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                    Despite the position of Arctic Dreams as one of the great classics of American nature writing, 
little  work  has  been  done  on  the  specifically  arctic  qualities  of  this  text.  While  literary 
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scholars like Reneé Hulan and Dana Phillips have critiqued the text’s representations of North 
 American  Inuit,  its  representations  of  arctic  animals  and  arctic  natural  phenomena  have 
 tended either to be neglected or selectively employed in the support of new ecological and/or 
 literary  models  of  the  world.  Similarly,  the  text’s  unique  combination  of  scientific, 
 anthropological,  historical,  and  literary  representations  seems  to  have  escaped  scholarly 
 consideration. With my dissertation I hope to amend this situation by turning my attention to 
 three fields of investigation of relevance to Arctic Dreams: the animal, the material, and the 
 aesthetic. In so doing, I will enter into dialogue with important critical work done on Arctic 
 Dreams within  the  domain  of  the  aesthetic.  I  will  furthermore  apply  tools  and  perspectives 
 developed by third wave ecocriticism to perform an analysis of the text’s involvement with 
 arctic animals and materialities.  


My project uses Arctic Dreams as a case study of how changes in environmental and 
 cultural circumstances may alter our perceptions of the Arctic. In this context, the historical 
 neglect of the text’s specifically arctic qualities is highly problematic in at least two respects. 


Firstly,  it  implies  a  continued  silencing  of  the  Arctic:  of  ideas,  topics,  and  physical  matter 
 distinctly  arctic.  Secondly,  it  causes  critics  to  miss  the  way  in  which  the  text’s  factual  and 
 scientific  parts  engage  in  a  transforming  dialogue  with  its  more  frequently  investigated 
 aesthetic  ones.  This,  to  me,  is  an  important  aspect  of Arctic  Dreams.  In  response  to  this 
 situation,  my  study  of  this  text  is  performed  from  a  distinctly  arctic  perspective  and  has  an 
 arctic focus. At the same time, however, it also speaks of more profound shifts in the way we 
 humans perceive ourselves in relation to the natural environment. My objective is to produce 
 an  analysis  of Arctic Dreams that,  like  the  text  itself,  has  a  dual  accountability  towards  the 
 Arctic,  and  that  therefore  treats  representations  of  the  actual,  physical  Arctic  as  equal  in 
 importance to the narrator’s reflections upon the interchanges between landscapes of the mind 
 and of the world.  


Whereas  earlier  ecocritical  work  on Arctic Dreams has  applied  different  theoretical 
frames of analysis (Paul and Slovic a Romantic theoretical framework, Coles and Browne the 
philosophical  frameworks  of  Adorno’s negative  dialectics  and  Dewey’s pragmatism), my 
own reading avoids superimposing one particular theoretical frame on the text. Instead I work 
with the concept of the contact zone and the idea of landscape as text in order to consider the 
potentially fertile juxtaposition and combination of perceptual frames that the nature writing 
genre allows. What arises in this contact zone is a dialogue with several cultural and scientific 
theories that in different ways shape our perception of the natural world. Whereas the idea of 
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landscape  as  text  takes  the  natural-cultural  contact  zone  as  its  starting  point,  my 
 conceptualization  of  the  contact  zone  includes as part of this  the  contact  zone  between  the 
 scientific and the aesthetic. 


In my work on Arctic Dreams I uncover the interactions and dialogues of the contact 
 zone by following Lopez’s ‘rambles’ into (at least some of the major) cultural and scientific 
 theories  of  the  natural  world  that  his  text  evokes. Arctic Dreams  is  a  complex  text,  and  in 
 order  to  get  a  somewhat  balanced  view  of  what  goes  on  within  it,  we  have  to  stay  with  it 
 through  the  various,  oftentimes  seemingly  disparate  and  contradictory,  frames  of 
 understanding and narrative threads. This becomes particularly important if we consider the 
 way  in  which  the  criticism  of  Romantic  texts  traditionally  involves  sympathetic  readings; 


attempts to respectfully seek out the ‘spirit’ in which the individual author has created his (or 
 her)  work  (Harland  72;  Kittang  18;  Phillips  231). In  the  early  critical  reception  of Arctic 
 Dreams, this focus on the mind of the author overshadowed the existence of other perceptual 
 frameworks present in the text, as well as the representation of the text’s particularly arctic 
 and material aspects. It is my contention that it is necessary to make a more inclusive analysis 
 of  the  interactions  between  such  different  perceptual  frames  in  order  to  detect  the  ways  in 
 which  Lopez  in  this  text  challenges  and/or  deconstructs  ingrained  Western  conceptions  of 
 animals and landscapes, time and space.  


Remaining  open  to  the  full  extent  of  the  arctic  natural-cultural,  scientific-aesthetic 
 contact  zone  presented  in Arctic  Dreams,  I  will  add  what  Buell  terms  a  ‘nonfictionalist’ 


dimension  to  my  close  reading  of  this  text.  With  this  I  supplement  or  expand  on  former 
 critical  work  on Arctic Dreams.  A  nonfictionalist  reading  is  one  that,  unlike  the  fictionalist 
 one, 


presupposes that the persona’s most distinctive trait is environmental proficiency …. 


It  presupposes  that  the  persona’s  chief  rhetorical  resource  is  exposition,  that  the 
 metaphorical and tonal and meditative complications enriching exposition cannot be 
 distinguished as the sole or even chief ways in which the text becomes artful, that the 
 text’s outer mimetic function is as important as its intertextual dimension, and that its 
 selectivity  is  an  instrument  for  promoting  knowledge  rather  than  suppressing  it. 


(Buell Environmental 96-97)  


In  practice,  this  means  that  I  include  into  my  analyses  precisely  those  long  catalogues  of 
scientific  facts  about  the  Arctic  that  former  criticism  on  Arctic  Dreams  has  tended  to 
overlook.  As  these  detailed  descriptions  center  first  on  large  arctic  mammals  and  then  on 
physical phenomena like ice and light, my perspective – as guided by the text – will be one 
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‘from the ground.’ It looks at how the details of the natural environment are represented, and 
 how their representations contribute to the larger poetic vision of Lopez’s text. Where former 
 critics  have  commented  on  the  richness  of  scientific  information  about  the  Arctic  in Arctic 
 Dreams,  I  perform  a  formalist-inspired  narratological  analysis  of  how  and  where  this 
 information  is  presented,  and  to  what  effect.  From  there  I  go  on  to  discuss  the  way  this 
 information informs Lopez’s aesthetics. 


My  analysis  of  the  different  frames  of  understanding  that  the  text  employs  includes 
 Western science and epistemology (as expressed both at the time of the publication of Arctic 
 Dreams  and  in  nineteenth-century  explorer  narratives),  Inuit  ontologies  and  epistemologies 
 (associated with the activity of hunting), and aesthetic (often Romantic) frames of perception. 


Once  these  frames  are  activated  within  the  text,  they  mediate  and  become  part  of  the 
 landscapes  represented.  Former  critical  work  on Arctic  Dreams  has  tended  to  list  these 
 frames,  but  without  accounting  for  how  they  function  together.  This  is  a  curious  lacuna 
 considering Lopez’s long engagement with anthropology and the visual arts, and his constant 
 valorization of cultural perspectives other than our own (Lopez "Voice" 11-12). I will look at 
 how these frames – as representatives of different forms of knowledge – structure the text’s 
 conception of the Arctic and its landscapes.  


My work places particular emphasis on the first half of Arctic Dreams, which contains 
 detailed and highly scientific descriptions of the arctic physical environment and its animals. I 
 have  selected  for  close  reading  passages  from  this  part  of  the  text  that  demonstrate  the 
 activation of alternative and different perceptual frames that either exist within the framework 
 of  the  text’s  overall  scientific  narrative,  or  that  modern  social  science  has  brought  to  our 
 attention. The latter includes cultural perspectives in which the human relationship with the 
 natural  world  is  conceived  in  ways  different  from  our  own  traditional  outlook.  In  order  to 
 bring  out  these  perspectives  in  my  discussion  of  the  text,  I  will  rely  on  theories  from 
 anthropology  and  human  geography,  both  of  which  are  scientific  fields  that  investigate  the 
 interface between nature and culture. Where relevant to the interpretation of the arctic 
 natural-cultural  contact  zone  presented  in  Arctic  Dreams,  I  will  also  bring  new  materialist 
 perspectives into my analyses.  


An in-depth reading of the arctic aspects of Arctic Dreams needs to relate to another 
literary tradition significant to this text, both in terms of structure, thematic focus and generic 
descent. This is the tradition of arctic exploration literature. In its latter, more historical parts, 
Arctic Dreams refers to several such texts, spanning from the third century before Christ to 
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the  early  twentieth  century.  In  my  analysis,  I  have  chosen  two  nineteenth-century  arctic 
 exploration  narratives  as  basis  for  comparison  with  Lopez’  text.  These  are  William 
 Scoresby’s An Account of the Arctic Regions With a History and Description of the Northern 
 Whale-Fishery (1820) and William Edward Parry’s Journal of a Voyage for the Discovery of 
 a  North-West  Passage  from  the  Atlantic  to  the  Pacific;  Performed  in  the  years  1819-20 
 (1821).14 Both are listed as sources in the bibliography, and are texts that Lopez in different 
 ways employs in Arctic Dreams’ dialogue on the perception of the environment. Parry’s and 
 Scoresby’s narratives are included into my dissertation as examples of how arctic space and 
 arctic  animals  were  represented  in  scientific  narratives  of  exploration  during  the  century  in 
 which  nature  writing  developed  at  the  crossroads  of  scientific  and  Romantic  ideas  about 
 nature.  


 As we shall see in the following, the scientific lineage of nature writing, which Lopez 
 with regard to the Arctic traces back to the mentioned exploration narratives, may in several 
 ways be contrasted with its Romantic aesthetics and ideology. Only by looking at how Arctic 
 Dreams  combines  scientific  and  Romantic  depictions  of  arctic  landscapes,  and  lets  Inuit 
 perspectives challenge both, may we perform a proper investigation of the ways in which the 
 text transforms existing ways of representing this part of the natural world. In this sense what 
 follows is an attempt to analyze Arctic Dreams according to the text’s situatedness within the 
 physical, material Arctic, as well as within the textual history of this region. Both of these are 
 fields to which the text itself overtly refers.  


Arctic exploration literature is filled with examples of how explorers had to abandon 
 their  plans  and  prospects  because  they  suddenly  found  themselves  “inextricably  entangled 
 with  the  nonhuman,  no  longer  at  center  of  the  action”  (Pickering  26;  cf.  Iovino  and 
 Oppermann 86). In the nineteenth century, the Western cultural response to nature’s powers 
 was  to  perceive  them  in  terms  of  the  aesthetics  of  the  natural  sublime.  As  our 
 conceptualizations of the natural world change, it would only seem logical that so would our 
 aesthetics.  With  this  in  mind,  the  last  section  of  my  analysis  of  Lopez’s Arctic  Dreams 
 investigates  the  manner  in  which  this  text  removes  itself  from  the  aesthetics  of  literary 
 Romanticism and re-defines the idea of the arctic sublime.   


       


14 Unless otherwise explicitly stated, all references to Scoresby are to Volume I: The Arctic. 
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From the more historical and philosophical sections of Arctic Dreams I have selected 
 passages  in  which  scientific  description  meets  aesthetic  representations  of  a  more  symbolic 
 and/or  transcendental  nature.  These  more  symbolic  representations  have  their  origin  in  the 
 more  literary  parts  of  the  old  explorer  narratives  to  which  the  text  refers,  or  in  the  larger 
 historical framework of Western culture. By investigating the relationship of Arctic Dreams 
 to  the  Romantic  literary  tradition,  I  hope  to  reveal  that  aesthetic  modes  function  within  the 
 terrain  of  culture  much  in  the  same  manner  that  the  geomorphic  forces  function  within  the 
 terrains  of  the  natural  environment:  as  a  foundational  but  slowly  changing  substratum  that 
 determines the life and expression of surface forms. Questioning Paul’s implicit claim that to 
 recognize the power of the imagination in forming our past conceptions about the Arctic is to 
 perpetuate a Romantic understanding of the region, I will examine in more detail the attitude 
 in Arctic Dreams to these past Romantic imaginings. With this I hope to shed some light upon 
 the several ways in which this text can be read in terms of a simultaneous continuation of and 
 challenge to the Romantic literary tradition.   


My  dissertation  begins  by  tracing  the  lines  of  descent  of Arctic Dreams back  to  the 
origin of nature writing in nineteenth-century exploration narratives, and by pointing to some 
of the similarities the text shares with the nineteenth-century arctic exploration narratives to 
which it refers: Parry’s Journal and Scoresby’s Account. In Chapter One I explore some of 
the generic traits of such exploration narratives in an arctic as well as in more southern North 
American  contexts,  and  discuss  how  scientific  and  Romantic  ideas  and  forms  of 
representation  meet  in  these  hybrid  texts.  By  exposing  some  of  the  basic  characteristics  of 
scientific and Romantic frames of perception, my opening chapter also elucidates the nature 
of  that  tension  Dana  Phillips  claims  exist  in  nature  writing  as  a  result  of  its  simultaneous 
application  of  scientific  and  Romantic  forms  of  description.  Chapter  in  One  in  this  sense 
serves as a background against which later discussions may consider not only how Lopez in 
Arctic  Dreams  tackles  this  tension,  but  also  in  what  ways  his  text  works  to  challenge  or 
deconstruct some of the basic presumptions of Cartesianism. The mechanistic and reductive 
view of the land that Cartesian science entails is the subject of Chapter Two, which takes a 
look at the abstract representations of space in Parry’s Journal and Scoresby’s Account. The 
discussions of this chapter further concern how Lopez’s Arctic Dreams through the inclusion 
of  a  plurality  of  narratives  and  maps  takes  issue  with  the  authoritative  chronicle  and  the 
definitive mappings of the arctic exploration narrative.  
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In  Chapters  Three  through  Six  I  turn  my  attention  more  directly  towards Arctic 
 Dreams and the authorship of Barry Lopez, and to the search for new and better relationships 
 with animals we can find expressed in Lopez’s early works of nonfiction. The first of these 
 chapters looks at how Lopez lets the lives of animals define the landscapes of his Arctic, and 
 how he applies a combination of field biology, Umweltlehre, and Inuit epistemology in order 
 to  move  away  from  a  mechanistic  and  reductive  vision  of  these  animals.  The  influence  of 
 Inuit  ontology  on  Lopez’s  representation  of  the  natural  environment  is  also  the  topic  of 
 Chapter Four, which reveals how important the perspective of the indigenous hunter is both to 
 Lopez’s  establishment  of  a dwelling  perspective  on  the  land  and  to  his  reading  of  the 
 landscape  as  text.  In  Chapter  Five  I  focus  my  analysis  on  how  Lopez’s  combination  of 
 perspectives  from  Inuit  ontology  and  Uexküll’s Umweltlehre  allows  new  interpretations  of 
 animal-environment relationships, and a new conception of arctic space. Chapter Six closes 
 the discussion of Lopez’s application of different scientific frames of perception by looking at 
 the  text’s  overt  references  to  quantum  physics.  While  the  analyses  of  this  chapter  begin  to 
 consider  the  impact  that  the  organicist  models  of  quantum  physics  have  on  Lopez’s  poetic 
 vision of the Arctic, the full significance of Lopez’s evocations of quantum physics become 
 evident only in later discussions on the arctic sublime.  


The  last  two  chapters  of  this  dissertation  pay  homage  to  the  work  of  literary  critics 
who in the 1990s placed Arctic Dreams in a Transcendentalist tradition of American nature 
writing.  They  do  so  by  analyzing  how  the  text  applies  and  reworks  distinctly  Romantic 
aesthetic modes of representation. Chapter Seven also explores how Lopez’s role as narrator 
and  poet  in Arctic  Dreams differs  from  the  role  of  the  poet  in  former  Romantic  texts.  In 
Chapter Eight my investigations turn to how Lopez in Arctic Dreams reworks the 
nineteenth-century arctic sublime in a manner that meets the challenges of present-day alterations in the 
natural and cultural climate. Drawing on the analyses made in former chapters of the function 
of  Lopez’s  scientific,  anthropological  and  aesthetic  descriptions  of  arctic  landscapes,  this 
chapter emphasizes the fact that Lopez’s new arctic sublime is the result of the text’s creative 
conjunction of these various forms of representation, and that Lopez’s sublime is, as such, a 
child of the contact zone.  
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