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    Introduction: Arctic Dreams and the Arctic as contact  zone 
                        (sider 188-191)

                    

                            
            
                                
                    In  Arctic  Dreams the  migration  of  lesser  snow  geese  becomes  the  epitome  of  life  in 
 movement. The text further traces a multitude of other annual animal migration routes, all of 
 which are journeys to and from nesting or calving grounds. Although these migrations occur 
 across extensive distances, they involve a “movement of life specifically of becoming rather 
 than being,” and are hence expressive of a wayfaring relationship with the land (Ingold Being 
 72).  The  North  American  Arctic  is  simultaneously  also  host  to  other  forms  of  migration 
 occurring at different scales in time and space. Within this particular region, Lopez points out, 


“[a]nimals  are  still  adjusting  to  the  retreat  of  the  Pleistocene  glaciers,  which  began  about 
20,000 years ago” (AD 160). Additionally, shorter climatic shifts – “on the order of several 
hundred years – are responsible for cyclic shifts of some animal populations north and south 
during  these  periods”  (AD 160).  Then  there  are  short-distance  migrations  attuned  to  annual 
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climactic  cycles,  exemplified  by  “[l]emmings  mov[ing]  under  the  snow”  and  “arctic  foxes 
 mov[ing]  out  onto  the  sea  ice,”  complimented  by  animal  migrations  during  a  season,  or  in 
 response  to  diurnal  rhythms  (AD 161).  And  yet,  all  these  migrations  are  just  particular 
 expressions  of  a  much  wider  range  animal  movement  found  in  this  region.  The  image  that 
 results  from  Lopez’s  listing  of  animal  movements  in  the  Arctic  is  one  of  vast  and  intricate 
 networks of relationship:  


When  one  considers  all  these  comings  and  goings,  and  that  an  animal  like  the 
 muskox might be involved simultaneously in several of these cycles, or that when the 
 lemming  population  crashes,  snowy  owls  must  fly  off  in  the  direction  of  an 
 alternative food supply, and when one adds to it the movement of animals to the floe 
 edges in spring, or the insects that rise in such stupendous numbers on the summer 
 tundra,  a  vast  and  complex  pattern  of  animal  movement  in  the  Arctic  begins  to 
 emerge. … 


The extent of all this movement is difficult to hold in the mind. …  
   … 


The movement of animals in the Arctic is especially compelling because the events 
 are compressed into but a few short months. … Standing there on the ground, you 
 can feel the land filling up, feel something physical rising in it under the influence of 
 the light, an embrace or exaltation. Watching the animals come and go, and feeling 
 the land swell up to meet them and then feeling it grow still at their departure, I came 
 to think of the migrations as breath, as the land breathing. In spring a great inhalation 
 of  light  and  animals.  The  long-bated  breath  of  summer.  And  an  exhalation  that 
 propelled them all south in the fall.  (AD 161-62) 


Through attentive awareness of the animals of the Arctic, Lopez represents the Arctic itself as 
a  living,  breathing  organism.  This  point  is  reiterated  at  the  very  end  of Arctic Dreams,  as 
Lopez  makes  the  statement  that  “[t]he  land,  an  animal  that  contains  all  other  animals,  is 
vigorous and alive” (AD 411). But how can this act of ascribing life to a physical environment 
be justified? So far Lopez has introduced us to specific relationship networks that themselves 
have agency (like the intra-species relationships of snow geese and muskoxen), and it takes 
no great leap of the imagination to see that the land contains these relationships. But Lopez 
also  insists  that  the  land  in  fact  exists in and through  the  relationships  with  the  animals  it 
supports, just like the animals exist in and through their relationships with the land and with 
each other: “To be what they are they require each other” (AD 177). Analogous to the way the 
land provides life and sustenance to the animals living within it, the animals bestow life upon 
the land. Echoing the animism of northern indigenous hunters, the land is in Arctic Dreams 
figured in terms of a vast and all-encompassing relational field, at one and the same time the 
giver and possessor of life.  
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Although Lopez is himself an extensive traveler and no enemy of modern science, the 
 passage above emphasizes that knowledge about the network of relationships at play in the 
 Arctic can only be perceived from within, only from the perspective of the wayfarer. Lopez is 
 on  site,  caught  in  the  dynamism  of  animals  in  movement,  when  this  insight  comes  to  him. 


Contextualization is also a premise in the sense that the phenomenon of animal movement in 
 general,  and  of  migration  in  particular,  is  more  pronounced  in  the  Arctic  than  in  more 
 southern regions. Due to annual weather patterns, all these “events are compressed into but a 
 few  short  months,”  during  which  the  land  also  physically  changes  in  ways  unfamiliar  to 
 inhabitants  of  lesser  numbered  latitudes  (AD 162).  The  light  intensifies,  the  ice  melts,  the 
 tundra starts to thaw; all of which Lopez imagines as the land’s response, its “swell[ing] up to 
 meet” the animals (AD 162).  


To  visualize  and  communicate  these  ‘indigenous’  insights,  Lopez  grants  both  body 
 and  breath  to  the  network  of  relationships  that  in  the  Arctic is  the  land.  The  long  passages 
 dedicated to the snow geese have established an association between animal migrations and 
 air  that  Lopez  can  now  utilize  to  depict  these  animal  movements  in  terms  of  life-giving 
 breaths  of  air.  In  line  with  his  search  for  a  new  philosophy,  Lopez  avoids  a  Romantic 
 coupling  of  embodiment  and  anthropomorphization  by  specifying  that  the  rudimental  body 
 here sketched is that of an animal. Through this evasion the Arctic remains wild and beyond 
 human dominion even within a human conceptualization of it.  


Thus the land can in Arctic Dreams emerge as an animal vigorous and powerful. Part 
 of its power “derives from the tension between its obvious beauty and its capacity to take life” 


(AD  393).  Lopez’s  choice  of  words  here  recounts  feelings  of  sublimity  expressed  by 
 nineteenth-century  Western  explorers  in  their  encounters  with  arctic  landscapes.  However, 
 whereas  the  Arctic  also  to  these  explorers  became  “alive  like  an  animal,”  the  nature  of 
 Lopez’s animal is as intricately complex and fundamentally life-giving as theirs was desolate 
 and  associated  with  death  (AD 392).  In  Lopez’s  organicist  vision,  the  land  becomes  a  wild 
 and free animal to be respected (and enjoyed) rather than feared and overcome. By repeatedly 
 insisting  that  the  land  is  in  the  Arctic  “an  animal  …  vigorous  and  alive”  (AD 411), Arctic 
 Dreams  inscribes  a  two-way  relationship  between  the  larger  ecosystem  of  the  land  and  its 
 denizens,  while  simultaneously  reasserting  the  agency  and  power  of  other  arctic  animals. 


Exemplified by the polar bear, the narwhal and the muskox, these are animals that share with 
the arctic environment itself a similar blend of beauty, mystery and danger.  
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