [She] will not raid them” (In Visible Ink 10).

9  Such arte facts resolve the ques tion of home for the Sarcee woman the
narrator encoun ters at the Co‐op store: “she knows home better than you
do, she knows where it is” (Places 68).

10  “Drink and get laid and get away and quit school. 
Quit school and get away and get laid and get drunk. 
Reverse all orders: this is as far as you can get away from home.” (Places 23)

11  Van Herk’s text collapses temporal distance by including the events
recorded in the archive docu ments on the same time plane as the narrator’s
exper i ence as a student in Edmonton.

12  In that regard, my reading of van Herk’s text differs signi fic antly from
Crane’s analysis of the discursive construc tion of wilderness.

13  I borrow the phrase from Claire Omhovère’s analysis of geograph ical
tropes in Ann Michael’s Fugitive Pieces (83).

14  “[H]e beats his char ac ters into plow shares, or into railway ties, or their
poten tial deaths” (Places 117; see also 121, 142).

15  “You wade the Abbé River too, and again the force, the surge of
elec tri city in the water makes you want simply to submerge your self into a
tumbled stone. You want to become Ellesmere.” (Places 121)

ABSTRACTS

English
Aritha van Herk’s Places Far from Ellesmere is informed by the contrary
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TEXT

Nadeem Aslam’s fourth novel The Blind Man’s Garden was published
in 2013. Contrary to his biggest success Maps for Lost Lovers (2004),
which took more than a decade to write, The Blind Man’s Garden was
published only five years after another novel set in Afghanistan, The
Wasted Vigil—a testi mony, perhaps, of a continued need to explore
this troubled region in the after math of 9/11. Nadeem Aslam is also
known for hand writing his novels and living in extreme isol a tion
while working—in an inter view, he admitted to having tape- shut his
eyes in his own house while writing this novel in order to grasp the
blind char acter’s sensa tions (Faber & Faber 00�02�20).

1
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It is perhaps this metic u lous approach, trans lated into Nadeem
Aslam’s minute syntax and frames of refer ence, which led writer and
philo sopher Pankaj Mishra to call the novel an “anatomy of
chaos” (23). In this anatomy of chaos, the border is the throb bing
heart of the narrative; it is a phys ical border, but it also runs through
the char ac ters’ aspir a tions and beliefs, and reflects the highly
segreg ated reality of the post‐9/11 world in an already divided part of
the planet. Aslam, a polit ical refugee himself since his family fled the
Zia regime in Pakistan in 1980, constantly inter rog ates the rela tion
between place and violence.

2

In The Blind Man’s Garden, the main char ac ters, step brothers Jeo and
Mikal, are thrown into the heart of chaos in the months following
9/11, in the perilous areas surrounding Pakistan’s North‐West border
with Afgh anistan. After they are held captive by the Taliban, Mikal has
to go on alone and soon enters a new dimen sion of the border land:
the unfor giving “War on Terror”. 1 While he is a pris oner again, this
time of Amer ican forces, Mikal’s step father Rohan and Jeo’s widow
Naheed await Mikal’s return. Rohan progress ively loses his eyesight,
while a threat looms over his former school: the pres ence of a
funda ment alist group called “Ardent Spirit”. The novel reaches a
climax with the attack of Ardent Spirit on the Chris tian school where
Mikal’s other brother teaches. When Mikal is about to be freed by the
Amer icans, he kills two soldiers by mistake and has to remain hidden
in the confines of the Af‐Pak border land during the rest of the novel,
facing a number of ethical dilemmas.

3

In her article “Capit alism and Critique: ‘Af‐Pak’ Fiction in the Wake of
9/11”, Priyam vada Gopal contends that Pakistani writers like Nadeem
Aslam or Kamila Shamsie, prolific though they were before 9/11,
gained renewed interest in the wake of the war in Iraq and
Afgh anistan. She explains how some critics have been scep tical of
such interest, perceiving the growing atten tion paid to novels in
English set in the Af‐Pak region as a mere—and rather voyeur istic—
fashion (21–22). The Blind Man’s Garden can indeed be construed as a
post‐9/11 novel, not only because it might belong to this subgenre,
but also in a strictly chro no lo gical sense. The novel exam ines what
happened on the Af‐Pak border in the months that followed the
attacks on the World Trade Center. However, the post‐9/11 setting of
the novel does not restrict it to a time- specific subgenre: the writer’s

4
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philo soph ical agenda emerges beyond the polit ical context, as he
constantly shifts the perspective from one char acter to the next.
Upon releasing the novel, Aslam defined his aim as follows: “[…] to
see how these wounded people are learning to cope, begin ning to
hold on to their humanity, despite the wounds” (Faber & Faber
00�05�55). Following this agenda, the war narrative ulti mately
discloses the powers of resi li ence lying within our
common humanity.

Context
As in most of Nadeem Aslam’s narrat ives, the geography of the novel
blends a number of fictional and real places.

5

Most of the narrative takes place between two areas. The first one is
the fictional town of Heer, where the main char ac ters live. The
second zone, which, as we under stand, is several hours away from
Heer, is the North West border of Pakistan, notably the well‐known
city of Peshawar. This zone is contiguous with Afgh anistan, and is
formed of what have been called the Feder ally Admin istered Tribal
Areas (FATA). The FATA zone was named as such after the 1947
parti tion, and it was dismantled in May 2018 by the govern ment to be
merged with the neigh bouring province of Khyber Pakh tunkhwa.
Up to this date, there were specific laws enforced on the area, which
were inher ited from British rule. Such harsh laws aimed at subduing
the Pashtun tribes who live there and whose tradi tions are different
from the rest of Pakistan (Crisis Group; Barker, The Guardian).

6

Besides ques tions of governance, the area is also well‐known for
being what Barack Obama called “the most dangerous place in the
world” (Saifi and Wilkinson). From a geolo gical stand point, this
border land is a moun tainous land, which made it ideal as a guer rilla
zone involving the Taliban, the tribal warlords and US forces in the
months following 9/11. On a number of occa sions, the char ac ters of
Aslam’s novel get lost in these vast moun tain chains. This complex
geography also means that it was priv ileged for the Amer ican
“seizure, incar cer a tion and torture of terrorist suspects at ‘black
sites’” (Gregory 240), one of which is described at length in
the narrative.

7
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According to geographer Derek Gregory in his article “The
Every where War”, border lands such as the Af‐Pak area are
“shad ow lands, spaces that enter European and Amer ican imagin aries
in phant as matic form, barely known but vividly imagined—we jibe
against the limits of carto graphic and so of geopol it ical reason” (239).
By setting a fiction in English in such a zone, Nadeem Aslam
addresses this loop hole between the Western imagin a tion and an
Eastern reality, and leads his readers to ques tion their under standing
of borders, both phys ical and imagined, in the post‐9/11 world.

8

In The Blind Man’s Garden, mapping the Af‐Pak border land is a
continuous process, perceived through the char ac ters’ displace ment
along, across and beyond the border, but also through a number of
metonymic networks. The unstable border land constantly mirrors
the troubled post‐9/11 global geography, while evoc a tions of utmost
viol ence in the war zone also provide an ethical approach to border- 
crossing.

9

For Thomas Nail, the instability of the border is part of its very
defin i tion: “The border is not simply a static membrane or space
through which flows of people move” (Nail 6). In his Theory of
the Border, the philo sopher explains that the border moves itself—
through geolo gical processes or cata strophes—but it is also moved by
others, for example when economic reforms or territ orial conflicts
occur. While Nail’s theory relies essen tially on phys ical borders, in
The Blind Man’s Garden motion is inherent to both phys ical borders
and images of the border, thus de- stabilizing any attempt at mapping
the complex post‐9/11 world geography.

10

First, the motif of inva sion is prevalent in the novel, whether it is
ideo lo gical or territ orial; it is often an obstacle to the attempts at
mapping carried out by the char ac ters. In the novel, the border can
also be construed along side the concept of the prism—an image used
by Aslam himself—, allowing the story to reflect a poetic light on
parts of the world rendered dim by polit ical discourse and
main stream media. While the phys ical border is threatened by war
and viol ence, the symbolic border points to Aslam’s poetics of
conflu ence, inviting the reader to acknow ledge the border as a place
of spatial and histor ical continuity rather than an
imper meable limitation.

11
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Borders and inva sion:
impossible mappings
The border land is constantly subject to inva sion in The Blind
Man’s Garden. The char ac ters are indeed confronted with the US‐led
“War on Terror”, an inva sion of the area triggered by the fight against
al‐Qaeda after the 9/11 attacks. Yet other, meta phor ical forms of
inva sion pervade the narrative, showing how border- crossing and
appro pri ation are not only a geograph ical stake.

12

But what form can inva sion take when the border itself is ill‐defined?
In the wake of 9/11, soci olo gist Zygmunt Bauman pointed to
“a symbolic end to the era of space”, observing an anni hil a tion of
borders and the fact that “no one can any longer cut them selves off
from the rest of the world” (81–82). In The Blind Man’s Garden, both
the exper i ence of territory and the symbols of territory emphasize
this prob lem atic rela tion to delin eation. The guerrilla- like fighting of
the “War on Terror” and the glob al iz a tion of conflict tran spire in the
char ac ters’ percep tion of the wartime border land, and reflect how
discourse itself might be the site of invasion.

13

A typo logy of borders

Throughout the plot and the char ac ters’ jour neys, two main borders
appear: the Af‐Pak border—a phys ical border—and the mental or
ideo lo gical border between the East and the West.

14

In the first part of the novel, as Jeo and Mikal enter the war zone they
have been sent to by the Taliban, believing they will help the
wounded on the front line, the two brothers carry with them a book
of maps. In one striking passage imbued with magical realism, Jeo
sees the book of maps invaded itself by Amer ican bombs:

15

From the book he care fully tears out several maps, and in this light
Afgh anistan’s moun tains and hills and rest lessly branching corridors
of rock appear as though the pages are crumpled up, and there is a
momentary wish in him to smooth them down. Laser- guided bombs
are falling onto the pages in his hands, missiles summoned from the
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Arabian Sea, from Amer ican warships that are as long as the Empire
State Building is tall. (14)

Jeo’s book seems to come alive, giving way to a three- dimensional
reading of the war zone. With its pages “crumpled up”, the object is
almost likened to a pop‐up chil dren’s book, an unavoid able threshold
to the troubled area—and, for the reader, an eerily real istic threshold
to the story. Thus, the border between the maps and the territ orial
reality of war is blurred, and the uncon trol lable power of the
land scape over men’s wars is mirrored by the poly syn deton
struc ture (“mountains and hills and rest lessly branching corridors of
rock”), while the United States’ inva sion of the area is made equally
threat ening by the compar ison of warships with the Empire State
Building. In this chaotic rendering of territ orial stakes, the bombs and
missiles pervade the page as well as the imagin a tion: the compar ison
with the building calls to mind the cause of Amer ican inva sion, that is
the attacks on the World Trade Center. Through the book of maps,
the two borders—the Af‐Pak border and the East‐West divide—
appear simul tan eously, inter rog ating the post‐9/11 mind scape and
placing Jeo and Mikal at the cross roads of these divides.

16

The impossible mapping of the border land is actu ally a power
struggle in the novel. Later, as the brothers are held captive, their
book of maps is taken from them and causes them to be suspected of
spying for the Amer icans. The mastery of territory becomes so
funda mental that the Taliban ask Mikal to inter pret the stars for
them; indeed, the latter uses navig a tional astro nomy throughout the
narrative. The men ask if Mikal knows “the language of the stars” (62),
showing the failure of other forms of languages when it comes to
mapping the borderland.

17

Without any mapping, gaining control over the border land seems
doomed to fail. Yet the novel progress ively displays how the battles,
unsuc cessful though they are, can have the upper hand on the
land scape of the border land, to the point of shaping it anew. When
Rohan goes looking for his sons in the border land, he crosses a
deserted, almost moon- like landscape:

18

Through hill sides, across bridges, through a dust storm a mile long,
and through streams in which float—by the dozen—the shaved- off
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beards of fleeing al‐Qaeda milit ants, the journey to the destin a tion in
Afgh anistan takes seven teen hours. In deep twilight they cross a
broad flat valley with a river and river flats in it, every bit of it
scorched black where a Daisy Cutter bomb had been dropped,
redu cing everything to ash, pumice, lava, the sides of hills torn up
into segments […]. It looks like the site of a cosmic incur sion such as
a meteorite, not the work of men. (142)

In his border- crossing journey, Rohan enters a chaos that precludes
any neat delin eation of borders. The tension of the passage grows
more and more intense, from the metonym ical threat of the
shaved‐off beards to the anatom ical descrip tion of the bombed
land scape. Inter est ingly, this post- apocalyptic land scape is seen at a
highly liminal moment of day (the “deep twilight”), a moment of
change and uncer tainty. It goes as far as blur ring the bound aries
between the human and the non- human, as the effects of men’s wars
are compared to those of a meteorite. Following his philo soph ical
inten tion, the writer leads his reader to observe such chasms in
several dimen sions, and thus to explore the wounds inflicted by war—
not only on minds and bodies, but also on landscapes.

19

Symbol ical invasions
While the phys ical borders seem impossible to map, and there fore to
appro priate, the narrative regu larly displays other forms of inva sion.
Nadeem Aslam’s writing is run through with symbolism. In the first
part of the novel, inva sion meta phors remain linked to impacts of the
war on the land scape, for instance when the Amer ican soldiers’
foot prints are person i fied (162); yet the complexity of inva sion
reaches a climax towards the end of the narrative, when Mikal
discovers that the Amer ican soldier he holds captive in spite of
himself has a striking tattoo on his back:

20

There is a large tattoo on the skin: […] 
The word covers the entire space between the shoulder blades,
and they stand looking at it, the Amer ican continuing to struggle.
It says ‘Infidel’. 
But it is not in English, which would have meant that he had had
it done for himself or for others like him in his own country. It is
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in the Urdu and Pashto script so it is meant for people here. (400–
401) 2

The man’s subversive tattoo—a visual token which Aslam borrowed
from a picture seen in a magazine (Jaggi)—is an instance of the
complex border- crossing at work in the narrative: the invader’s body
is itself invaded skin‐deep by the invaded’s language, in an act of
provoca tion filled with symbolic power. The body stands as an
inter face, as the paradig matic border between men, used to
differ en tiate the inside and the outside, same ness and other ness.
This body invaded by the tattoo epitom izes the many embedded
mean ings of the border in the post‐9/11 Af‐Pak borderland.

21

Inva sion is also symbol ised partic u larly power fully when Naheed’s
mother, Tara, is asked by a young Talib to sew an Amer ican flag so
that it can be burned publicly:

22

Perhaps the blue in the flag means that the Amer icans own all the
blue in the world—water, sky, blood seen through veins, the Blue
Mosque in Tabriz, dusk, the feather with which she marks her place
in her Koran, her seam stress’s chalk, the spot on the lower back of
newborn babies, post marks, the glass eyes of foreign dolls.
Muhammad swore by the redness of the evening sky, and Adam
means both ‘alive’ and ‘red’. Do the Amer icans own these and all
other reds? Roses, meats, certain old leaves, certain new leaves, love,
the feathers under the bulbul’s tail, dresses and veils of brides, dates
marking fest ivals on calen dars, garnets and rubies, happi ness,
blushes, daring, war, the Red Fort in Delhi, […] the binding of her
Koran—these and all the other shades of red, crimson, vermilion,
scarlet, maroon, rasp berry, obsidian, russet, plum, magenta,
geranium, the tearful eyes of the woman from three doors down,
who had told Tara she did not want her to sew her daughter’s dowry
clothes after discov ering that Tara was possessed with the djinn,
fearing Tara would stitch her bad luck into the garments, the red flag
of the revolu tion dreamt by Mikal and Basie’s parents, the Alhambra
in Spain, the paths in Rohan’s garden, carpets woven in Shiraz, shiny
cars that the rich import into Pakistan only to find that there are no
good roads to drive them on. The setting sun. The rising sun. 
She works without pause, the large flag mater i al ising slowly in the
interior as the hours go by, half the size of the room. (126–127)
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The internal focal isa tion, rendered through the unin ter rupted
enumer a tion, reflects the char acter’s own re‐mapping of borders:
through her enumer a tion of all the shades of colours included in her
frame of refer ence, she delin eates the borders of her own world, a
world alien ated from her by the United States’ inva sion of her region.
The sewing meta phor is but another exten sion of border- making and
border- crossing. Blending examples which are both internal and
external to the narrative, and refer ences which are universal (the
setting and rising sun) but also geograph ic ally specific (the Red Fort,
the Alhambra), the passage culmin ates in a micro- invasion at the level
of Tara’s flat, where the flag has taken up the space. As is often the
case, Nadeem Aslam’s poetic prose relies on hypo ty posis, creating a
coherent yet complex spatial imaginary within the space of a single
sentence. The vivid descrip tions he includes in the plot actu ally form
part of an aesthetics which relies on perspective, and which can be
explored through the concept of the prism.

23

The border and pris ‐
matic perception
Nadeem Aslam has often described how his writing is perceived as
hopeful in Pakistan while being considered beau tiful but grim in the
West. In an essay he wrote for the online 2010 Granta issue on
Pakistan, he explained:

24

Pakistanis are as complex as any other people on the planet. I think
of a beam of light emer ging on the other side split into seven
colours. What you see depends on which side of the prism you are
standing on: on one side the light is uniform, of a single colour. On
the other, it’s violet, indigo, blue, green, yellow, orange and red. I am
on the coloured side. (Aslam)

Standing on the “coloured side” implies that Nadeem Aslam’s writing
of Pakistan—and Afgh anistan—provides a different perspective on
areas other wise painted in black and white by news paper reports and
glob ally broad cast images of warfare. Through the prism of the
narrative, the writer’s enter prise consists in re‐poet i cizing places
under mined by terror, but also by polit ical and media discourse in the
context of the “War on Terror”; the novelist aims at re‐habil it ating

25
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their myth o lo gies and their land scapes and endowing them with a
variety of colours in his writing.

The prism meta phor can be extended to the treat ment of the border
and its tropes in The Blind Man’s Garden. Indeed, setting the
narrative in the border land enhances the subjective dimen sion of any
attempt at mapping and repres enting: percep tion differs whether one
stands on one side of the border or on the other. The Af‐Pak
border land and the ideo lo gical East/West border are put to the test
of Nadeem Aslam’s pris matic writing, and are revealed to be highly
subjective constructs. In the process of this revel a tion, the reader is
invited to ques tion their own stand point in the face of
post‐9/11 divisions.

26

Re‐mapping the world from
the borderland

Throughout the novel, the Af‐Pak char ac ters constantly re- assess
their under standing of space. As the internal focal izer changes
regu larly, so does the mapping of borders. The language conveyed by
the char ac ters oper ates an unstable mapping, which is always already
chal lenged by the next assertion.

27

Early in the novel, the char acter of Jeo observes his town of Heer
before leaving as a volun teer on the front lines of the border land: “He
scans the high view before him to see which other areas of Heer are
without elec tri city tonight. His city within his fraught and poor
nation, here in the Third World” (27). Jeo’s defin i tion of Pakistan as
“fraught” and “poor” is further under lined by its lack of light—here
again, it appears diffi cult to inter pret space. Yet the final phrase is
defin itive: Pakistan is declared to be a Third World country, even
though the phrase itself is an unstable label, usually bestowed by
richer coun tries. Jeo’s obser va tion is another mani fest a tion of
border- crossing, whereby he seems to observe Pakistan from an
outsider’s perspective.

28

The narrative voice shifts to a much more patri otic repres ent a tion of
Pakistan whenever it voices the claims of Ardent Spirit, the
funda ment alist group which finally attacks the Chris tian School in
the town of Heer. On one occa sion, their vengeful mapping of the

29



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 20 | 2019

world is embedded in the perspective of Father Mede, the white
British prin cipal of the school, who hears them speaking from
their van:

‘We’ll reduce America to the size of India, India to the size of Israel,
Israel to nothing’, the loud speaker said as it lingered near the public
monu ment at the end of the road, a giant fibre glass replica of the
moun tain under which Pakistan’s nuclear bomb was tested. […] Its
insides are hollow and it is lit up from within at night: in the pale
even ings from the balcony of his room above the school, Father
Mede watches it come on—one moment it is dead and grey but then
suddenly, like a fever rising from its very core, a glow spreads on the
slopes and it swells and brightens until its radi ance rivals the moon,
and the beggar chil dren who shelter in there can be seen moving in
silhou ette on the bril liant sides. (226)

The Ardent Spirit group re‐maps the world through words shouted in
a loud speaker, but the pseudo- patriotic speech is rendered iron ic ally
fake and inef fi cient as the members stand next to a fake moun tain.
The replica’s arti fi cial lighting points to the sham that is the deten tion
of nuclear weapons by Pakistan, but it also sheds light on the
contra dic tions of a nation: as the white man looks at the replica, the
glow merely shows poor chil dren taking shelter inside the moun tain,
hinting back to Jeo’s defin i tion of Pakistan as “his fraught and poor
nation”. Well- armed though it may be, Pakistan is pervaded by
para dox ical limit a tions, and the appar ently majestic moun tain is
similar to a large nesting doll from which less glor ious versions of the
country are extracted. Here again, the evoc a tion of the chil dren acts
as a pris matic device, revealing a contrasted percep tion of the place
through the prism of the narrative voice.

30

Mapping otherness
The attempts at delin eating borders also appear in the encoun ters
between self and other. The narrative creates a divide between the
Amer ican and Af‐Pak char ac ters, a divide made mani fest by the
treat ment of pris oners by Amer ican services, to which Mikal has been
sold by a warlord. While they attempt to ques tion Mikal, the
prob lem atic status of the Af‐Pak border land is once again hinted at:

31
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‘We know you can speak. You spoke in your sleep. Some times in the
language of an Afghan, some times in the language of a Pakistani. Are
you a Pakistani, an Afghan, or an Afghan born and raised in
Pakistan?’ (201)

The Amer icans’ failed mapping of their pris oner’s iden tity illus trates
the intricacy of the border land. The duality of the border land is
further reflected in the char acter’s mind through his hybrid use of
language, which is both an uncon scious habit in his sleep and a
delib erate act: Mikal chooses to answer the ques tion in Pashto, in
order not to be iden ti fied by the Amer ican Military Policemen. The
use of the substantive forms by the Amer ican instead of the adject ives
(“the language of an Afghan”, “the language of a Pakistani”) bears
witness to the border standing between the men and their pris oners,
as a distance is main tained even in words. 3

The percep tion of Afghan and Pakistani men as poten tial “terror ists”
is not only expressed in words, but also in pictures, by Amer ican
chil dren whose draw ings Mikal can see on the walls of the prison:

32

‘Why are there pictures in the corridor?’ Mikal says. Their
bright colours had pained his eyes. […] 
‘They are from chil dren in America.’ 
Draw ings of butter flies, flowers, guns shooting at men with beards
and heli copters drop ping bombs on small figures in turbans. 
‘They are letters to the soldiers from school chil dren. The words say,
Go Get the Bad Men and I Hope You Kill Them All and Come
Home Safely. I saw one that said, We are praying for you, and said the
Rosary for you today in class.’ (209–210)

The chil dren’s naïve draw ings and use of words delin eate the
contours of the Eastern world from a limited prism. They form a
topsy- turvy imagin a tion by attrib uting reli gious discourse to the
Amer ican chil dren, while their country fights against a
funda ment alist group, thus suggesting that the “War on Terror” might
have roots in reli gious discourse as much as said “terror” does.
Inter est ingly, the pres ence of bright colours is not proof of a
compre hensive view, of a prism reflecting a variety of lights; rather, it
turns the draw ings into sheer cari ca ture. Further more, the use of
capital letters as if refer ring to a set phrase points to a disturbing
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inter n al isa tion of clichés by the school chil dren. Nadeem Aslam thus
resorts to cari ca ture to reveal the prob lem atic patterns of discourse
eman ating from post‐9/11 East/West rela tions. In his 2013
inter view on The Blind Man’s Garden, he explained that he wanted to
explore how the previous ten years had led to “[…] an incom plete
under standing of the West, and an incom plete under standing of the
East” (Faber & Faber 00�00�23). The blinding draw ings invite the
reader of English to ques tion their own ethical posi tioning and to
re‐eval uate the mani fold mani fest a tions of a border between self
and other.

Sensory re‐mapping
The five senses are another element leading to mapping in the novel.
Early on in the novel, as Jeo and Mikal enter the war zone in the
Af‐Pak border land, their senses are assaulted by the exper i ence of
warfare. As the men who hold them hostage take them deeper into
the war zone, they are surrounded by a desolate land scape and
believe that they are lost in the border land. But suddenly their
hearing is affected as well:
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And as they stand there surrounded by the strange earth and the
strange sky, Jeo hears what he has never heard before, the awful
crump of tank shells, explo sions and gunfire in the far distance. ‘Do
you hear it?’ ‘Yes, Mikal replies. ‘It’s a battle, isn’t it?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘It’s the
world’, one of the other men says. ‘The world sounds like this all the
time, we just don’t hear it. Then some times in some places we
do.’ (56–57)

The exper i ence of percep tion through a prism is once again prevalent
in this passage. The change of perspective is twofold: first, upon
crossing the border, Mikal and Jeo enter the unknown, a zone with a
“strange earth” and “strange sky”. Their percep tion of land scape
changes as both images and sounds now seem unfa miliar to them. Yet
another border- crossing occurs when one of the men in the truck
re‐directs their perspective from “a battle” to “the world”. The
sensory call upon their hearing seems to trigger a pivotal
re‐defin i tion of space, a re- mapping of the world in its entirety. The
Af‐Pak border land is turned into an epitome of world conflict at
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large, and the char ac ters’ exper i ence comes to represent the world’s
deaf ness to the sounds of the war zone. Through this passage, the
novel itself clearly stands as a prism through which the reader can
access a highly real istic, more compre hensive under standing of the
war zone.

Another important sensory re‐mapping is that of the novel’s
eponymous “blind man”. After he happens to be on the site of a
terrorist attack, Mikal’s step father Rohan starts losing his eyesight,
the eye oper a tion he needs being too expensive. Rohan’s exper i ence
of progressive blind ness symbol izes the diffi culty of mapping the
violence- ridden world. His sensory re‐mapping of the world through
other senses is facil it ated by Naheed, who describes colours to him
or paints flower petals so he can see their colours. In the midst of
divisive borders, the border which separ ates Rohan from the world
around him acts as an incentive to assess and map the world
differ ently. The char acter’s anxiety mirrors the anxiety of war and
global upheavals, notably when we are told: “His hands rest on the
table as if to steady the world, or to make it stay there” (176–177).
While the descrip tions of Rohan’s sensory journey undoubtedly form
part of Nadeem Aslam’s enter prise of re‐poet i cizing Pakistan, by
depicting its colours and smells to the reader, the final refer ence to
Rohan hints at another role that space plays in the novel:
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Within the garden she has tied a cord from place to place. They refer
to it as the ‘rope walk’ and it connects all the different plants and
loca tions Rohan likes to visit. Rohan makes his way through the
garden by holding onto it, feeling his way along the red line
zigzag ging through the trees. (466)

Rohan’s walk is described as a highly tent ative stroll, and the balance
found by the char ac ters at the end of the novel seems to be just as
precarious as tightrope walking. But what it enhances most is the
creation of a connec tion through the cord put in place. After the
char ac ters have been constantly wounded both phys ic ally and
mentally throughout the narrative, the meta phor ical mending
process described here shows that the border land, a place made of
divi sions and severed ties, can also be a site of continuity, showing
the conflu ence of trajectories.
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Towards a poetics of confluence
In his 2013 inter view with Faber & Faber on The Blind Man’s Garden,
Nadeem Aslam explained that in the novel “[…] people are always
reaching out” towards others (Faber & Faber 00�03�58). More recently,
Nadeem Aslam wrote The Golden Legend (2017), a novel revolving
around a rare philo soph ical book torn apart in the context of
Pakistan’s blas phemy laws, entitled That They Might Know
Each Other. The book is stitched back in golden thread by the
char ac ters. The writer acknow ledged that for this novel, he was
partly indebted to a study called Conflu ences: Forgotten Histories from
East and West, authored by Ranjit Hoskote and Ilija Trojanow. The
latter book sheds light on the many ways in which coun tries and
cultures that are seem ingly remote from one another can actu ally be
traced back to common histories, through tradi tions, encoun ters or
stories. The authors explain that the usual perspective on history is
mistaken in its bounded, essen tialist discourse:
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Our history, regu lated by concepts of singu larity and pure origin,
is as much a carto grapher’s inven tion as the […] river. By taking a
certain tableau of it to represent a culture’s form and essence, it
mistakes a snap shot of the river for its whole course. (4)

Although such consid er a tions are expli citly evoked in
The Golden Legend, this under standing of conflu ence can already be
traced back to The Blind Man’s Garden, published four years earlier.
This poetics of conflu ence, percept ible in the novel’s themes,
struc ture and images, is partic u larly relevant to the treat ment of the
border. Indeed, the border stands as the utter most site of conflu ence,
giving way to encoun ters that seem to forge history as much as
indi vidual stories.
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Histor ical confluence

The novel contains many refer ences to history, notably to the
paral lels that can be estab lished between the moment when the
narra tion is set and other events from the past. The narrative starts
with this enig matic aphorism: “History is the third parent” (5). To a
certain extent, the char ac ters indeed seem to be influ enced and

37
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educated by history. Nadeem Aslam’s prose frequently uses histor ical
refer ence as a means to emphasize same ness and continuity. On one
occa sion, the blind man, Rohan, who is a learned elderly professor,
remarks upon the links between contem porary geopol itics and
histor ical facts:

‘Spain was once a Muslim land’, Rohan says, cupping the flowers in
his hands. ‘In October 1501, the Cath olic monarchs ordered the
destruc tion of all Islamic books and manu scripts. Thou sands of
Korans and other texts were burned in a public bonfire.’ 
She lets him talk as she looks around for Mikal. Nothing but a
king fisher stitching together the two banks of the river with the
bright threads of its flight. (228)

Here again, the witnesses of the war at the Af‐Pak border are made to
enlarge their perspective to global, imagined borders. In the
post‐9/11 world of antag on isms, Rohan reminds Naheed that once,
part of the West also believed in Islam, and by so doing he
decon structs the strict mental bound aries erected by the ongoing
“War on Terror”. Naheed notices a king fisher appearing after the old
man’s speech. The coloured bird is often known as a symbol of peace:
its Greek name halcyon is drawn from the myth of Alcyone and Ceyx,
finding peace together as birds after being condemned for their love.
It is also said that its bright colours appeared upon leaving Noah’s ark
after the Flood (Larousse). Here, its act of “stitching” the riverb anks
mirrors Rohan’s comment on the conflu ence of reli gions in history,
and oper ates a cath artic form of border- crossing at the end of a story
full of suffering: the reader observes this free crossing in spite of the
char acter’s entrap ment in his blind ness and in the pangs of war. The
“bright threads” might also be read as another means of giving
colours to the Af‐Pak border land in the midst of the conflict.
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Later in the novel, Mikal meets a man who welcomes him for the
night, and asks him his way back to Peshawar. The two char ac ters are
in an ancient cave in the moun tain, filled with hiero glyphs several
centuries old. The man draws the map in a palimpsest- like gesture
which makes the narrative cross a histor ical border: “[…] he draws
Mikal the route to Peshawar, his marks moving over and through the
Buddhist writ ings, between them and incor por ating them” (249). The
walls of the cave are thus used as a re- mapping device, allowing the

39
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char acter to trace his future journey in light of histor ical continuity.
Here again, Nadeem Aslam’s writing resorts to symbols of histor ical
legacy to convey the preval ence of continuity over division.

Ethical confluence
The notion of conflu ence, however, is not a naïve concept that would
limit itself to an ideal istic recon cili ation of reli gions and cultures.
Rather, its aim is to encom pass the neces sity and inev it ab ility of
cultural encoun ters in history. Ranjit Hoskote and Ilija Trojanow
explain it thus:

40

Conflu ence is not without conflict; rather, cultural trans form a tion
has been effected just as much by peaceful encounter as by the
tumults of war, inva sion, slavery, inquis i tion and exiles. Periods of
deep conflu ence were not utopias of serenity and under standing
among diverse groups brought together into a single polity. (11–12)

The Blind Man’s Garden thus ends with a conflu ence in the
traject ories of antag on istic char ac ters. In the third part of the novel,
the reader is intro duced to an Amer ican soldier, who has come to the
Af‐Pak border land to avenge his dead brother supposedly killed by a
“terrorist”. The reader progress ively under stands that the man he is
looking for is Mikal, and that his dead brother is one of the Military
Policemen Mikal killed in order to escape, earlier in the novel. At the
end of the narrative, Mikal and this vengeful soldier cross paths, and
Mikal puts him in chains upon finding him asleep, lest he should kill
him. Both char ac ters ignore one another’s iden tity, and the dramatic
irony that unfolds gives way to a form of ethical conflu ence. Indeed,
Mikal regu larly wonders why he goes through the struggle of hiding
this man instead of killing him, and of crossing the border back to
Pakistan with him. Yet Mikal’s curi osity about this stranger’s life has
the upper hand, espe cially as they cannot speak to one another:
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The white man’s eyes are a doorway to another world, to a mind
shaped by different rules, a different way of life. What kind of a man
is he? Is he well spoken, a union of strength and delicacy? Is he in
love with someone or is he obli vious? Does he, like Mikal, have a
brother? (419)
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This “doorway” is perhaps another border to be crossed, although the
two men’s destinies will be separ ated without them having exchanged
a word. The use of multiple ques tions here seems to be addressed to
the reader as much as it is a self- exploration process for the
char acter. Because they remain funda ment ally universal, Mikal’s
concerns broach the same ness of human rela tions beyond borders.

Yet it is worth remem bering that the novel is not naively didactic, and
one of the final passages, when Mikal is in conver sa tion with a
Pashtun man about his Amer ican hostage, proves the diffi culty of
putting conflu ence to the test of solid mental boundaries:
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‘We can’t know what the West erners want’, the old man says. ‘To
know what they want you have to eat what they eat, wear what they
wear, breathe the air they breathe. You have to be born where they
are born.’ 
‘I am not sure. You mentioned books. We can learn things
from books.’ 
‘No one from here can know what the West erners know’, the man
says. ‘The West erners are unknow able to us. The divide is too great,
too final. It’s like asking what the dead or the unborn know.’ (441)

The man’s cryptic refer ence compares foreignness to death, creating
a curious inter ming ling of time and space. While his peremp tory
asser tion that “the divide is too great” is left to the reader as the last
reflec tion, one cannot but read Mikal’s refer ence to books as a meta- 
fictional device. The reader is addressed as if to invite them to
contem plate their own mental bound aries. The man’s tauto lo gical
reas oning is confronted by the possib ility of learning, and even tu ally,
of crossing borders through the very act of reading, with the page
standing as a possible site of confluence.

Conclusion
In Nadeem Aslam’s 2009 novel The Wasted Vigil, one of the char ac ters
reflects: “How keen everyone is to make this world their home
forget ting its imper man ence. It’s like trying to see and name
constel la tions in a fire works display” (354). This asser tion could apply
to the impossible mapping at work in The Blind Man’s Garden. While
the border is acknow ledged from a geolo gical stand point, its polit ical
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NOTES

1  The phrase is used here to refer to the campaign launched by the
US govern ment against Al‐Qaeda in Afgh anistan and Iraq in the wake of
9/11. It was initially used by Pres ident George W. Bush on 16 September, and
is known for being conten tious. It remains prob lem atic as there was no
single iden ti fi able enemy, no government per se to be “at war” with, and
because the phrase has often been said to be used as a justi fic a tion of acts
of extreme viol ence and torture by US forces in the area. Nadeem Aslam’s
novel begins in October 2001, exactly at the time when this “war” was
declared, and it displays the complex antag on isms which then appeared in
discourse, whether it was discourse produced by Afghan and Pakistani
civil ians, by the Taliban, or by US soldiers. (see infra). (<http://georgewbush
- whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010916-2.html>).

2  I have decided not to type the word in the quota tion so as not to betray
the exact script displayed on the page. The word as it appears on the page is
most likely the Pashto script کافر, which seems slightly closer to the Arabic
> ,sources: thePashto.com) کُفر:than to the Urdu script for the word (kafir) كافر
http://thepashto.com/word.php?english=&pashto=%DA%A9%D8%A7%D
9%81%D8%B1&roman>, Oxford Urdu Living Dictionary, <https://ur.oxforddi
ctionaries.com/translate/urdu- english/%DA%A9%D9%81%D8%B1>).
Languages of the South Asian subcon tinent such as Pashto and Urdu have
known a number of encoun ters with Arabic as well as Persian. In this
specific instance in the novel, the simil arity with Arabic partakes both of a
lexical and a scrip tural prox imity of Urdu and Pashto with Arabic. The main
scripts used in Urdu and Pashto- speaking regions, Naskh and Nastliq, bear
close resemb lance to one another, and in border land regions like Peshawar,
the choice of one or the other can indicate pref er ence for either Urdu or
Pashto. For more on the subject, see The Indo- Aryan Languages (Cardona
and Jain, 2003, infra, p. 52) and Language in South Asia (Kachru et al., 2008,
infra, p. 128).

3  For a disam big u ation on the languages of the Af‐Pak border land, see
note 2.
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ABSTRACTS

English
Nadeem Aslam’s fourth novel The Blind Man’s Garden was described by
Pankaj Mishra as an “anatomy of chaos” (Mishra, 2013). In this anatomy, the
border appears as the throb bing heart of the narrative: more than a
back drop to the story, it runs through its char ac ters and appears in even
the smal lest details of the writer’s metic u lous, poetic prose. 
Set in the troubled FATA (Feder ally Admin istered Tribal Areas), at the border
between Afgh anistan and Pakistan, The Blind Man’s Garden is the story of a
family caught in the mental and phys ical divi sions of the post‐9/11 world. In
the narrative, mapping the Af‐Pak border land occurs through the
char ac ters’ displace ment along, across and beyond the border, but also
through a number of metonymic networks. One such construc tion is the
motif of inva sion, whether it is ideo lo gical or phys ical, making real and
imagined borders more salient and forcing a semantic rein ven tion upon the
char ac ters. In the novel, the border can also be construed as a prism—an
image used by Aslam himself—allowing the story to reflect a poetic light on
areas rendered dim by global discourse. This appears notably through the
blind man’s sensory border- crossing. While the phys ical border is
threatened by war and viol ence, the symbol ical border reveals Aslam’s
poetics of conflu ence, inviting the reader to acknow ledge borders as a place
of spatial and histor ical continuity rather than a boundary.

Français
The Blind Man’s Garden est le quatrième roman de Nadeem Aslam. Décrit
par Pankaj Mishra comme une « anatomie du chaos » (« an anatomy
of chaos », Mishra, 2013), il donne à voir la fron tière non pas seule ment
comme arrière‐plan contex tuel du récit mais comme le cœur même de la
diégèse, donnant vie à ses person nages et aux détails même les plus infimes
de la prose minu tieuse qui carac té rise les romans de l’écrivain. 
Le roman est situé dans les FATA (Fede rally Admi nis tered Tribal Areas), à la
fron tière pakistano- afghane. The Blind Man’s Garden suit le parcours d’une
famille victime de la frag men ta tion mentale et géogra phique de l’immé diat
après‐11 Septembre. Dans ce long récit, le processus de carto gra phie de la
fron tière pakistano- afghane passe par le dépla ce ment des person nages le
long, à travers et au‐delà des fron tières, mais égale ment par un
dépla ce ment de sens dans un impor tant réseau de méto ny mies. L’une
d’entre elles est le motif de l’inva sion — idéo lo gique ou physique — qui rend
la fron tière d’autant plus mani feste, et conduit les person nages à repenser
leur rapport au sens et à l’autre. La fron tière fonc tionne aussi comme un
prisme, symbole cher à Nadeem Aslam, et en cela elle permet de projeter
une réflexion poétique lumi neuse sur des espaces rendus illi sibles par les
sombres images de guerre. C’est ce qui se passe au travers de la
redé cou verte senso rielle de l’aveugle, le « blind man » éponyme. Là où la
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fron tière géogra phique est menacée par la guerre, la fron tière symbo lique,
quant à elle, révèle fina le ment une poétique de la confluence : Nadeem
Aslam invite ainsi son lecteur à perce voir la fron tière comme un lieu de
conti nuité spatiale et histo rique plutôt que comme une
limite infranchissable.

INDEX

Mots-clés
Aslam (Nadeem), frontière, 11 Septembre, terrorisme, déplacement,
perception, confluence

Keywords
Aslam (Nadeem), border, borderland, 9/11, terror, displacement, perception,
confluence

AUTHOR

Maëlle Jeanniard du Dot
Maëlle Jeanniard du Dot is a PhD candidate at Université Grenoble Alpes, with a
co‑supervision by Pr Marie Mianowski (Université Grenoble Alpes) and
Pr Saugata Bhaduri (Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi). Her thesis is
entitled Place and Event in the Novels and Short Stories of Mohsin Hamid, Nadeem
Aslam and Hari Kunzru. She holds the agrégation and is currently an ATER in the
English department at Université Rennes 2.
IDREF : https://www.idref.fr/271024135
HAL : https://cv.archives-ouvertes.fr/maelle-jeanniard-du-dot

https://publications-prairial.fr/representations/index.php?id=1366


Cartographies en mouvement: Re‐Imagining
the Irish Landscape through the Tim
Robinson Archive
Cartographies en mouvement : réimaginer le paysage irlandais à travers les
archives de Tim Robinson

Nessa Cronin

DOI : 10.35562/rma.1367

Copyright
CC BY-SA 4.0

OUTLINE

Introduction
Tim Robinson (1935–)
Tim Robinson archive
Conceptualising the archive
Iarsma: Fragments from an Archive
Creative cartographies: some reflections

TEXT

Introduction
In September 2014 the Tim Robinson Archive was form ally launched
with a preview exhib i tion, inter na tional symposium, and public
inter view with Tim Robinson, at the National Univer sity of Ireland,
Galway. Robinson is acknow ledged as being the most signi ficant
writer and carto grapher of the Irish land scape over the last forty
years, and his work has been published to much crit ical acclaim and
trans lated to a wider global audi ence in recent years. As a
math em atician trained in Cambridge, Robinson is a self‐taught visual
artist that lived and worked throughout Europe (primarily in London)
in the 1960s and early 1970s where his visual and envir on mental
artworks were exhib ited in galleries and non- traditional settings. His
inter na tional repu ta tion now lies with his extraordin arily work
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Figure 1. – Artwork from Rianiú Talún: Inter preting Land scape Exhibition.

Designed by Proviz Design, Ireland. 2014. Repro duced with kind permission.

detailing the land scape of the west of Ireland, primarily through maps
and books he has written focusing on the complex histories and
geographies asso ci ated with the places and people of this part of
western Europe. This paper explores the archive of Tim Robinson
through an artist- in-the-archive research project, Iarsma: Frag ments
from an Archive, based on the maps and writ ings of Tim Robinson.

In many ways then, the idea of carto graphies en mouvement is a
perfect descrip tion for Robinson’s life and work. Indeed, it could be
argued that it is more apt to retain the French rendering of the
expres sion rather than offering a discus sion embedded within the
trans la tion of “carto graphies in/of move ment” (or, “mobile
carto graphies”), as the English approx im a tion does not capture the
capa cious ness of the French phras eo logy. The French cartographies
offers a more imme diate engage ment with the found a tional idea of
map‐making and carto graphy histor ic ally. In the western European
tradi tion, maps were often drawn on cartes which could denote
anything from animal hide, to manu script mater ials, to paper,
deriving etymo lo gic ally from the Latin charta and the ancient Greek

2

https://publications-prairial.fr/representations/docannexe/image/1367/img-1.jpg


Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 20 | 2019

khártes, meaning “papyrus, paper” (Harley and Woodward XVI). This is
a point worth remem bering as it reminds us of the partic ular cultures
and material histories asso ci ated with mapmaking in Europe. The
second element to the word, graphies, is asso ci ated with the graphos
of writing, and so the map is a form of writing or textual inscrip tion
on the map or chart. The graphies also infers an active engage ment
with the cartes and so the inter play between the two offers us a way
to think of carto graphy as a way of making, doing, writing about
space and place, through the process of the making of the map.
In addi tion, a discus sion of maps as being en mouvement offers more
ways of thinking about carto graphy as a proces sual, open- ended and
ongoing project, and allows us to think of move ment and dynamism
as being both internal to the very act of drawing and creating a map.
It also invites us to remember that maps as mobile objects travel
across space and through time, and so we can consider how maps
them selves are also “on the move” as well as their makers and users.

Inspired, then, by such consid er a tions of carto graphies
en mouvement, these ideas speak very much to the life and work of
Tim Robinson. We can think of how the art and prac tice of
mapmaking is an act of external move ment (Robinson moves from
London to the Aran Islands off the west coast of Ireland in 1972), and
of mapmaking as a form of internal dialogue between the acts of
creating the texts and images that even tu ally are drafted, edited and
finally printed as the finished product of the map. This process, of
both an external and internal dialogue with regard to the very act of
mapmaking, is central to an under standing of Robinson’s work on
Ireland. In partic ular, Robinson fore grounds that the very act of
mapmaking is always already an infinite process of gath ering material
and capturing the texture of a place, it is as much about the
rela tion ship between hand and foot, as it is about the rela tion ship
between pen and paper, and indeed for Robinson the two are
inex tric ably intertwined.

3

Finally, the role of language cultures (of speaking, writing, and
commu nic ating) has a very partic ular reson ance when examined
through the lens of any project asso ci ated with the west of Ireland.
This is a region that has been long asso ci ated with vernacular Irish
culture and, in partic ular, with the Irish language. Today, the
Gaeltacht (Irish- speaking) areas of Conamara (Connemara) and

4
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Oileáin Árann (the Aran Islands) in the west of Ireland are places that
retain Irish as the first language, but are also becoming more bilin gual
in nature with the increasing use of English by their inhab it ants and
seasonal visitors. 1 Indeed, the posi tion of the Irish language as the
primary language culture in these areas is a matter of constant
national debate as many see the increasing influ ence of English as a
matter of linguistic concern with regard to the future viab ility and
vibrancy of the Irish language in this region in partic ular and across
Ireland more gener ally. As an Englishman living in and writing about
this part of Ireland, Robinson is acutely aware of the sens it ivity
asso ci ated with his own posi tion ality and has described his various
projects as a sort of “act of colo nial repar a tion”, as noted in
conver sa tion with Brian Dillon. Robinson’s forensic atten tion to detail
and his inclu sion of other voices, narrat ives, traces and memories
(from Irish and English language sources) asso ci ated with the region
has been seen as an ongoing dialogue in terms of a histor ic ally
weighted rela tion ship between Britain and Ireland. It also speaks to
the more inter per sonal and intimate rela tion ship between himself
and local indi viduals and communities as he became gradu ally
accepted as a “newcomer” and deeply respected for the know ledge
he added to living land scape that has been now captured in his
writ ings and archive for other gener a tions of resid ents, scholars and
artists to explore and expand upon in the future.

Tim Robinson (1935–)
Tim Robinson was born in York shire in 1935 and studied math em atics
at Cambridge Univer sity. He currently spends his time between
Round stone, County Galway and London with his life‐long partner
and wife Máiréad. After a career as a visual artist in Istanbul, Vienna
and London, he settled in Oileáin Árann with Máiréad in
November 1972, and would soon commence his detailed study of the
land scape of the West of Ireland through the lens of carto graphy and
writing from his home on the islands. His books include Stones of
Aran: Pilgrimage and Labyrinth, the Connemara
trilogy (Connemara: A Little Gaelic Kingdom, Connemara: Listening to
the Wind, Connemara: The Last Pool of Darkness), and a suite
of essays, My Time in Space, and Step ping Foot on the Shores
of Connemara. More recently, a photo- book centred on the
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photo graphic work of French photo grapher Nicolas Fève, Connemara
and Elsewhere, was published in 2014. With an intro duc tion by
Amer ican nature writer John Elder and edited by Jane Conroy (an
Irish scholar of French literary history), this book was inspired by
Fève’s own long standing rela tion ship with the west of Ireland and
how his read ings of Robinson’s work has shaped and informed his
own photo graphic prac tice. The book concludes with three short
essays by Robinson in a sequence entitled “Else where” (Robinson, in
Conroy 127–142). Together with Liam Mac An Iomaire, Robinson
trans lated into English what is regarded as the greatest twentieth- 
century Irish language novel, Máirtín Ó Cadhain’s Cré na Cille.
Their translation, Grave yard Clay / Cré na Cille: A Narrative in
Ten Interludes, won the pres ti gious Lois Roth Award for “Trans la tion
of a Literary Work”, as acknow ledged by the inter na tional Modern
Languages Asso ci ation in 2016. 2

In 1984 the Robin sons set up Folding Land scapes as a specialist
publishing house and resource centre in the studio of their home on
the quay side in Round stone. Its main purpose was to publish
Robinson’s maps and some of his books concerned with the three
areas of interest around Galway Bay that would serve as the fulcrum
of his work: Oileáin Árann, the Burren and Conamara. In 1987 Folding
Land scapes won the Ford Ireland Conser va tion Award and went on as
Ireland’s offi cial entry to win the European award in Madrid, where
the Mayor of Madrid’s cita tion espe cially commended the project’s
“unique combin a tion of culture, heritage and conservation”. 3

6

Robinson was elected to Aosdána (Irish National Asso ci ation of
Artists) in 1996, and to the Royal Irish Academy in 2011. In 2011 he was
the Parnell Visiting Fellow at Magdalen College, Cambridge, and
in 2012 was the Visiting Artist- in-Residence at the Centre Culturel
Irlandais, Paris, which serves as Ireland’s flag ship cultural centre in
Europe. His visual art works and construc tions have been exhib ited
as part of joint and solo exhib i tions at Camden Art Gallery, Serpentine
Gallery, Irish Museum of Modern Art and the Hugh Lane Gallery
amongst others. Other explor a tions of Robinson’s oeuvre include the
docu mentary film, Tim Robinson: Connemara, directed by Pat Collins
(Harvest Films, 2011), and an inter dis cip linary essay collection,
Unfolding Irish Land scapes: Tim Robinson, Culture and Environment,
edited by Christine Cusick and Derek Gladwin. Robinson’s writ ings

7



Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 20 | 2019

and archive has been written about from a wide range of
inter na tional scholars crossing the fields of Cultural Geography, Irish
Studies, “New” British Nature Writing, Histor ical Carto graphy, Visual
Arts, and Envir on mental Sciences, to name but a few fields where his
work has had an increasing impact in recent years. A new gener a tion
of ecocritics and feminist scholars such as Christine Cusick and
Maureen O’Connor are crit ic ally enga ging with his writ ings in
partic ular to explore new ways of thinking about the rela tion ship
between human and non- human worlds in rela tion to concerns over
climate change and the politics of the Anthro po cene. Since the
incep tion of the artist- in-the-archive project (which will be discussed
in more detail below) many artists have also come to encounter
Robinson’s work and archive supported by the Centre for Irish
Studies through the Visiting Fellow ship scheme at the Moore
Insti tute, NUI Galway, a fellow ship programme that allows for a very
broad under standing of what “schol ar ship” is and can be across the
arts and humanities. 4 One recent example of this is the work of
artist- scholar Cathy Fitzgerald and how her ecocrit ical prac tice has
been influ enced by her exper i ence of researching the Tim Robinson
archive can be read on her 2017 blog post, “Under standing a place
‘without short cuts’: exploring the Tim Robinson Archive”.

Tim Robinson archive
In 2014 the Tim Robinson Archive was offi cially donated to
NUI Galway as a generous gift to the people of the region by Tim and
Máiréad Robinson. The Robin sons did not seek, nor wish, to receive
any compens a tion for the archive, an extraordinary gift consid ering
the vast scale of unique material contained therein and the growing
inter na tional repu ta tion asso ci ated with Robinson’s work. The archive
contains mostly maps, manu scripts, place name index cards, books
from Robinson’s personal library, letters, notes, and ephemera from
his travels and life in Ireland, England, Turkey, Italy and France.
The archive to date contains:

8

489 pages of maps;
9,650 pages of corres pond ence dating from 1960–2010;
24,365 pages of manu scripts, and first editions of his maps and books;
300 Irish and English language refer ence books;
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Figure 2. – Items from Burren Map and Notebooks.

Tim Robinson Archive, James Hardiman Library, NUI Galway. Repro duced with
kind permission.

material relating to his life and work in Vienna, Istanbul, London
and Cambridge;
11,700 items of place name index cards contained in 13 drawers;
field note books, index cards, rubbings;
draw ings, photo graphs and other field work related material and
obser va tions relating to work in the Burren, Connemara and the Aran
Islands since 1972;
other items and miscellanea.

The process of depos iting and cata loguing the archive commenced in
July 2013 with a team of librar ians and academics, with the majority
of the items being depos ited in Autumn 2014. A series of events in
September 2014 was co‐ordin ated by Professor Jane Conroy to mark
the preview of the Tim Robinson Archive at NUI Galway. This
included an exhib i tion curated by Jane Conroy and Nessa
Cronin entitled, Rianiú Talún: Inter preting Landscape, high lighting

9
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the inter sec tion between Nicolas Fève’s images and Robinson’s
writ ings; the public book launch of Connemara and Elsewhere; an
inter na tional symposium Inter preting Landscapes; a public inter view
with Tim Robinson; and a meeting of the Royal Irish Academy that
also took place in Galway as part of this series of events dedic ated to
marking Robinson’s life and work. 5 This was all followed in
December 2014 and January 2015 with a two‐part radio docu mentary
on Tim Robinson by writer Vincent Woods for the national
broad caster RTÉ Radio 1. 6 In June 2015 Connemara and Elsewhere had
its subsequent French launch in the Irish Embassy in Paris, where a
roundtable discus sion on the book was chaired by Irish Times’
journ alist, Lara Marlow, and also included Tim Robinson,
photo grapher Nich olas Fève and Jane Conroy as editor of the volume.

Concep tu al ising the archive
With regard to his own ideas as to what his archive is, and what it
could mean for the future, Robinson wrote that:

10

I try to ensure that copies of as many as possible of these lists
[of place names] from Connemara and Aran and the Burren come into
my hands, and are added to my archive, which will even tu ally go to
NUI Galway. Now, it may be that some minor histor ical puzzles can
be resolved through consulting such lists, or a scholar may use them
to buttress a thesis about land- use or emig ra tion or plant
distri bu tion. That is, the place names become grist to the academic
mill. Artists and writers may pick and choose among them for their
own creative purposes. (2003, 50)
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Figure 3. – Detail from Oileáin Árann Map, NUI Galway.

Repro duced with kind permission.

With such ideas in mind, Iarsma: Frag ments from an Archive was
concep tu al ised as a project to explore the different ways in which we
could engage with archives in general, and the Tim Robinson Archive
in partic ular, opening them out to different publics and uses in
creative and schol arly ways. Several different aspects of archives and
histor ical memory were at play, in partic ular with regard to the idea
of how to ethic ally engage with diffi cult, colo nial pasts in our present,
how to deal with contested zones of language and cultural iden tities,
and finally how to engage in an open- ended way to make the archive
relevant and “live” for a contem porary audience.

11

The concept of “deep mapping” was key to shaping and informing my
own under standing of Robinson’s work as an act of deep mapping the
west of Ireland. I also hoped to explore certain aspects of deep
mapping prac tices through the perspect ives of language, liter ature,
music, dance, image and text, in what would finally become
the transdisciplinary Iarsma project. In partic ular, the work of
cultural geographer Karen E. Till and artist- scholar Iain Biggs in
rela tion to their writ ings on deep mapping prac tices and in “mapping
spec tral traces” informed the project work from the begin ning
(Biggs 2014). In her cata logue essay for a US visual arts’
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exhib i tion entitled Mapping Spec tral Traces, Till poses a series of
ques tions opening up discus sion as to how different and diffi cult
pasts can be captured, framed and repres ented sens it ively and with
respect to different herit ages and tradi tions. She asks, “How might
we listen to and recog nize stories, remnants, and submerged ways of
knowing as unre solved remain ders of memory?” and, “What might
mappings that are sens itive to past injustices look, sound, and feel
like?” She enquires further as to whether there might be “approaches
to envir on ment that treat ground as home and resting place, as
thresholds through which the living can make contact with those
who have gone before?” (2010, n. p.). What Till high lights here is the
need to main tain a constant vigil ance as to the different valen cies of
history, to honour different ways of remem bering, and to care fully
consider how best to ethic ally engage with “remnants and submerged
ways of knowing”. This is of partic ular import ance in rela tion to
former colo nial spaces where history, iden tity and ways of being are
still very much contested as part of a narrative of the present. As
Robinson writes in an Irish context, “History has rhythms, tunes and
even harmonies; but the sound of the past is an agon istic multi pli city”
(2008, 2). The chal lenge then is how to navigate such histories and
geographies of belonging that respects past tradi tions and
contem porary communities.

The work of Till and Biggs has in turn been shaped by the writ ings
and work of Clif ford McLucas who wrote a mani festo of sorts, “There
are ten things that I can say about these deep maps”. 7 McLucas
outlines that deep maps are big, slow, sump tuous, multi media,
engage insider and outsider, the amateur and profes sional, might
only be possible now, are subjective and partisan, and are unstable,
fragile and temporary. He finally states that, “They will be a
conver sa tion and not a statement”. 8 The idea of the “deep map” of a
land scape as being an open- ended, proces sual conver sa tion between
a place and the people that shaped it, had a deep reson ance in terms
of the work of Robinson. As he writes:

13

For me, making a map was to be a one- to-one encounter between a
person and a terrain, a commit ment unlim it able in terms of time and
effort, an exist en tial project of knowing a place. The map itself could
hardly then be more than an interim report on the progress of its
own making. (1995, 76)
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With such consid er a tions to the fore, thoughts then turned to other
collab or ative projects that engaged with archives differ ently, and that
encour aged people to rethink the very idea of an archive in a radic ally
different way. Through work in the field of Cultural Geography
I became aware of the 2002 inter dis cip linary project
Visu al ising Geography by geographers Felix Driver and Cath erine
Nash and artist Kathy Pren der gast, located at Royal Holloway,
Univer sity of London, England. Visu al ising Geography was an
inter esting “exper i ment”, as the authors frame it, in how such
collab or a tions could lead to more “more productive and chal len ging
exchanges” in terms of extending ideas as to how artists visu alise
geography, or how geographers use the visual record as part of their
research. As Driver, Nash and Pren der gast write, “For many
parti cipants these collab or a tions have led to unex pected new
direc tions in their work, to thoughtful conver sa tions and rewarding
exchanges, and to rela tion ships that will continue beyond this
project’s formal ending. Each collab or a tion has its own dynamic,
depth and character.” 9 They also note that an exhib i tion asso ci ated
with the project, entitled Landing, “sits between the conven tions of
research report and exhib i tion cata logue, between academic writing
and artistic work, posing explicit ques tions and offering
suggestive reflections.” 10

14

A secondary concern was how to deal with the embodied and living
aspect of the archive, and how to deal with the idea of archival
memory. I was aware of the work on post‐9/11 polices and their
effects since 2004 in America through the collab or ative artistic work
of Mariam Ghani and Chitra Ganesh. Their joint artist- activist project,
Index of the Disappeared, sought to explore the idea of people who
have “disap peared” from archives and national records for different
reasons in recent history and fore grounds the diffi cult histories of
migrant, “Other”, and dissenting communities in the US today. 11 Much
of their work was presented in a series of public programmes, texts,
website, install a tions throughout 2013–14, in rela tion to their
resid ency at the Asian/Pacific/Amer ican Insti tute, New York
Univer sity. In rela tion to Index of the Disappeared, Ghani and Ganesh
argue that, “By framing archiving as a radical prac tice, we wish to
consider: archives of radical politics and prac tices; archives that are
radical or exper i mental in form or func tion; moments or contexts
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where archiving in itself becomes a radical act; and how archives can
be active in the present, as well as docu ments of the past or scripts
for the future.” 12 From Ghani’s and Chitra’s work we learn how
archives are not just a repos itory of history, but are a method,
medium, and inter face, echoing to a large extent the impulse behind
McLucas’ deep mapping prin ciples. The idea of an archive of absence
being made into a presence had a partic ular reson ance with the Tim
Robinson archive, where Robinson’s work seeks to make present and
visu ally emplace on the map Irish language place names and sites of
memory that had been either mistrans lated, misplaced or omitted
entirely from the original maps of the Ordnance Survey of Ireland
dating from the 1830s. Indeed, as Robinson would discover, many of
those errors and omis sions were retained in modern maps of the
region up until the 1990s.

Finally, the online journal Radical Archives is an excel lent source to
think through and consider altern ative kinds of archival prac tices,
based on different approaches to tradi tional ways of archiving and
ware housing material. Robinson’s writ ings seem to echo concerns
discussed in many issues of that journal, such as how to adequately
capture exper i ence, how to write ethic ally about absence, and how
to forge new connec tions between different pasts and presents. As
Robinson writes in the “Preface” to Connemara: Last Pool of Darkness:

16

How can writing, writing about a place, hope to recu perate its
centuries of lost speech? A writing may aspire to be rich enough in
rever ber atory internal connec tions to house the sound of the past as
well as echoes of imme diate exper i ence, but it is also intensely
inter ested in its own struc ture, which it must preserve from the
over whelming multi pli city of reality. (2008, 3)

The idea of “rever ber atory internal connec tions” was an idea that had
reson ance and took hold, and helped shape the internal logic of the
project as it unfolded over the course of the year, and the idea of the
archive as housing the “sound of the past” would go on to
concep tu ally frame the archi tec ture of Iarsma.

17
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Figure 4. – Film still from Iarsma: Frag ments from an Archive, 2014.

Repro duced with kind permission.

Iarsma: Frag ments from
an Archive

Iarsma: Frag ments from an Archive, is the artist- in-the-archive
research project that involved a number of artists across a range of
prac tices who were commis sioned to collab or at ively work to devise a
new way of enga ging with the idea of an archive. Choreo grapher
Ríonach Ní Néill, composer and musi cian Tim Collins, and visual artist
Deirdre O’Mahony worked with me over a six- month period to
form the Performing Land scapes Collective which sought to explore
and invest igate new ways in which archives of the Irish land scape
could be encountered, envis aged and re- imagined through various
discip linary approaches and arts prac tices. The film produced as part
of this project was directed and produced by Deirdre O’Mahony on
loca tion in the archival rooms at NUI Galway, and on loca tion in the
Burren and Connemara. The music score was composed and
arranged by Tim Collins, including the newly commis sioned pieces,
“Anthem: Ómós Tim Robinson”, “The View from Above”, “Sir Donat’s
Road”, “Sheas sí an Fód”, and “Labyrinth”. Ríonach Ní Néill directed the
choreo graphy and her recorded and live move ment segments, “Bird

18
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Figure 5. – Film still from Iarsma: Frag ments from an Archive, 2014.

Repro duced with kind permission.

in the Archive”, “Léarscáil an Cheathrú Rua”, and “my foot is my pen”
util ised contem porary dance envir on mental research and embodied
mapping practices.

In June 2016 Iarsma was launched and performed at the UNIS CAPE
Inter na tional Confer ence on “Land scape Values” at
NUI Galway, Ireland. 13 The launch entailed an intro ductory
present a tion from NUI Galway arch iv ists, Aisling Keane and Kieran
Hoare, outlining their work in hand ling and cata loguing the material
from the archive. This was followed by a perform ance of Iarsma
from the Performing Land scapes Collective, the trans dis cip linary
artist- scholar collective estab lished as part of the project to produce
a work of public engage ment as part of the remit of opening out the
archive to different audi ences in very different ways. 14

19

Iarsma was initially envis aged as a project that would fore ground the
work of artists working in, through, and out of, an archival context as
an altern ative way of exper i en cing this land scape archive of great
public interest. However, as soon as the collective came together, it
became very clear that the project would take on a life of its own in
many ways. Throughout the project, from the early stages of
concep tu al isa tion to the mid‐phase of devel op ment, to the final

20
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phase of directing, editing and perform ance, two core prin ciples
were agreed upon by all involved. Firstly, the archive and work of Tim
Robinson would serve as a compass for direc tion, both in terms of
being material starting points and concep tual landing places.
Secondly, the work was to be collab or ative, co‐created, and
concep tu al ised through a bilin gual process whenever possible. In this
way the project would respect the two primary languages asso ci ated
with Robinson’s work and the places that he mapped and wrote
about, i.e. Irish and English language cultures. Finally, there was an
acknow ledge ment that the emphasis at any given point of the project
might head in one partic ular direc tion (visual, sound, move ment, text)
depending on the them atic being explored at that partic ular junc ture.
And so, accord ingly, the direc tion of the work in that partic ular
segment would natur ally shift towards, and be led by, the member of
the collective whose expertise lay in that area of practice.

Creative carto graphies:
some reflections
A key part of the success of the project as a collab or ative endeavour
and artist- scholar “exper i ment” lay in its innov ative approach to
researching our past, as it exam ines what is contained in (and what
gets left out of) insti tu tional and national archives. As a result, the
archive is seen as a site of provoca tion, a place to think in and
through ques tions about Irish national iden tity, history, and
belonging in a contem porary, glob al ised world. The project also
approached crit ical schol ar ship in new ways, and explored the means
by which fields of enquiry (distinct discip linary form a tions) shift to
modes of enquiry (different kinds of inter dis cip linary prac tices).
Finally, it high lighted the integ ra tion of crit ical and creative prac tices
and methods and demon strated how they can yield new ways of
thinking about the narra tion of history and the creation of maps, in a
spatio- temporal framework.

21

The concept of “iarsma”, which trans lates from the Irish as “frag ment”,
“trace”, “relic”, was a defining concept in terms of how the archive
should be envis aged as a place that collects frag ments, traces and
relics from past times for future posterity. In Robinson’s writ ings the
frag ment is mapped through the move ment of the pen writing the
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NOTES

1  I use the Irish language place names here in rela tion to these areas as Irish
is the primary language of these partic ular areas in the west of Ireland.

2  See the awards listed for 2016 at: <www.mla.org/Resources/Career/MLA
- Grants-and-Awards/Winners- of-MLA-Prizes/Biennial- Prize-and-Award-
Winners/Lois- Roth-Award-for-a-Translation-of-a-Literary-Work-
Winners> (accessed 7 December 2018).

3  As noted on the Folding Land scapes website, <www.foldinglandscapes.co
m> (accessed 12 January 2019).

4  Since 2014 there have been 15 Visiting Scholars at the Moore Insti tute
working on the Tim Robinson Archive, 6 of whom are inter dis cip linary
artist- scholars. This scheme has proved to be a vitally, important form of
support espe cially for artist- scholars, at a time of decreased funding for the
Arts and Human ities in Irish and British insti tu tions after the global
finan cial crisis of 2008. See <https://mooreinstitute.ie/visiting- fellows-sch
eme/> (accessed 1 February 2019).

5  “NUI Galway and RIA Honour Pion eering Carto grapher Who Mapped
Connemara”, <www.nuigalway.ie/about- us/news- and-events/news- archiv
e/2014/september2014/nui- galway-and-ria-honour-pioneering-cartograp
her-who-mapped-connemara.html> (accessed 3 January 2019).

6  “Tim Robinson: An Inter view”, RTÉ Radio 1, December 2014 and
January 2015, <www.rte.ie/radio1/arts- tonight/programmes/2014/1215/66
7089- arts-tonight-monday-15- december-2014/> (accessed 3 January 2019).

7  Clif ford McLucas, “There Are Ten Things That I Can Say about These
Deep Maps”, <http://cliffordmclucas.info/deep- mapping.html> (accessed
3 January 2019).

8  McLucas, “There Are Ten Things”, <http://cliffordmclucas.info/deep- map
ping.html>.

9  “Visu al ising Geography”, <www.gg.rhul.ac.uk/landing/texts/intro.html>
(accessed 3 January 2019).

10  As noted in <www.gg.rhul.ac.uk/landing/texts/intro.html> (accessed
3 January 2019).

2010, n.p. <http://mural.maynoothuniversity.ie/2743/1/KT_MappingSpectralTraces
CatalogFull.pdf> (accessed 3 January 2019).

https://www.mla.org/Resources/Career/MLA-Grants-and-Awards/Winners-of-MLA-Prizes/Biennial-Prize-and-Award-Winners/Lois-Roth-Award-for-a-Translation-of-a-Literary-Work-Winners
http://www.foldinglandscapes.com/
https://mooreinstitute.ie/visiting-fellows-scheme/
http://www.nuigalway.ie/about-us/news-and-events/news-archive/2014/september2014/nui-galway-and-ria-honour-pioneering-cartographer-who-mapped-connemara.html
https://www.rte.ie/radio1/arts-tonight/programmes/2014/1215/667089-arts-tonight-monday-15-december-2014/
http://cliffordmclucas.info/deep-mapping.html
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http://www.gg.rhul.ac.uk/landing/texts/intro.html
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11  For more on this aspect of their work, see their “Radical Archives”, <htt
p://creativetimereports.org/2014/05/27/radical- archives-mariam-ghani-c
hitra-ganesh-nyu/> (accessed 3 January 2019).

12  Mariam Ghani, “Index of the Disap peared”, <www.mariamghani.com/wor
k/626> (accessed 3 January 2019).

13  UNIS CAPE is the European Network of insti tu tions dedic ated to the
imple ment a tion of the 2004 European Land scape Conven tion, and has
parti cip atory status with the Council of Europe (<www.uniscape.eu>).

14  See <https://deirdre- omahony.ie/works- and-projects/2000s/42- artwo
rks/2000-s/90- landscape-collective-tim-robinson.html>.

ABSTRACTS

English
In September 2014 the Tim Robinson Archive was form ally launched with a
preview exhib i tion, inter na tional symposium, and public inter view with Tim
Robinson, at the National Univer sity of Ireland, Galway. Robinson is
acknow ledged as being the most signi ficant writer and carto grapher of the
Irish land scape over the last forty years, and his work has been published to
much crit ical acclaim and trans lated to a wider global audi ence in recent
years. As a math em atician trained in Cambridge, Robinson is a self- taught
visual artist that lived and worked throughout Europe (primarily in London)
in the 1960s and early 1970s where his visual and envir on mental artworks
were exhib ited in galleries and non‐tradi tional settings. His inter na tional
repu ta tion now lies in his extraordin arily work detailing the land scape of
the west of Ireland, primarily through maps and books he has written
focusing on the complex histories and geographies asso ci ated with the
places and people of this part of western Europe. This paper explores the
archive of Tim Robinson through an artist- in-the-archive research project,
Iarsma: Frag ments from an Archive, based on the maps and writ ings of
Tim Robinson.

Français
En septembre 2014 a eu lieu à l’univer sité natio nale d’Irlande à Galway
l’inau gu ra tion offi cielle des archives de Tim Robinson, avec une expo si tion,
un colloque inter na tional et une inter view de Tim Robinson. Robinson est
reconnu comme l’écri vain et carto graphe du paysage irlan dais le plus
impor tant de ces quarante dernières années, et son œuvre a été accueillie
très posi ti ve ment par la critique, et a acquis une renommée inter na tio nale
ces dernières années grâce à la traduc tion. Robinson a étudié les
mathé ma tiques à Cambridge, et est un artiste auto di dacte qui a vécu et
travaillé en Europe (surtout à Londres) dans les années 1960 et au début des
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années 1970, expo sant ses œuvres d’art visuelles et envi ron ne men tales dans
des gale ries et des espaces non tradi tion nels. Sa répu ta tion inter na tio nale
repose à présent sur le travail extra or di naire qu’il a accompli en détaillant le
paysage de l’ouest de l’Irlande, essen tiel le ment par les cartes et les livres
qu’il a écrits et qui s’inté ressent aux histoires et géogra phies complexes
asso ciées aux lieux et au peuple de cette partie de l’Europe occi den tale. Cet
article explore les archives de Tim Robinson par le biais d’un projet
de recherche, Iarsma: Frag ments from an Archive, basé sur les cartes et les
écrits de Tim Robinson.
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TEXT

Google Street View (here after GSV) is a digital applic a tion that was
launched in 2007 and enables the user to zoom in from the tradi tional
carto graphic bird’s-eye view to an immersive 360° street level
envir on ment. The result, with its continuous and fric tion less
inter face, is a virtual version of a carto graphic tool where the users
can immerse them selves fully in a panorama of their chosen
envir on ment. These ostens ibly seam less hori zons are captured using
stitched together images taken from Google’s infamous street view
cameras on 2.5 metre photo graphic masts attached, for the most
part, to the roofs of various vehicles. The resulting images can be
unset tling and quite often provoke a voyeur istic response in the
viewer. Most notably, the incid ental and everyday actions of
indi viduals are captured in the harvesting of count less images by
Google’s cameras. Almost imme di ately, artists began to appro priate
these images into their own artwork. Artworks, such as those
discussed in this article, have emerged that use this tech no logy to
explore the social implic a tions of GSV. Most partic u larly the unveiling
of glitches that are captured by GSV unsettles the seeming objectivity
of the camera and upends the balance of power and control that is
then trans ferred back to the social prac tice of mental mapping: a
carto graphic prac tice gleaned by moving through the landscape.

1

One of the defining features of GSV is its adher ence to the narrative
logic of human organ iz a tion. As Sarah Pink writes, GSV images are
“consumed through the exper i ence of move ment across the screen,
and it is here that the ques tion of the inter con nected senses becomes

2
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most central” (11). GSV is exper i enced through a sense of move ment.
The fused images are not static but stream lined as the user flows
from one envir on ment to another:

Google Street View offers another perspective, which is closer to the
meta phor of knowing in move ment. It affords viewers possib il ities to
use their existing exper i ences of envir on ments to sense what it
might be or how it might feel to move through the ‘real’ locality
repres ented on screen. (11)

In that respect, online envir on ments such as those exper i enced
through GSV (and VR) can be analysed through the lens of place- 
based discourse. The tension between embodied mapping through
move ment and the seem ingly objective prac tice of obser va tion using
GSV as an all‐seeing eye illus trates the fraught rela tion ship between
tech no logy and bodily mater i ality. Nego ti ating a land scape has been
the subject of many tech no lo gical innov a tions (such as surveil lance),
and there has been an emer gent aesthetic that explores the themes
of tech no logy and observ ance in contem porary art practice.

3

Building on a history of street photo graphy (as seen in the works of
Paul Strand, Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange and Robert Frank) but
also emphas ising the vastly different scale that Google Street View
gener ates, artists sought to incor porate into their work, not just the
differing view points that the tech no logy offered, but also the vast
archive of strangely discon certing images of the everyday. This paper
will examine the impact of GSV on how land scape (and our place
within it) is repres ented and the reper cus sions for the aesthetics of
space in our contem porary digital culture in the work of
photo graphers Michael Wolf, Doug Rickard, John Rafman and Emilio
Vavarella. The impact of digital applic a tions such as GSV on
aesthetics is a new phase in an ongoing conver sa tion between artists
and tech no logy. The use of a distinctly digital aesthetic in an artwork
allows the artist to comment directly on what is argu ably the most
funda mental and ground- breaking change in our contem porary
culture: digital tech no logy and its corres ponding applic a tions. The
work that develops and emerges organ ic ally from that tension
between art and tech no logy is a crucial one to unpack, partic u larly
given the reper cus sions of the emer ging digital aesthetic on what is
becoming a crisis in spatial and envir on mental discourse.

4
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What these images are in terms of their genre is also a pertinent one.
They sit some where between photo graphy and photomontage. Not
without contro versy, artist Michael Wolf received an honour able
mention at the World Press Photo Awards in 2011 for his project,
Street View: A Series of Unfor tu nate Events. The series was
constructed by taking photo graphs (of his own computer screen) of
GSV images that he had chosen from the applic a tion. This newfound
ability to take street photo graphy without actu ally being out in that
specific envir on ment ushered in new conver sa tions about the issues
of voyeurism and surveil lance based on the use of an image intended
for one purpose but appro pri ated for artistic purposes. The images
were appro pri ated without the permis sion of the subjects and whilst
the faces of the figures in each image are blacked out (as they would
be in GSV), there is in the series a confirm a tion of sorts that the
strange juxta pos i tion between the voyeurism of the viewer and the
anonymity of the parti cipant evoke the tension between tech no logy
and subjectivity. The anonymity of the subject in the image suggests
that both the unknow ab ility of the other and the pervas ive ness of
tech no logy are an important factor in drawing atten tion to the issues
of soci etal injustice as seen in social documentary.

5

Another instance of social docu mentary where GSV data sets were
used to explore themes of injustice captured by tech no logy is Doug
Rickard whose exhibition, A New Amer ican Picture, depicted the
desol a tion and isol a tion of communities that live below the poverty
line. These gritty, piloted, surveil lance images depict the intense
isol a tion and trauma of figures that are margin al ised. But they also
speak to a history of social photo graphy that can be seen as
exploit ative: capturing and framing the lives of the less fortu nate for
the singular purpose of creating a visual aesthetic deemed pleasing
for others. Whereas this method of docu menting the less fortu nate
has been confronted with this criti cism histor ic ally, the use of GSV
data sets brings the moral ambi guity of the prac tice to the fore. In
many instances, for example, there are images taken that capture an
indi vidual in inap pro priate situ ations or behaving suspi ciously or
aggress ively either for the benefit of the GSV camera or without any
aware ness of it. Although the notion of surveil lance and the tools that
form a part of the surveil lance appar atus (such as CCTV) have been
around for a few decades, only recently has the tech no logy allowed

6
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for complete tracking of an indi vidual’s move ments. An early example
of an artistic response to surveil lance in new media was the iSee
project created by anonymous activ ists, The Insti tute for Applied
Autonomy in 2004. The activist group created a web‐based
applic a tion that contained user- generated data which estab lished the
posi tions and tracking of surveil lance cameras in New York. Users
marked the begin ning and endpoint into the online soft ware and
were instructed as to where the points of surveil lance along their
journey were situ ated. They could then print off a map so as to avoid
being in the range of the cameras. The artwork was a comment on
the pervasive increase in social control and the attempt of the
indi vidual to subvert or push back against that wider state (and
anonymous) surveil lance that has become pervasive in public spaces.

While surveil lance is clearly an important theme in artworks that
draw on digital tech no logy and applic a tions such as GSV, the spatial
or carto graphic element is also evident. While the material gathered
by Google is essen tially extraneous data in the form of images that
corres pond to a partic ular point in a geograph ical area, the markers
are placed in a way that allows the user to visu alise the map as an
embodied spatial exper i ence. Exploring the earth from a global or
god’s eye perspective plays a large part in nature aesthetics
histor ic ally. The impact of the Arts on scientific under standing of
envir on ment has always been evident in the collab or a tion and
inter ac tion between artists and scient ists. Early modern attempts to
under stand the cosmos is evident in grap pling with the displace ment
of the earth and the expan sion of the universe in works such
as Copernicus’s De Revolu tionibus Orbium Coelestium (1543)
and Galileo’s Dialogo sopra i due massimi sistemi del mondo, Tole maico
e Copernicano (1632). It has been argued that the scientific revolu tion
of the Renais sance and Early Modern period has been largely
influ enced by the artistic devel op ment of linear perspective
(Panofsky, 1927; Edgerton, 1975; Alpers, 1983). Albrecht Dürer had
co‐created (along side carto grapher, Johannes Stabius and
math em atician and astro nomer, Conrad Hein fogel) two‐star maps
in 1515 from the vantage point of the northern and southern
hemi spheres which depicted the 1,022 stars in Ptolemy’s Almagest. 1

Under standing where we, as embodied and material entities, sit
within the wider land scape is an old ques tion. What is different in the

7
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images addressed in this article, and, in partic ular, the Vavarella’s
series is the inter ven tion of tech no logy at the point where
surveil lance has become endemic. These images of Wolf, Rickman,
and Vavarella all frame or emphasize the everyday omni pres ence of
surveil lance, not only triggered by us, but pervas ively present in the
land scape with or without human pres ence. GSV has a struc ture in
place that seeks to capture the incid ental in contrast to, for example,
the crim inal. It is a step further in the use of tech no logy in gath ering
vast amounts of data for largely nondes cript purposes.

Contem porary artists have, in recent years, wrestled with how to
represent scientific data in their work. Diana Thater’s Six Color
Video Wall (2000) for example is made up of six plasma screen
displaying six slowly rotating suns. The images were digit ally
anim ated from a sequence of NASA photo graphs taken by the Solar
and Helio spheric Obser vatory (SOHO). The images had already been
separ ated into the component colours, red, green and blue (for
scientific invest ig a tion) and Thater added the comple mentary
colours, cyan, magenta and yellow. John Klima’s installation
EARTH (2001) goes further with a geo- spatial visu al isa tion system
that uses data layers (from geograph ical surveys, satel lite images,
weather patterns, etc.) projected onto a spher ical ball in strat i fied
layers. More recently Chris Milk has made an online inter active video
piece in collab or a tion with musi cians, Arcade Fire, called The
Wilder ness Downtown (2011). Written in HTML5, and using GSV and
Google Maps API, the short film allows the user to enter the
envir on mental land scape of memory. After typing the address of your
child hood into the browser, the inter active video allows the user to
be a part of a person al ised video exper i ence. The tech no logy
inter sects with the users personal memories of a partic ular
envir on ment in a fascin ating new layer that can be added to the
personal online archive of an indi vidual’s life. These three examples
illus trate the move in contem porary art to harness scientific
discovery to comment on land scape and
envir on mental representation.

8

An artist using the same material is Jon Rafman. Rafman has exhib ited
found images gleaned from GSV in his collection 9‐Eyes (2009- 
ongoing) which has been exhib ited online and as an exhib i tion (The
Nine Eyes of Google Street View) in the Saatchi Gallery, London. 2 The

9
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artist trawls through the GSV data to find surprising instances that
capture the surreal moment when someone (or some thing) is caught
unaware, echoing the uncanny notion of unveiling. Images such as
A reindeer Running Down Rv888, Norway, 2010 record a moment that
would other wise have escaped the viewer of a reindeer running down
a stretch of highway between Bekkar f jord and Hopseidet in
Norwe gian Lapland. His images are untouched leaving, for example,
the Google navig a tion tool at the top left- hand corner of the image.
As the artist commented:

The work is connected to the history of street photo graphy […] but
also to the 20th‐century ready- made move ment. So leaving those
arte facts in the image is extremely important. In the bottom- left
corner of each picture is a link that says, “Report a problem”. Maybe
in the middle ages you passed some body in trouble on the road and
were confronted with the moral dilemma of whether to help them.
Then came a time when you could call the police. Now we’ve reached
the point where it’s a hyper link. That repres ents just how alien ated
we’ve become from reality. (Quoted in Walker)

The process illus trates how digital tools are being used to expand
what our idea of the nonhuman world is. Artists have previ ously used
digital tools and harvested data to think about land scape aesthetics
in new ways.

An emer gent inter sec tion between GSV tech no logy and art is the
digital glitch or error. The art of the digital error is the ulti mate
enact ment of the natur ally emer gent artform. Its use in glitch art is
an important reminder that new media art can not only endlessly
replicate but create an image that is repres ent ative of a digital world.
One of the striking aspects of the use of GSV tech no logy is the
emer gence of a frailty or a notion of discon nec tion brought about by
the mistakes or glitches that seep into what is other wise an
omni po tent and global tech no logy. An artwork that high lights the
decent ral ised and parti cip atory nature of glitching and how it
inter sects with digital tech no logy is Emilio Vavarella’s
The Google Trilogy. This three- part project consists of Report a
Problem, Michelle’s Story, and The Driver and the Cameras that feature
GSV tech no logy. The series use the tech no logy to explore themes of
carto graphy and power as Varvarella writes on this website: “The

10
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end‐goal of Google mapping is nothing more than the oldest
archetyp ical obses sion of any mapping effort: that of mapping a
territory until the map itself becomes a territory in its own right” (<ht
tp://emiliovavarella.com/archive/google- trilogy/>). There is an
attempt in the process of mapping and repres ent a tion to make new
worlds and this distan cing is where the tension emerges between the
subject of the tech no logy and the commun ality or empathy that
emerges in social documentary.

The first, Report a Problem, is a series of 100 digital photo graphs that
plays on the feature in the GSV screen that allows the user to report
tech nical errors. Vavarella trav elled to the (online) land scapes where
an error had been reported and captured the scene before Google
repaired the glitch. The errors can result in unnat ural imagery and
intense, vivid colours that would not be found in commonly accessed
land scapes. These glitched land scapes resonate as frac tured
segments of imper fec tion in an other wise stream lined soft ware
program. The series is colourful due largely to the errors in colour
attri bu tion that run through the photo graphs. There are washed out
rural and urban scenes and, in each photo graph, the omni po tent
Google buttons frame and surround the land scape. The scene is
heavily medi ated and func tional in contrast to perhaps a tradi tional
land scape where the aim was to immerse the viewer in the
envir on ment. These street view images seek to remind the viewer
that no matter how extensive the avail able inform a tion is on a
land scape (bordering on VR), it is still not that land scape and
mistakes happen. The hyper realism offered by the digital tech no logy
in this case falters as if to break with conven tional rela tion ship
between the digital envir on ment and our exper i ence of the material
(or at least non‐digital) one.

11

Ingraham and Rowland point out that resist ance to the ubiquitous
use of GSV surveil lance has emerged in the form of “micro act ivist
performance- events by people who stage tableaux vivants for the
passing GSV cameras” (212). Their article examining perform ance that
occurs for and in front of GSV cameras, such as Kelly Gates’s A Street
with a View (2008), notes that Jon McKenzie’s defin i tion of
“perform ance assemblages” which incor porate cultural,
organ iz a tional and tech no lo gical perform ances is an apt descriptor
for the phenomena of the inter ac tion between the GSV camera and

12
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those resisting the surveil lance that seems total ising. McKenzie
draws on Deleuze and Guat tari to name this phenomena machinic
perform ances (216). For Ingraham and Rowland, these machinic
perform ances denote the “dispersed assemblages that exem plify the
entangled nature of cultural, organ iz a tional, and tech no lo gical
perform ance types” (216). Jon McKenzie labels the active resist ance to
tech no lo gical surveil lance, as seen in these perform ances that
subvert the assumed objectivity of digital tech no logy, as hackt ivism.
This expands on the notion that hackt ivism, what he describes as
“elec tronic civil disobedi ence” is a form of social activism:

I will define machinic perform ances as arising whenever different
processes “recur” or commu nicate across diverse systems, thereby
creating perform ances that escape subjective control and even
objective analysis. Machinic perform ances do not occur at discrete
perform ative sites; instead, their occur rence is distrib uted. They
happen at multiple sites through multiple agents, both human and
tech no lo gical. (22)

Whereas McKenzie discusses machinic perform ances in rela tion to
the 1986 Chal lenger Shuttle Disaster, for Ingraham and Rowland, the
GSV perform ances can also be categor ised in the same manner
because they incor porate not just the cultural and organ iz a tional
perform ance but also tech no lo gical perform ance, given the clear
cooper a tion with Google. They write:

13

This is not just a matter of supposing a distrib uted agency to coexist
between people and things, but of acknow ledging that machinic
perform ances tran spire across the wider territory of biopol itics and
the control over life and non‐life. It is no wonder, then, that some of
the most intense perform ances under taken for GSV cameras have
involved staging tableaux vivants of life and death itself. (217)

The same emphasis is evident in Michele’s Story, Vavarella’s second
instal ment in The Google Trilogy. These perform ances, under the
omni present gaze of the GSV camera, reflect the embedded body in a
network of inform a tion and data dispersal and retrieval that has
become the defining feature of the tech no lo gical age.

14
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Michele’s Story is the second install a tion in the project and a
collab or a tion with Michele, a para lysed man with memory damage.
Google Street View, in this case, is used to “precari ously recon struct
a single human journey by recov ering snip pets of stolen and
dehu man ized life” (<http://emiliovavarella.com/archive/google- trilo
gy/micheles- story/>). The collec tion points to the instability of
memory and quite often its reli ance on visual aids. Issues of
owner ship, censor ship and how the user can extra polate or create
narrative from the use of such tech no logy arise and are treated in
these artworks. Michele’s story and, indeed, all three instal ments in
the project rely on the mapping systems produced by a
private company.

15

Just as Google has taken control of urban and rural envir on ment
total ising their mono poly on the control and organ isa tion of data,
there appears to be a crack in the polished gleam that is their digital
view on the world. There are mistakes that high light the vulner ab ility
of the tech no logy that has become so pervasive in our lives. The
power of Google soft ware is in its seam less ness and ease of use. As
Ingrid Hoelzl and Rémi Marie have pointed out, the use of Google
maps as the default global mapping system has emerged from the
company’s “ability to recon cile the carto graphic and photo graphic
modes of repres ent a tion” and on “its ability to build the tech nical
tools that allow a smooth ‘landing’ from one to the other, as if they
were and always had been oper ating in the same symbolic
space” (261).

16

The glitches that crop up in the func tioning of the soft ware prove to
be a fertile ground for appro pri ation by media artists. The project,
and many others, disclose the falla cious ness of Google soft ware. The
final install a tion in the series exam ines the use of blur ring to disguise
facial features and the (relat ively frequent) system error that
over looks faces. The Driver and the Cameras is a series of
photo graphs that have escaped Google censoring procedure to
protect iden tity. The tech nique has been used before by, for example,
artist Michael Wolf’s Fuck You series in 2011 which consisted of a
sequence of shots capturing people sticking their finger up at the
camera. The images that Vavarella uses, however, are of the drivers of
the GSV car, who are willful parti cipants in the use of the Google
mapping soft ware. This blur ring of facial features and other

17
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iden ti fi able data refers the viewer back to the construc tion of the
image. As Hoelzl and Marie have pointed out:

the digital arte fact—the stut tering and stam mering of the image, as
Deleuze would argue […] can be under stood as the mani fest a tion of a
digital aesthetics that is medium reflexive, in the sense that it
reflects the means by which the image has been processed and
distrib uted. (264)

The opening up of the frame work upon which the image is built is a
core consti tute of this type of glitched art. On the one level, it reveals
the under pin ning of inform a tion that is gener ally thought of as
objective, and on the other, its portrayal of the land scape and the
actors within it revel in a type of beauty that is a part of the
consistent failure to capture land scape in any real and mean ingful
way. It is worth returning to Hoelzl and Marie as they aptly argue that
new media art has changed the way—the fixed assur ance—with which
the image of our surrounding envir on ment could be fixed:

18

Some where along the temporal process that led from the stable
subject- object rela tion ship of the modern era to the mutable object- 
object rela tion ship of the digital era, the fixed rela tion between
world and image that under pinned the photo graphic paradigm of the
image was gradu ally replaced by the dynamic rela tion between data
and data that is the found a tion of the algorithmic paradigm of the
image. Some where within this cyber netic data- to-data rela tion ship,
the image still inter venes. (266)

This is one of the defining features of the art prac tice that is
immersed in digital tech no logy. Where the image and digital
tech no logy inter sect is now “unstable algorithmic config ur a tion of a
data base in the form of a program mable view” (266). The essence of
the glitch in art that inter sects with digital tech no logy is to frame
that instability in the form of an image. Vavarella describes a glitch as
“a sort of digital finger print of a partic ular tech no logy” whose use is
directly linked to the “tech no logy from which it derives” (11). The
machine is essen tially a collab or ator in the process allowing different
avenues for repres ent a tion that the artist would not have other wise
considered. For Vavarella, “a glitch reveals what lies beneath the
apparent visib ility and fluidity of the tech no logy surrounding us” (11).

19
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And tech no logy is pervasive, not just in surrounding the human as
subject but as a signi ficant moment. In her book, The Internet
of Things, Jennifer Gabrys mentions “the year when Internet- based
machine- to-machine connectivity surpassed that of human- to-
human connectivity” (184). The sheer volume of data that emerges
from the Internet and the networks that operate inde pend ently from
human within that modality are test a ment to the ground breaking
phenomena that the digital art aesthetic encompasses.

Report a Problem and The Driver and the Cameras are examples of
how glitches inter sect with the internet as an immense data base: an
ecosystem in itself. Within this ecosystem, the errors that are made
should not be seen in a negative sense but an open and fruitful
version of the multi pli cities and complexity that celeb rates differ ence
and diver gence. In Report a Problem, the glitch in the land scape
reminds the viewer/user that these images are aesthetic render ings
of land scapes, but it comes with a built in option to correct or report
an issue as the viewer sees it. As with the inter de pendent internet of
things, correc tion and regu la tion is dispersed throughout the system.
The oppor tunity to report a problem means that the images that
were produced with a mistake built into them are to be recti fied and
discarded. The sanc ti fic a tion of discarded images is not new in
historic process- based art move ments. What is different here is the
direct rela tion between the system and the user in the original sense
when the user reports the problem and in the second sense when the
glitched image is appre ci ated as a work of art rather than a
discarded item.

20

With The Driver and the Cameras the onus is on the driver of the GSV
vehicles to avoid the stitched images that the GSV camera takes. Even
if their faces are blurred by the face recog ni tion tech no logy, there is
a sense that the mistake is not just on the part of the tech no logy but
also on the human element. As both attempt to uphold the struc ture
of which they are a part, through the exposure of the glitch and the
revealing of the driver, the system itself is called into ques tion. These
glitches show that GSV is far removed from the seem ingly objective
carto graphic exper i ence of aerial photo graphy, for example, and falls
more natur ally into our desire for narrative. As Aaron Shapiro points
out, it is the street level imagery that differ en ti ates GSV from other
carto graphic methodologies:

21
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Whereas aerial imaging and its vertical gaze provide a disen gaged
“view from nowhere” of the earth’s surface and the array of human
activ ities that take place there (civilian and military, urban and
infra struc tural, natural and meteor o lo gical, etc.), street- level
imagery is always expli citly grounded in a some where; its emphasis
on the partic u lar ities of place rather than carto graphic abstrac tions
of space makes it seem progressive, absolved from the visual- 
semiotics of scientific ration ality or objectivity. (1202)

GSV makes a land scape much more real in the mind of the viewer
than aerial imagery and so is more fulfilling as a nature aesthetic.
It can be seen as soothing, easy to under stand, the viewer is intrigued
and drawn into the image by the human figures. It follows
conven tional narrat ives outlines: who are these people? What are
they doing there? The glitching of the image reminds the viewer that
this is not a conven tional image; it can be manip u lated to reverse the
outcome that created these partic ular forms. Algorithms can search
for faces and blur them out. GSV can and has contrib uted to the
study of big data. Data harvesting has gener ated new ways of
categor izing spaces which can act detri ment ally in many ways
enga ging in the type of place- sorting that rein forces racial and social
biases. As Shapiro writes: “virtual mapping applic a tions like GSV
illu minate novel config ur a tions of sociality and surveil lance that both
promise and threaten to reor ganize social land scapes, to reaf firm or
under mine our norm ative categor iz a tions of space and place” (1215).
Glitching is just one method for teasing out the assump tion of
infal lib ility that much algorithmic data now finds itself with.

22

These are images garnered or instig ated from errors in a system that
is thought of as being in the service of human beings and yet Glitch
art reveals a more independently- minded if not essen tially self- 
serving system. The Google Trilogy clearly shows a digital and
pixelated aesthetic and some pieces (Report a Problem and The Driver
and the Cameras more so than Michele’s Story) show the random
error occur rence that is the defining feature of glitch art. Many
contem porary new media artists have used the idea of the glitch and
incor por ated it into their own work. There is an element of the
tinkered with—that hackt ivist element—that essen tially emerges from
the glitch but is incor por ated within the broader digital aesthetic.

23
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The mistaken images of the GSV drivers or land scape speak to a
subjective rela tion ship that is uncer tain where memory and sensory
embed ded ness cannot be assured. Land scape is, no doubt, a real and
vital subjective exper i ence. However, as that exper i ence is inter laced
with ever- growing virtual exper i ences of the envir on ment, it is
important to think about the blurred lines between the real and the
virtual and, in the case of computer medi ated land scapes, the very
material network that facil itate that exper i ence. As Lisa Parks argues:

If we are willing to take seri ously the fusion of the biolo gical and the
tech no lo gical, it is important to consider not only how consumer
elec tronics become human pros theses but also how auto mated
facil ities on the outskirts of cities that are dug deep into the dirt and
surrounded by plants and wild life—seem ingly in the middle of
nowhere—are integral to broad casting in the digital age. (157)

Embed ding land scape repres ent a tion in its material networks allows
for acknow ledge ment of the mater i ality of both the land scape and
the networks that offer the user unme di ated access. The history of
repres enting the land scape in the visual arts reveals its signi fic ance
as a tool for human iden tity construc tion and ideo lo gies. Parks points
out this dynamism connecting land scape to social prac tices, arguing
that “rather than approach Earth- observing prac tices only as
representing infra struc ture sites and processes, we need to
under stand these prac tices as perform ative acts […] which need to be
specified and considered” (157, emphasis author’s own). These artists
use digital tech no logy to decon struct and inter rogate tradi tional
conven tional notions of the land scape and the carto graphic tools
used to represent it. The artists featured have created innov ative and
signi ficant new ways to explore, inhabit and ulti mately represent the
land scape for a new digital age.
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NOTES

1  Written by Claudius Ptolemy in the 2nd century, this cata logue of the
stars was the accepted astro nomy model until Copernicus.

2  The number nine in the title refers to the number of cameras that are
mounted on the cars.

ABSTRACTS

English
Google Street View was launched in 2007 and enabled the user to zoom
down from the tradi tional carto graphic bird’s-eye view to an immersive
360° street level envir on ment. The result is a virtual version of a
carto graphic tool where the users can immerse them selves in a panorama
of their chosen envir on ment. These vistas are captured using stitched
together images taken from Google auto mated street view cameras on

GABRYS, Jennifer. “Re-Thingifying the Internet of Things”, in Nicole Starosielski and
Janet Walker (eds), Sustainable Media: Critical Approaches to Media and Environment.
New York / London: Routledge, 2016, pp. 180–195.

HOELZL, Ingrid and MARIE, Rémi. “Google Street View: Navigating the Operative Image”.
Visual Studies, vol. 29, no. 3, 2014, pp. 261–271.

INGRAHAM, Chris and ROWLAND, Allison. “Performing Imperceptibility: Google Street
View and the Tableau Vivant”. Surveillance & Society, vol. 14, no. 2, 2016, pp. 211–226.

PANOFSKY, Erwin. Perspective as Symbolic Form. Trans. Christopher S. Wood (“Die
Perspektive als „symbolische Form“”, Vorträge der Bibliothek Warburg, Leipzig and
Berlin, B. G. Teubner, 1927). New York: Zone Books, 1991.

PARKS, Lisa. “Earth Observation and Signal Territories: U.S. Broadcast Infrastructure,
Historical Network Maps, Google Earth, and Fieldwork”, in Stephen Rust, Salma
Monani and Sean Cubitt (eds), Ecomedia: Key Issues. Abingdon / New York:
Routledge, 2016, pp. 141–161.

PINK, Sarah. “Sensory Digital Photography: Re‐Thinking ‘Moving’ and the Image”.
Visual Studies, vol. 26, no. 1, 2011, pp. 4–13.

SHAPIRO, Aaron. “Street-Level: Google Street View’s Abstraction by Datafication”. New
Media & Society, vol. 20, no. 3, 2018, pp. 1201–1219.

WALKER, Tim. “Google Street View Photographs: The Man on the Street”. Independent,
25 July 2012. <www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/google-str
eet-viewphotographs-the-man-on-the-street-7973255.html>.

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/google-street-viewphotographs-the-man-on-the-street-7973255.html


Représentations dans le monde anglophone, 20 | 2019

2.5 metre photo graphic masts mounted, for the most part, on the tops of
cars. The resulting photo graphs are unset tling, using wide angle camera
lines and fused images, the impact provokes a voyeur istic response in the
viewer. Almost imme di ately, artists have begun to appro priate these images
in their own work building on a history of street photo graphy as seen in the
works of Paul Strand, Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, Robert Frank but also
emphas ising the different scale and view point that Google Street View
gener ated such as digital artists Eduardo Kac’s Lagoogleglyph series where
the artist created artworks that were visible only using the tech no logy. This
paper will examine the impact of Google Street View on how place is
repres ented by contem porary artists and the reper cus sions for the
aesthetics of space.

Français
Google Street View a été lancé en 2007 pour permettre à l’utili sa teur de
zoomer à partir de la tradi tion nelle vision carto gra phique pano ra mique vers
un envi ron ne ment immersif à 360° au niveau d’une rue. Le résultat est une
version virtuelle d’un outil carto gra phique où les utili sa teurs peuvent
s’immerger dans un pano rama de leur choix. Ces vues sont obte nues en
assem blant les images prises par les caméras auto ma tiques de Google
montées sur des mâts de 2,50 mètres fixés, pour la plupart, sur le toit de
voitures. Ces photo gra phies sont désta bi li santes, par l’utili sa tion du grand
angle et des images fusion nées, et leur impact provoque chez le spec ta teur
une réac tion voyeu riste. Presqu’immé dia te ment, des artistes se sont
appro prié ces images, dans la lignée des photo graphes de rue comme Paul
Strand, Walker Evans, Doro thea Lange ou Robert Franck, mais égale ment en
souli gnant l’échelle et le point de vue diffé rents générés par Google Street
View, comme Eduardo Kac dans sa série Lagoogleglyph, où il a créé une
œuvre numé rique qui ne peut se voir qu’en utili sant la tech no logie. Cet
article analyse l’impact de Google Street View sur la manière dont les
artistes contem po rains repré sentent les lieux, et ses réper cus sions sur
l’esthé tique de l’espace.
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Iranian- born author Dina Nayeri is no stranger to migra tion. In 1988
she fled her home country with her brother and mother—a Chris tian
convert whose faith put her at grave risk of execu tion at the hands of
the moral police of Khomeini’s Islamic Republic—leaving her father
behind in their family home in Isfahan. After two years living as
asylum seekers in Dubai and Rome, the three settled in Oklahoma,
where Nayeri would spend her teenage years, before studying in
Prin ceton and Harvard. Since then, Nayeri has lived in multiple cities
across the US and Europe and become a multi- award-winning writer,
whose evoc ative novels A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea and Refuge tell
the complex tales of Iranians before and after exile. When I met
Nayeri at an event for Liver pool’s Writing on the Wall literary fest ival,
she was on a tour of the UK and the US to promote her latest book,
The Ungrateful Refugee: a non‐fictional account of the testi monies
she has gathered through her travels to refugee camps in recent
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years, inter twined with a detailed and emotional account of her own
exper i ences as an asylum seeker and a refugee.

Jessica Small: Your books explore the notion of home and how it
evolves and complexi fies through displace ment. How would you
define home, and how can it be built in exile?

Dina Nayeri: I think as you get older and become more used to
displace ment, the defin i tion of home becomes more and more vague.
So for my three- year-old daughter, her concept of home is extremely
concrete: it’s the phys ical place where we live, the specific square
metres of space that are hers, contained behind her front door. 1 In
my case, it started off as a small village. It’s very hard to let go of that
initial concept of home and you always attach a certain perman ence
to that. I’m sure if I were to go back to Isfahan, I would feel
over whelmed by the home ness of it. 2 But as you migrate from one
place to another, the idea of home becomes more and more
concep tual and you shroud your self with other people, and make
your home in them. That’s phase two. Then, if you’ve moved around
as much as I have, and left as many people behind, home becomes
even less concrete; it’s no longer about specific people but it’s more
based in ideas and community: it’s about having certain kinds of
people around you. So for me, it’s about being surrounded by people
who are readers, who are thinkers and who have similar politics to
me and a partic ular love of the things that I love. It’s almost a cynical
way of thinking but now, at the age of 40, I’ve come to realise that
those people don’t have to be the same, they can change. Now my
concept of home has stabil ised in that I know that home is not static:
it can be rebuilt again and again and again.

JS: Has Niloo found home at the end of Refuge, as her father and
mother join her in Amsterdam? 3

DN: I think Niloo is in that second phase of home building. In the early
parts of the book, she is bitter about the loss of that first home and in
her displace ment she is unable to feel comfort able anywhere. Then
towards the end, she starts to find her home in people and in the
fellow Iranian exiles she befriends. When her parents come back to
her, she starts to under stand that home can be rebuilt anywhere. So
she’s in that middle phase of building her home in specific people. But
maybe in ten years, perhaps when she reaches the inev it able parents- 
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dying-phase, she’ll realise that home has to be recre ated again and
again. I think she’s also someone who needs an intel lec tual
envir on ment … She’s not as extro verted as me, so perhaps for her, it’d
be four or five people who are of a like mindset, maybe her friends
from the Iranian community. I think home is very different for each
person, once they’ve reached that third phase.

JS: Is food also essen tial to home- making? Both of your novels and
even your non‐fiction are char ac ter ized by regular, detailed and
sump tuous depic tions of Iranian food which seem deeply linked to
a sense of cultural iden tity and belonging.

DN: Well of course! Food is home. But food is also essen tial to
capturing a full sensory exper i ence of a place. It’s the only thing that
people share that uses all five senses. It’s also a vital part of every
culture, so I think it would be very hard to try to write for an
audi ence about another place without capturing the food.

JS: You’ve commented previ ously that you think men can
partic u larly suffer from migra tion and can struggle to rebuild,
espe cially in the Iranian context where you’ve said “women root
men down”. Returning to Refuge: in your mind, how does her fathe—
an anim ated but aging char acter, deeply rooted to his village life
and battling with opium addic tion—adapt to life in Amsterdam?

DN: Sadly I think if I were to write a sequel focusing on her father, it
would be a very sad story. Firstly because it would be a hard struggle
to get him his paper work, but more import antly because so much of
what makes it diffi cult to assim ilate is the loss of dignity, the loss of
your place in the world. This is a man who is a profes sional, who is
respected and rooted and had a sense of himself; he’s joyful and full of
magic. In Europe all of that magic would be lost because he wouldn’t
be appre ci ated for all of his glor ious eccent ri cities. He’s someone who
is strange and misun der stood. And now he has to live out his old age
in this place of misun der standing, He’s not beloved and he’s not a part
of the air of the place. So I think all that would be a huge shock for
him after he gets over the initial elation of being around his daughter.

JS: It makes me think of the story of Mamad … 4

DN: Exactly. The Dutch just don’t open the doors for him.
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JS: How did the exper i ence of writing this story as fiction compare
with that of your recent re‐telling of this event in non‐fiction
form for The Ungrateful Refugee?

DN: I think there’s a lot more cath arsis any time you can fiction alise
some thing … there was some thing self- indulgent in the way that
I wrote this because I was so hurt by what happened to Kambiz
Roustayi. I didn’t know how to make sense of it. It took me a long time
to process my feel ings, feel ings which I some times felt I didn’t have a
right to have because he was in such a worse posi tion than I was.
I felt very out of place in the Iranian community in Amsterdam
because I was one of the highly priv ileged ones having come from
America. To be able to put myself—or the fictional version of myself—
in that moment and just watch it and describe it and attach pretty
prose to it, was a very different exper i ence than when I actu ally
wrote the story for this book, where I went and found his best friend,
the one who iden ti fied his body, and I sat and talked with him for
hours. The story had to be written in a certain way. It had to be
written in a way that remained close to the voice of the man who told
it to me, because he’s the keeper of that story now. So I couldn’t be
indul gent with some of the ways that I wrote it, I couldn’t put any
kind of romantic sheen on it, I was facing some thing that was really
brutal and not mine. It felt very different.

JS: On that note, can you speak about the ethical issues at stake
when repres enting refugees and immig rants in fiction?

DN: I don’t think so much about ethical issues of writing refugees and
immig rants in partic ular because I think that it can feel a bit
restrictive. I think of it more as a general issue of artistic integ rity
and the ethics of repres enting people. As a writer, you owe some thing
to the truth: that is, to the complexity and full ness of a human being.
So for example, people who appro priate from other cultures are
those who are eager to write about someone else but they don’t
bother to get deep into the lived exper i ence of a person so that they
can represent them as they would represent them selves. But that is
an issue that is not restricted to repres enting immig rants or refugees,
that’s the entire ethical dilemma of writing fiction: you want to
represent someone as a fully real ised char acter. That means including
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both good and bad; you don’t white wash people and try to make them
perfect for someone else’s gaze, either.

JS: How about your narrative strategy? There is a fascin ating
hybridity to the language used in these two novels: written in
English, but with (roman ized) Persian proper nouns throughout and
plenty of Persian idioms and expres sions with trans la tions and
explan a tions for readers. You take a different approach to
Chim amanda Ngozi Adichie, for example, who in Americanah chose
to keep passages of dialogue in Igbo, for her readers to research
for themselves. 5 How did you go about deciding how to blend
Persian and English in your narrative strategy?

DN: It wasn’t a choice to blend English and Persian in the way that
I did, in fact it was more in service of what I just described: creating
fully real ised human beings. In A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea, I wanted
to capture Iranian grand mothers and it was impossible to do so
without all of their Persian idioms and the funny Farsi things that
they say, so my chal lenge was to capture the hilarity of it in a way
that is under stand able in English whilst keeping as close as possible
to the Farsi. That’s why I didn’t take the Adichie approach: I didn’t
want to take readers out of the moment at the cost of the humour.
These collo quial expres sions are funny to us too as Iranians because
they come from a different gener a tion, so when we hear one of our
grand mothers say things like this it’s slightly foreign to us, too. So it
needs to be brought into enough English to be under stand able to a
Western reader, and the charms of human commu nic a tion do
the rest.

JS: From comments that you have made previ ously about the
process of writing your novels, it is tempting to read them as a pair:
you have said of A Teaspoon of Earth and Sea, a Bildung s roman that
follows the life of a girl growing up in a small fishing village in post- 
revolutionary Iran and dreaming of emig rating to America, that it
came from your own imagin ings of what your life could have been
had you stayed in Iran; whilst Refuge, the story of an Iranian exile’s
attempt to recap ture her home land, seems to have a lot of
auto bi o graph ical elements in it. Do you see those two books as two
parts of a whole, two sides of the same coin?
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Refuge is a next step. There’s some thing very movie- like and almost
cartoonish about Teaspoon that I love because I was so taken up with
the magic of writing fiction and it was the first opening up of my
imagin a tion: I got to delve into my memories of the old ladies in
Isfahan and the way they told me stories, and the way we made up
things about America, so there’s this under lying theme of the
imagined space and how very whim sical and beau tiful it can be.
Refuge is more sober: I felt much more confident as a writer, I felt
I had certain respons ib il ities and I had much more under standing of
my subject. It had less of the unwit ting magic, but I think it had more
life exper i ence and wisdom in it. So I think it’s the next step of the
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NOTES

1  Nayeri lives in London with her partner Sam and their young
daughter, Elena.

2  For safety reasons, Nayeri has not been able to return to Iran since her
initial depar ture, aged 8.

3  Echoing much of Nayeri’s own life story, the prot ag onist of her second
novel is an Iranian refugee who grew up in Oklahoma, attended Ivy League
univer sities and then even tu ally moved to Amsterdam, where her successful
career in academia does not abate a deep longing for the land scapes and
culture of the country she left as a child.

4  The char acter of Mam’ad, who Niloo befriends amidst the Iranian
community in Amsterdam, is a once esteemed academic who is living in
poverty as an undoc u mented migrant after multiple rejected attempts to
claim asylum. Driven to despair, he commits suicide by setting himself
alight in the city centre. This plot line is based on the real‐life story of
Kambiz Roustayi, who died in the same way in April 2011. In Nayeri’s words,
“He had lived in Amsterdam for a decade, following their rules, filling out
their papers, learning their culture, his head always down. He did all that
was asked of him and, in the end, he was driven to erase his own face, his
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skin.” Kambiz Rousayi’s story is one of those featuring in
The Ungrateful Refugee.

5  She has said on the topic: “I’ve always had Igbo [in my writing]. And I’ve
always had well- meaning advice, often about how Amer ican readers will be
confused, or they won’t get some thing. I don’t set out to confuse, but I also
think about myself as a reader. I grew up reading books from every where
and I didn’t neces sarily under stand every single thing—and I didn’t need to.
So, I think for me, what was more important, for the integ rity of the novel,
was that I capture the world I wanted to capture, rather than to try to mold
that world into the idea of what the imagined reader would think.”
(Chim amanda Ngozi Adichi)
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This inter view took place at the Writing on the Wall Literary Fest ival in
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