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ABSTRACT 

NARRATIVE SALVAGE 

by 
Jennifer Ann Shapland, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 
Co-Supervisors Heather Houser and Ann Cvetkovich 

 
Narrative Salvage brings together contemporary writing and film of what I call 

wastescapes: places made expendable—wasted—under late capitalism. In hybrid works of the 

2000s by Bonnie Jo Campbell, Agnes Varda, Natasha Trethewey, Brenda Longfellow, Rebecca 

Solnit, Claire Vaye Watkins, and Eileen Myles, I analyze tactile and emotional representations of 

everyday life in the wastescape. Each of the four chapters examines a particular wastescape featured 

by these writers and filmmakers: the postindustrial junkyard, the oil-slicked Gulf Coast, the nuclear 

waste strewn Nevada desert, and the melting Arctic tundra. Within these spaces, I track practices 

of repurposing that occur in the inhabitants’ everyday lives and analyze the potential for writing 

and film to reclaim and transform place through representation. I argue that waste is a crucial site 

of trans-corporeal experience, which in Stacy Alaimo's words constitutes a "literal contact zone 

between human corporeality and more-than-human nature." The trans-corporeal wastescape affects 

ecosystems, human communities, and material objects; however, the representation of waste has 

not been a primary focus in environmental criticism. Narrative Salvage addresses this gap by 

approaching waste interdisciplinarily, drawing on the critical tools of environmental studies, 

sociology, and material culture studies. Practices of repurposing in the works I study dismantle the 

ideologies that create wastescapes by calling into question the production of value and rejection of 

waste that undergird capitalist and patriarchal enterprise. In the deviant ethics of the wastescape, 

the telos of progress loses its hold, making way for makeshift epistemologies and queer 

temporalities of continuous making do and regeneration. These experimental contemporary works' 

alinear, fragmented, and polyvocal forms embrace the vital ongoingness of decay and 

contamination. In Narrative Salvage, adamantly personal literatures and films of the wastescape 

urge audiences to rethink waste by seeing it anew, by defamiliarizing it, and in so doing help to 

rethink the human's relationship to—immersion within—place and environment. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The ethical space of trans-corporeality is never an elsewhere but is always already here, in 
whatever compromised, ever-catalyzing form. A nearly unrecognizable sort of ethics 
emerges—one that demands that we inquire about all of the substances that surround us, 
those for which we may be somewhat responsible, those that may harm us, those that may 
harm others, and those that we suspect we do not know enough about. A trans-corporeal 
ethics calls us to somehow find ways of navigating through the simultaneously material, 
economic, and cultural systems that are so harmful to the living world and yet so difficult 
to contest or transform. 

Stacy Alaimo  
 
The vernacular is the place where everything meets. 

Eileen Myles 
 

 

 

The Dystopian Present 

In the years since I started my dissertation, the most visible genre in contemporary 

writing and film is the post-apocalyptic: speculative fictions and futuristic fantasies 

dominate the scene. This planet is so over, such work implies. Bring on the zombie 

apocalypse!  

Let's take, from among the myriad examples in literature and popular media, the 

Hunger Games franchise. Based on the best-selling YA book series by Suzanne Collins 

and grossing over $2.9 billion dollars worldwide since the first film's record-setting 

opening day in 2012, the films portray a reconfigured North America in the aftermath of 

an unnamed apocalyptic event. Residents of each of Panem's thirteen districts live in 

varying states of poverty, producing things like lumber, electricity, nuclear power, and 
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weapons for the wealthy Capitol. The films feature bleak landscapes and harsh living 

conditions in which communities struggle to get by. Each of the districts represents a 

different kind of very real, current North American poverty. For example, the protagonist, 

Katniss, played by Jennifer Lawrence, lives in coal mining district 12, formerly 

Appalachia, where she hunts illegally to feed her starving family. But of course this is 

dystopia and it takes place hundreds of years in the future. The world has already been 

destroyed, and this is its aftermath. 

Fantasies of world ending, like real fears of planetary destruction, make a 

dangerous error. They presume that there is an endpoint—to unchecked human 

population growth, to capitalist enterprise, to environmental degradation—and that 

humans, or some version of life, will live on in a remade or entirely new world beyond 

that endpoint. The logic of fantastic futurity is faulty, because it wants both an end and a 

clean slate. Narrative Salvage insists that we get neither. Instead, we get debris, 

wreckage, ruins. Toxic waterways, toxic bodies. Not in some distant or possible future, 

but now. If we attend closely to how our bodies are enmeshed with our surroundings, we 

can recognize this. Are we always already post-apocalyptic? Maybe. But what does it 

mean to feel that way? In order to "find ways of navigating" the entangled "material, 

economic, and cultural systems" of the trans-corporeal world Stacy Alaimo describes in 

my epigraph, we need access to entanglements we can feel, physically and emotionally. 

More than alarm and apocalyptic visions, this moment calls for immersion.  
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 "Apocaholism"1 may be strangely comforting, for some, in times of pervasive 

crisis, but for others it is not adequately unsettling. For literary critic Ursula Heise, 

contemporary post-apocalyptic and dystopian fictions have themselves gotten too cozy 

and apolitical. Indeed, there's a strangely warm sense of home and family in The Hunger 

Games that comes from making do with abject poverty and starvation: subsistence 

hunting gets a decidedly sylvan feel, while home brewed medicine takes on the allure of 

all-natural cures. Heise writes 

What really counts is that the characters, in their break from the corruptions of the 
past, no longer have to deal with things like crowded cities, cumbersome 
democracies, and complex technologies. Whatever the hardships of their lives 
may be, they are better off without the world of corporations, biotech, and the 
Internet—even, apparently, at the price of genocide. 
 

Phenomena like the Hunger Games franchise prove just how appealing apocalypse and 

dystopia can be: how we long for it all to be over. I find this appeal deeply disturbing 

when compared with media depicting present-day scenarios of poverty and destruction—

actual wastescapes. Consider the box office earnings discrepancy between the Hunger 

Games' billions and Jennifer Lawrence's earlier, strikingly similar role as Ree in Winter's 

Bone (2010), wherein she also hunts to feed her family and must strike out on her own to 

save her home, but this time it is in the context of the meth-soaked Ozarks of a very 

recognizable present. Debra Granik's adaptation of Daniel Woodrell's novel is immersed 

in its setting and immediate context, shot on location in Taney and Christian counties in 

Missouri. The homes, outbuildings, and public school that appear in the film are actual 

                                                
1 A term Heise borrows from biologist Peter Kareiva. 
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properties in use by members of the local community, many of whom appear in the film. 

Instead of imagining a new world and rendering it synthetically with elaborate set 

designs, the film brings the fiction to an already existing place, a place where people 

actually live. Winter's Bone did well for a dark independent film with a female 

protagonist, earning $13 million, but it doesn't begin to compare with the cultural 

response to Hunger Games. Hunger Games sells, but actual hunger? Not nearly so much. 

Post-apocalyptic dystopia comforts, while living wastescapes are grim and disturbing. Of 

course, it's not an either/or. The overlap between representations of contemporary 

wastescapes and speculative dystopias is important, and there is a place for both. But this 

comparison shows, even on Hollywood's scale, that writing and film about the wastelands 

of the present day are harder to find and harder to fund.  

 

 

Figure 1 Jennifer Lawrence starring in The Hunger Games, 2012. 
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Figure 2 Jennifer Lawrence starring in Winter's Bone 2010 

 

 

Immersed Writing 

In Narrative Salvage, I bring together contemporary writing and film that 

immerses work and creator in what I call wastescapes to offer tactile, emotional, and 

relational representations of the materials, places, and people made expendable—

wasted—under late capitalism. Rather than utopic visions of futures that alienate us from 

the present, these works dig into the mess we've made to show how waste is enmeshed in 

everyday experience and in our bodies. Heise is one among many contemporary critics to 

urge scaling up and drawing outward our literary and critical imaginations in order to see 

human activity as it affects planet-wide issues of geological duration.2 In my dissertation, 

                                                
2 I refer to Heise's Sense of Place and Sense of Planet (2008); for a more recent overview of scale 
as it relates to environmental and eco criticism, see Stephanie LeMenager, Teresa Shewry, and 
Ken Hiltner's introduction to and part three of Environmental Criticism for the Twenty-First 
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waste offers a way to scale down—to the ground, the mundane, the everyday—and in—

to our bodies, our psyches, the personal—so that we might touch and feel the planetary 

and geological systems in which we are entwined. The works I examine access global 

systems of trade, energy, militarization, and discrimination through the relational, feeling 

body as it moves through everyday life: nuclear proliferation as Rebecca Solnit finding 

radioactive dust on her sandwich, or Agnès Varda challenging wasteful agribusiness as 

she rage-eats leftover figs from the ground. I argue that reading and watching these 

representations of how global systems and histories mingle with contemporary bodies in 

everyday life at minimum provides awareness about how humans are entwined in 

extreme wastescapes, but at best, for me, they turn the reader or viewer's gaze down and 

in, to the self and its immediate surroundings, where evidence of such minglings and 

entanglements abounds. 

I was drawn to wastescapes and their representations in part through so-called 

ruin porn, photos of demolished or abandoned buildings. On seeing an online slideshow 

of work by French photographers Yves Marchand and Romain Meffre called "The Ruins 

of Detroit" making the rounds in the late aughts, I was struck by two things: the 

complexity of the scenes depicted—the material layers of paint, dust, and debris, and the 

layers of social, economic, and environmental damage they made visible—and the 

problematic way in which the photos were presented. They were devoid of context and 

devoid of people. Time magazine gave them the title "Detroit's Beautiful, Horrible 

                                                
Century (2011). For issues of historical scale in contemporary literature, see Mark McGurl's "The 
Post-Human Comedy" in Critical Inquiry (2012).  
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Decline." A city known for sixty years of white flight and ongoing segregation, a city 

whose population had declined but still included more than 600,000 people, was being 

represented by two outsider artists as an empty, abandoned place. Not just a ruined place, 

but a beautiful ruin. I didn't know exactly what I felt at the time, I just knew that the 

photos bothered me and the so-called ruins—the actual wastescapes—stayed in the back 

of my mind. As I surveyed a geographically diverse array of North American writing and 

film and formulated my project, I encountered similar wastescapes again and again in the 

pages of fiction and nonfiction and on screen.  

I don't propose that the works I analyze offer a kind of literary realism as an 

alternative to fantasies of dystopia or world-ending. In fact, I don't propose the 

inauguration of some new genre or form of wastescape or repurposing literature. But 

what these works have in common is their insistence on remaining anomalous, 

uncategorizable, and adamantly personal. These works engage the wastescape on a 

personal, immediate scale, creating hybrid textual forms in the process. My dissertation 

studies wastescapes in the work of contemporary writers Bonnie Jo Campbell, Natasha 

Trethewey, Claire Vaye Watkins, Rebecca Solnit, and Eileen Myles and filmmakers 

Agnès Varda and Brenda Longfellow.3 The writings and films I analyze in each chapter 

narrate place as an immediate physical and affective experience. They are documentary 

works in that they are replete with an astonishing amount of local detail—ephemeral 

                                                
3 All of these creators are women,* though that wasn't exactly intentional. Rather, it was a result 
of my search for feminist work grounded in bodily and emotional experiences of place. 
*Except for Myles, who identifies as "the gender of Eileen" (see Levy's "Dolls and Feelings" in 
The New Yorker 2015). 
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detail, perishable detail. They incorporate massive histories of land use and of pre-human 

land formation, and they excavate the multiple, intersecting, and partial fragments of 

human histories. They accomplish all of this by making use of what is immediately 

present in the wastescape: the surfaces of peeling walls under which names are scratched 

(Watkins), high water marks left on buildings after floods (Trethewey), rusting sheds 

(Campbell), rotting fruits and vegetables (Varda), the contaminated bodies and psyches 

of inhabitants (Solnit, Trethewey, and Longfellow), and their own bodies and emotions 

(Myles). In Narrative Salvage, adamantly personal literatures and films of the wastescape 

urge their audiences to rethink waste by seeing it anew, by defamiliarizing it, and in so 

doing help to rethink the human's relationship to—immersion within—place and 

environment. 

The texts and films my dissertation assembles are alike in their formal hybridity 

and experimentation. I show in detail how each of these works tugs at genre boundaries, 

merging poetry with nonfiction (Trethewey, to an extent Myles), fiction with 

autobiography (Campbell and Watkins), documentary with memoir (Varda), critical 

history with personal narrative (Solnit), and interactive fiction with documentary 

(Longfellow). They are largely fragmented and fragmentary works, told in pieces: stories, 

essays, poems, vignettes, photographs, interview excerpts, film clips, letters. This allows 

them to be polyvocal, and to occur at different points in time and space within a single 

wastescape. The works are revisitings, often looping back to repeat events or begin again, 

like Watkins' opening story in Battleborn that offers six different possible starting points.  

An undercurrent in these experimental merged forms, in my readings, is a grounding in 
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the personal. Each author and director draws on and incorporates directly her own (or, 

through interviews, letters, and testimony, others') experience with the particular place. 

She documents textures, smells, sounds, physical feelings, and emotional reactions. It is 

an immediate form of writing and reference—not a reflection back but a seeming to write 

from within, to write while immersed, physically or emotionally, in a particular place. 

Myles, as I detail in chapter four, describes her efforts to "show the whole approach" in 

her writing, to contain her personal experience in her critiques (as she does in her poems). 

The upshot of writing this way, and of reading this kind of writing, is a kind of present 

attention to one's own surroundings and complicity as reader. Place writing, nature 

writing, and documentary often fail to include an immediately personal lens, trying 

instead to survey, to narrate the place or its history rather than the narrator's own 

experience within the place or event. In doing so, in failing to recognize the 

fragmentariness of place and experience, these works commit erasures, even while 

attempting to correct them. Without the acknowledgment of their efforts' smallness, 

partialness (in both senses), they sweep key details, idiosyncrasies, and complex 

intersections out of the way. Place cannot resolve. It does not provide narrative closure, 

nor does it cohere in a singular representation or vision. Instead, it constantly fluctuates.  

 

 

Waste's Intersectionalities 

Writing the wastescape offers a way to rethink and to feel social and 

environmental damage in the present. Though we'd usually prefer not to, thinking about 
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waste is crucial for developing ways to immerse ourselves in the present without denying, 

rejecting, or dispossessing integral components of our surroundings. Waste, for the 

purposes of this dissertation, can be any cast-off substance or material. 4 I use the term 

wastescape to designate topographic areas where waste dominates.5 I choose waste and 

wastescapes as sites in which to examine immersive contemporary writing and film 

because of the entangled qualities of waste that necessitate developing language and 

theory to move across the critically fraught divides between human, material, 

environment. Waste, I suggest, shows us the impossibility of maintaining these divides in 

name, as categories, or in theory.  

While wastes proliferate, comprehensive studies of waste and wastescapes are 

fairly limited. Analyzing writing and film of the wastescape requires an interdisciplinary 

approach. To scale down and in, my project combines theory and criticism from a 

number of fields. In the spirit of necessary repurposing that my dissertation celebrates, I 

call together voices from trans-corporeal environmental criticism (Stacy Alaimo and 

                                                
4 In the chapters that follow, waste refers explicitly to wasted food and postindustrial junk 
(chapter one), detritus from damaged buildings and spilled oil (two), nuclear waste and 
radioactive particles underground and in groundwater (three), and glacial melt (four). 
5 A portmanteau of "waste" and "landscape," this term brings together the dual valence of the 
word "landscape" in contemporary idiom. It is both representational ("A picture representing 
natural inland scenery"); and physical ("A tract of land with its distinguishing characteristics and 
features, esp. considered as a product of modifying or shaping processes and agents (usually 
natural)"). While "landscape" has a primarily visual connotation in current usage, I recall its 
etymology, a combination of "land" (ground or earth) and the suffix –scape, from –ship, meaning 
"state or condition." "Wastescape" indicates the topographical conditions of a place dominated by 
particular wastes. Though I have come across the term in popular media, I have not found a 
critical record of its usage. "Wastescape" is also the name of Scottish artist Gayle Chong Kwan's 
installation in 2012 at Southbank Centre in London (a cave made of recycled plastic bottles), 
which did not inspire my use of the term, but certainly coincides with the aims of this project. 
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Patricia Yaeger), sociological and anthropological studies of waste (Gay Hawkins and 

Mary Douglas), low affect theory (Ann Cvetkovich and Heather Love), and studies of 

everyday life (Claude Levi Strauss, Michel de Certeau, Rita Felski). This combination is 

not arbitrary, but allows me to theorize the qualities of waste that surface in 

representations of wastescapes. I had to find a way to talk about issues both sociological 

and environmental that manifest materially, corporeally, and psychologically. The four 

wastescapes I study in Narrative Salvage, the post-industrial junkyard (chapter one), the 

vulnerable Mississippi Gulf Coast (chapter two), the nuclear Great Basin (chapter three), 

and the receding Arctic (chapter four), each provide an extreme example of the ways 

human relationships to waste impact particular places and communities. Wastescapes 

combine the following features: deterioration, decay, and failures of infrastructure; 

poverty and systemic racial disenfranchisement; chronic underrepresentation in the media 

and legislative bodies; and distance from centers of current industry and culture. Cultural, 

affective responses to wastescapes take the form of rejection (junkyard), expendability 

(Gulf Coast), erasure (desert), and alienation (Arctic). These problematic attitudes toward 

matter, living things, and land contribute to the continued degradation and ignoring of 

wastescapes. Traci Brynne Voyles calls this dual process of "social construction and 

reification" "wastelanding," an ongoing process whereby discourse about place 

transforms ecosystems and communities.6 While I divide the chapters of Narrative 

                                                
6 Wastelanding is "first, a culturally agreed-upon logic that derives from taken-for-granted 
categories of difference, which we then understand as natural and common sense, and second, the 
process of materializing, of making real, or of acting on those constructions." It "reifies—makes 
real, material, lived— what might otherwise be only discursive" (10). 
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Salvage according to these four specific examples of contemporary wastescapes, I in no 

way intend for this project to be comprehensive. Rather, the undercurrent of my project is 

much darker. I suggest that wastescape is everywhere we go, everywhere we are, even 

what we are. My examples are the extreme instances and places that make subtler, 

pervasive effects of trans-corporeal vulnerability visible and affectively palpable, while 

linking up everyday behaviors with complicity in global toxicity. 

When we think of waste, what comes to mind can range from the very personal 

and mundane to the very large and inhuman. We might think of bodily waste, food 

scraps, wasted food, packaging, appliances and household objects, industrial parts and 

machines, agricultural and industrial run-off, nuclear and other hazardous waste, or CO2 

and other carbon emissions. Waste is not a fixed property of matter, nor does it apply to a 

single state of matter. Actually, waste is more an effect of how we approach particular 

substances. In The Ethics of Waste (2006), sociologist Gay Hawkins reminds us that "as 

much as putting out the garbage may feel like one of the most ordinary and tedious 

aspects of everyday life, it is a cultural performance, an organized sequence of material 

practices that deploys certain technologies, bodily techniques, and assumptions. And in 

this performance waste matter is both defined and removed; a sense of order is 

established and a particular subject is made. Waste, then, isn’t a fixed category of things; 

it is an effect of classification and relations" (1-2), a fact that anthropologist Mary 

Douglas wrote an entire book about in 1966. However, despite the fifty years we've had 

to digest her thesis, the basic premise that waste is not a quality that inheres in a 
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substance or object but a way that we relate to a substance or object, has yet to deter 

widespread rejection of waste through dispossession, dispersal, and denial. 

That rejection plays out something like this: waste is something with which we 

interact as little as possible. In everyday life, most people flush waste down drains or 

wrap it in plastic before putting it outside. Wastes tend to be messy—sticky or slimy, 

dusty or dirty. We avoid touching them. Wastes are disgusting, contaminating, and 

potentially disease-spreading.7 So we throw wastes "away." We wash our hands. And 

then what? Eventually, we—someone else, usually—transport it away from where we 

live to bury it underground or above ground, or send it out to sea. After it leaves the sink, 

the toilet, the trash bin by the curb, the waste is no longer ours. By such acts of 

dispossession, we create distant wastescapes, which we then tend to see as unusable. 

Here, if it hasn't already, the "we" of this paragraph must fracture, because while all 

humans produce and deal with waste, not all humans live in close proximity to waste 

storage. But some do. This failure to intervene in our culturally inherited practices and 

assumptions about waste leads not only to the knee-jerk rejection of certain materials, but 

also large swaths of land and its inhabitants. The Great Basin, for example, becomes 

expendable, along with its native populations, rural poor, animals, plants, and 

groundwater, when the US military needs a place to house nuclear waste and test nuclear 

missiles in chapter four.  

                                                
7 More echoes of Douglas: we are not trying to avoid disease, we are "placing boundaries" (85). 
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Wastescapes collect and house the run-off, detritus, or unwanted substances 

produced by consumer capitalism, whether as trash in a literal dumping ground, as the 

spilled oil from risky offshore drilling on the Gulf Coast, as radioactive waste disposed of 

underground in Nevada and New Mexico, or, in the case of the Arctic, as glacial melt 

caused by rising temperatures due to excessive greenhouse gas emissions. While the 

junkyard I explore in my first chapter provides a tangible, visible, solid, above-ground 

wastescape, the wastes and their effects in my subsequent chapters become increasingly 

hard to see and touch in the landscapes they affect. These different qualities of waste, 

what Jane Bennett might call its "vital materiality,"8—its slimy, contaminating grossness, 

its messy inbetweenness, its sticky, slow rise through the food chain, its ability to kill 

entire populations of microscopic organisms in the sea and soil, its ability to move great 

distances as gas or dust—call for a variety of different models of representation in 

literature and on screen.  Throughout my chapters, I flag examples of what I call material 

parataxis, an equalizing or dedifferentiating mode of writing or filming that places 

things—human, animal, material, chemical, and everything in between—side by side, 

flattening categories and taxonomies. Similes and metaphors in texts like Campbell's and 

Watkins' move between human bodies and feelings, the natural world, and manmade 

objects. Descriptions that seem symbolic or figurative are made literal with texture: silver 

dust shows upon the skin and in the bodies of silver miners' descendants several 

                                                
8 In Bennett's words, "the capacity of things— edibles, commodities, storms, metals— not only 
to impede or block the will and designs of humans but also to act as quasi agents or forces with 
trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own" (italics original viii). 
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generations after the mines went bust in Battleborn. The movement across categories 

reflects a property of waste: it is mixed, messy, no longer clearly defined by use or value. 

Wastescapes entangle matter, living and non. Waste is a site of what Patricia 

Yaeger calls "the molecular crush of already mingled matter" (323). Mess breaks down 

barriers and binaries: between trash and useful things, between your body and other 

people's bodies, between living, dead, and non-living things. In the wastescape, 

categories are leveled as matter changes state—solid to liquid, liquid to gas—and 

substances merge or overtake one another—rust, mold, leeching chemicals. In this 

intermingled leveling, this site of entanglement, lies potential. The experience of what 

environmental critic Stacy Alaimo calls trans-corporeality is made extreme, visible, and 

tangible in the wastescape, "the literal contact zone between human corporeality and 

more-than-human nature" (2). In their extremity, their dedifferentiation of substances, 

wastescapes make trans-corporeality obvious, undeniable. I read Bennett, Yaeger, and 

Alaimo in close succession here, because the mingled matter of the wastescape forms a 

crucial link between discourses of object, discourses of environment, and discourses of 

body. The temporalities of wastescapes also challenge existing critical frameworks. In a 

capitalist system, we see waste and wastescapes as endpoints, when in fact, as the gooey, 

vital processes I describe make plain, they are states of inbetweenness, transition, and 

fluidity. In wastescapes we find processes of deterioration, leaking, seeping, rotting. 

These are gradual, insidious, irreversible processes, what Rob Nixon and Lutz Koepnick 

call "slow" and what I call ongoing. Slowness also implies an endpoint, a trajectory, a 

movement with direction, all of which my project takes pains to reject. To recognize 
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these processes as forms of ongoingness grounds them in the realm of everyday life, 

where the feeling body endures sensory and affective stimuli on a continuous, unrelenting 

basis, without the cultural constructs of progressive or declining timelines. 

The emotions of the wastescape, the affective qualities of slow violence, are like 

processes of ongoing decay: subtle, pervasive, and often disturbing. But rather than 

inspiring disgust or rejection, the dispositions toward immediate experience documented 

in the texts and films I study are immersed—physically and emotionally—in the current 

textures of the wastescape and the layered histories they contain. Confrontation with 

waste and wastescapes often produces negative emotional states, in part because of the 

cultural status of waste. Ann Cvetkovich's Depression: A Public Feeling and Heather 

Love's Feeling Backward dwell with negative affects, especially those provoked by late 

capitalism. One way to read the affective terrain of political hopelessness and personal 

despair is as an emotional wastescape. My project follows the lead of low affect theorists 

by dwelling with bad feelings, but does so materially, grounding them in specific 

locations and coterminous with immediate bodily experience. The ongoingness of these 

low affects require what Cvetkovich calls "new conceptual categories" for these 

"insidious" and everyday kinds of "despair and hopelessness" (13). In my dissertation, 

I've tried to find language to adequately describe the manifestations of these affects that 

appear in representations of wastescapes: forlornness in the junkyard, unending mourning 

on the Gulf Coast, fierce indignation in the nuclear West, and feelings of alienation and 

inbetweenness in Iceland and the Arctic. Immersed writing is not just physically engaged 

with the particularities of place, but also responds to its qualities emotionally. 
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Representations of bleakness, damage, and disrepair in wastescapes help trigger forms of 

empathy and connection, at least in my experience as a reader or viewer. Wastescapes are 

culturally conceived of as endpoints, graveyards for that which is no longer valued, yet 

these works show how their inhabitants can find grim forms of resilience and emotional 

sustenance in decay and loss. Forlornness permits stillness, reflection, and present 

awareness (chapter one); despair fosters mourning and elegy (chapter two); indignation 

and outrage find expression in protest (chapter three); and inbetweenness allows creative 

and personal freedom (chapter four). Instead of presenting an apocalypse and a new 

beginning, works that dwell in the bad feelings of the wastescape illustrate affective 

modes of repurposing that do not deny or change the bad feelings into good ones. Instead, 

these works allow bad affects to express themselves in characters' or narrators' makeshift 

orientations toward experience. These works invite readers and viewers to experiment in 

the wastescape of bad feelings, to be curious, reflective, and attentive to the affective 

weather of their own everyday surroundings. 

Waste is both an archive of everyday corporeal experience, something we can feel 

and touch, and a site in which to explore the intersections of global capital, national 

cultural values, labor, discriminatory legislation, and industry. Waste is one place where 

these big nebulous systems touch—or threaten to touch—the feeling body.9 Multiple 

systems of oppression—racial, military-industrial, patriarchal, and economic—interlock 

and overlap in particular wastescapes. Attention to waste and wastescapes helps us see 

                                                
9 I use this term throughout the project to indicate both corporeal and affective experience.   
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how multiple systems of oppression toward natural, human, and object worlds connect, 

both literally and conceptually, so that we might find ways to, as Alaimo says, "contest or 

transform" them. That is, in the language of Narrative Salvage, repurpose them. 

The prefix re- comes from Latin, meaning "again" or "again and again" to 

indicate repetition, or "back" or "backward" to indicate withdrawal or backward motion. 

Re- means repeat, again, continue, keep going, try again, go back and try it a different 

way. Repurposing in the context of Narrative Salvage is a heuristic, an orientation toward 

matter and experience. It takes many forms, many re- words that occur throughout the 

dissertation, each of which is itself repurposed from the roots of other words. Here is a 

list: reuse, reclaim, revise, rewrite, represent, revisit, remember, reappropriate.  

Reappropriation is a shift in orientation toward experience that refuses culturally 

ordained reactions ("That's trash! Throw it out") and favors curiosity and alternative 

interactions ("What's that? How can I use it?"). In texts and films of the wastescape, 

characters become scavengers, collectors, and amateur archeologists, celebrating an art of 

making do with what they find (and in some cases, what they fail to find) nearby. 

"Making do" is a disposition, an orientation toward action by which remnants, detritus, 

and broken things become active and useful materials imbued with possibility.10 In 

formulating this disposition, I draw on Michel de Certeau, who refuses the binary 

between production and consumption, which assumes that consumers can and do interact 

with objects in only one way. Certeau insists that consumption—which includes not just 

                                                
10 To "make do" is also to resign oneself to the status quo, an orientation that might, in another 
context, transform feelings of lack or despair into apathy. 
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the use of objects and materials, but also the experiential use of entities like physical 

spaces and company time—is itself "another production," one that "is devious, it is 

dispersed, but it insinuates itself everywhere, silently and almost invisibly, because it 

does not manifest itself through its own products, but rather through its ways of using the 

products imposed by a dominant economic order" (xii-xiii). For example, in The 

Gleaners and I, an artist uses an official map of the city's dumping schedule as a means 

not to dump, but to know when to visit particular curbs to pick of materials for his work. 

The conversion of trash to treasure, the transformation that takes place for waste to 

become useful, requires a particular—devious—attitude toward not just waste, but 

experience. Certeau explains how these practices require and enable a reappropriation of 

space or materials in a place, “a combinatory or utilizing mode of consumption” (xv); 

from this discussion, I conceive of what I call the ethics of reuse or reappropriation. 

Reappropriation calls for curiosity and willingness to make do with what one finds, 

creative ingenuity in finding a use for what is available, and a dedifferentiation of objects 

and substances from their ordained categories. 

Because this is a deviant ethics, it relies not just on an understanding of forms of 

action and ways of using but also a set of behaviors and a reappropriative perspective that 

flourishes in the makeshift realm of the wastescape. Claude Lévi-Strauss’s theory of 

bricolage describes this mindset as that of the bricoleur, a word with “no precise 

equivalent in English,” which he defines as “someone who works with his hands and uses 

devious means compared to those of a craftsman” (16-17). Again, as with Certeau, the 

deviance, the counter-normative stance of repurposing surfaces. A bricoleur, then, is a 
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maverick, an oddball, a nonconformist, at least in his or her practices. Lévi-Strauss 

emphasizes the element of contingency in bricolage: “unlike the engineer, [the bricoleur] 

does not subordinate each [task] to the availability of raw materials and tools conceived 

and procured for the purpose of the project”; rather, the bricoleur will “make do with 

‘whatever it is at hand’” (17). These materials are “heterogeneous,” “contingent,” and 

contain the available stock of materials plus “the remains of previous constructions or 

destructions” (17). Dedifferentiated, dependent on cast-offs and remains, the bricoleur's 

purview is the wastescape. In this definition, a set of objects is at once limited by its 

ready-to-handness, and expanded by the potential uses the user bestows upon it.11 In 

Campbell's short story "The Yard Man," Jerry hangs shed snake skins in one of the sheds, 

finding aesthetic and educational use for 'dead' organic matter, and simultaneously 

treating a space of storage as a place of personal expression. The bricoleur must not only 

be able to function with constraint, limits, or lack—she must find it generative; or, better, 

provocative. Lévi-Strauss’s bricoleur builds structures “by using the remains or debris of 

events,” the “odds and ends” or “fossilized evidence of the history of an individual or 

society” (21). The bricoleur is an artist of everyday life, and often an artist in the more 

traditional sense of the word. Because of the experimental quality of bricolage in art, it 

requires the audience (reader or viewer) to become an active participant in the work’s 

ongoing making, which becomes apparent as Lévi-Strauss applies the concept of 

                                                
11 The bricoleur’s set of materials, then, can “be defined only by its potential use,” which is by 
necessity and practice not singular; rather than a given tool having “only one definite and 
determinate use,” for the bricoleur, these objects “each represent a set of actual and possible 
relations” to a given project (17-18). 
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bricolage to mythmaking (24). Repurposing as praxis is similarly marked by contingency, 

ready-to-handness, fluidity, flexibility, dedifferentiation of categories, ingenuity, and 

acknowledgment of multiple systems of origin.  

If the wastescape is lacking in what seems valuable, but the wastescape is also all 

that a person has access to, the only way to get by is to make do. This making do, which I 

call repurposing, is what literary and filmic representations of wastescapes can uniquely 

depict. Unlike the art-directed or fantastically synthetic places of dystopian fiction, 

wastescapes call literature and film to the crucial documentary tasks of representing 

actual existing places and the everyday lives of their residents and functionings of their 

ecosystems. Waste, then, is the "vernacular where everything meets," a phrase that I've 

repurposed from an Eileen Myles interview for my second epigraph. Myles talks 

specifically about vernacular language, but I see the vernacular as a more capacious term 

for the everyday or the realm of personal experience in which my project resides. 

Repurposing as a heuristic is a way to adjust our attitudes, behaviors, and policies so that 

we can begin reclaiming waste and the wastescape and in so doing begin to recognize and 

find language for the vernacular as we actually experience it. Alaimo writes, “a 

recognition of trans-corporeality entails a rather disconcerting sense of being immersed 

within incalculable, interconnected material agencies12 that erode even our most 

                                                
12 Many critics find themselves tangled up in the question of material agency, a debate posed by 
object oriented ontologies and wrestled with by environmental critics and scholars of material 
culture. For my concerns, Jane Bennett's Vibrant Matter and "Systems and Things" in NLH 43.2 
(2012) provide the most relevant theoretical approach to these sticky issues. Despite their interest 
in materiality, these debates delve quickly into an abstract realm that detracts from the questions 
my dissertation finds most challenging. Again, my interest in materiality is an interest in looking 
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sophisticated modes of understanding” (17). If we dwell for a moment on the word 

"recognition," we find a very basic, conceptual version of what I refer to throughout the 

project as modes of repurposing: from the Latin recognoscere, to know again, recognition 

requires a conscious call to awareness, an examination of what we thought we knew 

already, what was familiar. It is a defamiliarization, as I argue below, a queering. 

 

Chapter Outline 

 

One | Reuse and Refuse in the Postindustrial Junkyard 

In my first chapter, I read Bonnie Jo Campbell's short story "The Yard Man" 

(2008), about an increasingly solitary protagonist who lives in and tends a scrapyard in 

postindustrial Michigan, in the light of aesthetic and practical methods of repurposing in 

Agnes Varda's documentary film The Gleaners and I (2000). Using material parataxis, 

both works apply attention without judgment to waste-strewn everyday spaces. Rather 

than seeing junkyards or piles of waste as dumps, or as transitional spaces between 

developments, the text encourages a view of space and material waste as worth 

maintaining even as it decays.  

 

                                                
more closely at what waste tells us—how waste defines us, is contained by us. My texts engage 
the unanswerable questions of agency posed by some object-oriented theorists, but from within 
the realm of everyday experience: Does a snake enjoy lying in the sun, Jerry asks in "The Yard 
Man"? How can we comprehend the love Varda feels for the mold on her ceiling? When the 
BLM chains—drags chains across—land in rural Nevada, what does it feel? What should we 
feel?  
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Two | 'Recovery' as Revision on the Mississippi Gulf Coast 

Coastal regions are socially and environmentally vulnerable areas, especially in 

the context of rising sea levels, subsiding coastline, and dangerous offshore drilling. 

Natasha Trethewey's poetry-strewn memoir Beyond Katrina and Brenda Longfellow's 

interactive documentary Offshore provide personal approaches to the global-scale 

tragedies of Hurricane Katrina and the Deepwater Horizon explosion and oil spill. In their 

attention to multiple, intersecting histories of violence toward people, land, and 

ecosystems, these works show that vulnerability is an ongoing condition that cannot be 

easily resolved or contained. Using revisionary strategies, both works resist narratives of 

recovery that eclipse ongoing forms of social and environmental damage. 

 

Three | Dust, Digging, and Dispersal in the Great Basin 

Rebecca Solnit's Savage Dreams (1994) and Claire Vaye Watkins' Battleborn 

(2012) evoke the desert of the Great Basin, a space of metaphorical desolation and actual 

destruction, populating a realm often associated with death, aridity, lack, and vacancy 

with life, feeling, awareness, and history. In both texts, dust acts as a conduit for the 

ongoing exchange between person and desert. Both authors make the invisible, pervasive 

effects of militarization and desertification manifest obstacles for desert dwellers that can 

be reckoned with and understand best through touch and bodily immersion.  

Four | The Importance of Being Inbetween: Imagined Arctics  

My final chapter looks to Arctic tundra for its imaginative potential. Popular 

nature writing like Barry Lopez's Arctic Dreams (1989) showcases a contemporary love 
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affair with the Arctic, but its encyclopedic scope and colonial gaze neglects queer 

counternarratives. I read mid-century queer writer Carson McCullers' The Member of the 

Wedding (1946), in which Frankie's Alaska opens up a world beyond the foreclosed 

possibilities and closed minds she finds in the American South. I argue for the realization 

of McCullers' queer, bewildering, and welcoming imagined Arctic in works of 

contemporary queer female writer Eileen Myles' The Importance of Being Iceland  

(2009). Iceland's spaciousness as a signifier offers room for uncertainty and fugitive 

forms in Myles' essays.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
REUSE AND REFUSE IN THE POSTINDUSTRIAL JUNKYARD 

 

 

The path to the wild beyond is paved with refusal. 
Halberstam Undercommons 8 

 

 

 Imagine a junkyard. Trash. Debris. Objects without owners. Scraps. Parts. Broken 

things. Detritus. Leftovers. That’s the surface. What’s underneath it? Piles. Layers. Which 

suggest accumulation and the passing of time. Deterioration. Rust. Ongoing processes of 

decay. And if, instead of walking past the junkyard or walking away from it, we walk into 

the junkyard, what can we do there? Rummage. Discover. Wonder. Pick. Sort. Collect. 

Play. Recuperate. But also: Compact. Sell. Dismantle. Burn.  

 Imagine the contemporary planet as this junkyard. That’s what the texts I pair here 

and throughout my dissertation do: pretend—or, more accurately, accept—that the 

wasteland is before and all around us. This setup, this view of the contemporary planet 

might sound fatalistic, and very well ought to conjure a string of bad feelings: despair, a 

sense of loss, helplessness, frustration. When seen not as the outcome of a single 

catastrophic event or cause, but rather as the conditions into which human beings arrive 

and within which we must live on this planet, the feelings change. Acute desperation, even 

in desperate circumstances, is not a viable way of living, cannot be sustained. Instead, such 

sharp feelings ebb and flow, rise and fall away, within a tide of affective ongoingness. The 

necessity of living with these bad feelings can lead to new ways of dealing with them, and 
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can convert them: not into 'good' feelings, necessarily, but rather into alternative ways of 

operating. This chapter examines artworks that inhabit junkyards, dumpsters, and piles of 

waste to document everyday acts of salvage, gleaning, and recuperation, offering 

alternative ways of operating under seemingly dismal affective, physical, and economic 

conditions. In Agnès Varda's documentary film The Gleaners and I (2000), excesses of 

waste and bodily deterioration provide room for a pause or interruption in which political 

and financial stagnancy can generate creativity and curiosity, delight and aesthetic 

possibility. In Bonnie Jo Campbell's short story "The Yard Man" (2009), the sense of 

forlornness that scrapyard tender Jerry allows himself to feel, to sit idly with, enables not 

action but a sense of care and attention to detail derived from his continuous mourning for 

a changing world. In both works, material waste provides physical nourishment, housing, 

and a means to a politics in refuse or of refusal.  

 Both Campbell and Varda's works attend to the material qualities of waste and the 

responses they incite in people who engage with them. They offer examples of what 

Patricia Yaeger calls “rubbish ecology,” or “the act of saving and savoring debris" (329). 

French director Varda follows communities who pick the vegetables left behind by 

mechanical harvesters and individuals who pick up items from urban streets and dumpsters. 

She connects a particularly agrarian and French tradition of gleaning, as celebrated in 

Barbizon school painting, with contemporary modes of survival, political resistance, and 

art-making. Michigan writer Bonnie Jo Campbell's writing dwells in the American rust belt 

to show how post-industrial spaces live on even when viewed as endpoints. With these 

texts, I want to focus on the savoring aspect of Yaeger’s rubbish ecology. Varda and 
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Campbell present elongated, protracted, often even resplendent experiences with garbage. 

In savoring waste, even in dwelling on it on the page or the screen, their work makes the 

sensual, affective, aesthetic, and even spiritual possibilities of waste apparent. There is a 

threat of romaticization here (and perhaps a romantics of garbage is not so undesirable in 

this age of rampant waste) but both texts concretely depict difficult economic, emotional, 

and psychological realities even as they alchemize waste materials into creative forms of 

sustenance. The romance of waste is infused with and undercut by affects of grief or anger.  

 Waste is typically something we interact with as little as possible. We react to its 

smells, its textures with disgust. And perhaps we also react to its very existence—the 

overwhelming excess it connotes—with knee-jerk rejection or denial; we hardly let 

ourselves see it, think about it. This reaction and categorization is a result of habit, a 

familiarity with our surroundings that can manifest as a refusal to see what is there. The 

very too-muchness of the everyday can encourage an easy compartmentalization of the 

objects in our material surroundings that fails to see them empirically. I find this echoed in 

Rita Felski’s work on everyday life. She writes, "precisely because we cannot pause to 

question everything in the daily rush, we often depend upon common-sense assumptions 

and pre-existing schema that may not be supported by empirical evidence" (Felski 29). To 

take this even further, when these unscientific, habitual categorizations of everyday 

experience become what Mary Douglas calls rituals—e.g. taking out the trash—we 

reinforce the categories and fragment our experience, “creat[ing] a lot of little sub-worlds, 

unrelated” (85). Through these habits and rituals, we deny the continuity and coterminous 

quality of the material world with which our material bodies are inextricably, trans-
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corporeally enmeshed. 

 By pausing in these spaces, junkyard narratives call readers and viewers to 

awareness of the basic transcorporeality and ongoingness of everyday experience by using 

a mode of dedifferentiated description I call material parataxis. Rather than distinguish 

between food and refuse, art and trash, living beings and industrial objects, these things are 

all laid out side by side, by virtue of the protagonist's perspective or approach (Varda's and 

Jerry's). It is almost as though their eyes fail to make these conventional distinctions, the 

little sub-worlds Douglas describes, and in so doing the works allow the characters and us, 

readers, viewers, to see things more empirically. Concrete images of natural phenomena—

plants, hills, potatoes rotting—and objects—car parts, steel sheds, refrigerators—and 

humans and animals are placed side by side, without hierarchizing. They accept things as 

they are. This openness to empirical reality and immediate surroundings, even when such 

surroundings are as humble as dumpsters or rusting metal, allows a new approach to these 

spaces and their materials. So gleaners and scrappers—repurposers both—are defined by 

their practices, what Certeau calls "modes of operation" (xi), and what I will call ways of 

operating or orientations toward action, the praxis of repurposing. And for the viewer and 

the reader, the film and text become a kind of junkyard in which they can sift and come up 

with whatever they find useful, rather than a proscribed set of conclusions or feelings. I 

have heard both of these works described as either extremely depressing or totally uplifting, 

depending on the person reading or watching. This, too—reading, cultural consumption—

is a significant act of repurposing that immersive, yet open-ended narratives emphasize.  

 



 29 

Gleaning, Picking, and Cinécriture 

 In her documentary The Gleaners and I, Agnès Varda tracks the practical, political, 

and artistic potential of refuse. Her film features gleaners of various sorts: people who 

follow harvesting machines on industrial farms to collect the vegetables or fruits they leave 

behind; city dwellers who gather leftovers after markets and who pick up furniture and 

objects set out on the curb or sidewalk. Some of the gleaners she interviews gather for the 

basic, practical, bodily need for sustenance. They are hungry, and they pick unwanted 

vegetables from the fields or the market because they cannot buy food. Others glean in an 

open rejection of the culture of waste and excess consumer capitalism requires. They refuse 

to participate in buying food and instead live off the excess of others. Varda also follows 

gleaners who seek materials for their artwork or collections; they glean for aesthetic 

sustenance, creating found art from trash. Many of the people Varda interviews engage in 

some combination of these three impulses, and by documenting them together, by 

gathering them all—herself as filmmaker included13—under the umbrella of 

gleaners/gleaning, Varda troubles the divisions between bodily, political, and aesthetic 

motivations, refusing to see them as mutually exclusive. Further, this overlap in orientation 

toward the matter typically categorized as waste troubles the divide between economic and 

aesthetic viability: gleaners and Varda’s camera acknowledge each thing without 

immediately assigning a monetary value to it. By documenting gleaning as a practical way 

                                                
13 A direct translation of the film's original French title, Les glaneurs et la glaneuse, is "the 
gleaners and the female gleaner," positioning Varda as a part of this group (unlike the English 
title, The Gleaners and I).  
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to survive, as a way to intervene in the feedback loop of consumption/waste, and as an 

artistic practice/resource, Varda shows how these orientations can coexist and even be 

mutually constitutive within a system of value that celebrates vital ongoingness.  

 Varda begins and ends her film by placing it in the context of nineteenth-century 

gleaning as depicted in French paintings. She opens by filming the dictionary entry for 

"glean: to gather after the harvest," and shows the small reproduction of Millet's painting 

Des Glaneuses (1857) that accompanies the entry. Varda then shows the actual Millet 

painting at the Musée d'Orsay as crowds of museumgoers view and pass in front of it 

throughout the day. She uses the painting not as a symbolic point of reference but as an 

active, contextualized part of contemporary culture. As Figure 3 shows, the film shows the 

painting in multiple layered frames simultaneously: the gold, elaborate museum frame, the 

frame of one museum-goer photographing another in front of the painting, and the frame 

of Varda's shot. Varda zooms in on the gleaners in the painting, and then, as though the 

painting has come to life in the present, she cuts to a woman talking about how she used to 

glean with her mother; her hair is graying at the temples, and the camera is close enough 

to show the wrinkles on her face. The face has texture. Varda zooms out to show the field 

in which she stands, one that looks very much like the one in the painting: the same 

brownish beige emptiness. Not exactly a typically inspiring vista. The dull surrounding 

landscape and the woman’s aging features are the stars of the scene. The woman 

demonstrates gleaning on camera by bending down to pick up some stray wheat and fold 

it into her apron. She laughs, talks animatedly of how exhausting the work was, how they 

would glean all day and come home to drink coffee together afterwards. Toil and joy 
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coexist, pleasantly. While she describes gleaning, Varda inserts black and white clips of 

women gleaning and scans over other famous paintings of gleaners. She reminds viewers 

of a long tradition of gleaning in paintings and in generations of families. In so doing, she 

tacitly asks (and provides some answers) what other ways we can glean: how else can this 

approach or ethos be incorporated into contemporary life as a means of providing 

nourishment, sustenance, even satisfying work? 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Still from The Gleaners and I, in front of Des Glaneuses, Jean-François Millet, 1857. 

 
 Varda refers back to nineteenth-century gleaning, family histories of gleaning, and 

these paintings throughout the film. Two of the most famous paintings of gleaners, Millet’s 
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Des Glaneuses and Breton's Le Rappel des Glaneuses (1859), show some of the feelings 

that gleaning as a practice might conjure. Millet's gleaners crouch and stoop to gather wheat 

from the ground. With eyes downcast and faces partly concealed by shadow, dirt, and their 

headscarves, they express humility as well as endurance. In their hands are small bunches 

they've gathered so far; they give the impression of having a long way to go, a lot left to 

gather. Breton assembles more gleaning women in his painting and shows them almost all 

standing. The three center figures gaze out in different directions, each carrying a large 

load of wheat in her arms, over her shoulder, or atop her head. Their faces are flushed, their 

postures strong, proud, assertive, accomplished. Like Millet's, the time of day appears to 

be sunset, the end of the day. Varda inserts more clips of contemporary gleaners in the 

fields, and then shows examples of urban gleaning: picking food after the markets and from 

the sidewalks. She highlights the activity of gleaning, the practice. Gleaning is ongoing: it 

demands endurance, perseverance, and its rewards are those of hard work: the flush of 

pride, the sense of ability, the exhaustion—which can be satisfying.  

 Gleaning offers an alternative way of experiencing and conceiving of time, one that 

refuses endpoints and rewards a sense of continuity. Over and over throughout Varda’s 

film, the gleaners she interviews, as well as several magistrates and farmers, reiterate the 

primary law governing gleaning: it can occur only after the harvest is over. In the city, it 

happens after the market, or after food has been dumped or cast aside—although urban 

gleaning is not protected by law in the same way. One urban gleaner who picks up large 

refuse from the sidewalk has a map of the city with a schedule for dumping. He describes 

this to Varda as his schedule for when to pick up material. Varda corrects him, reminding 
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him that the map is designed for those who dump, not those who collect. He replies that he 

reads the map in his own way: as a scavenger, not as a dumper. Finding one's own way of 

reading the map, deviating from its stated purpose, is also a way to describe the practice of 

gleaning, the practice of repurposing at large. Varda’s voiceover speaks to the 

epistemological practice of gleaning: “On this type of gleaning, images, impressions, there 

is no legislation, and gleaning is defined figuratively as a mental activity. To glean facts, 

acts and deeds, to glean information” (Varda 31:05). The gleaners of various sorts work 

within systems of industrial farming, food production, and waste collection, but to their 

own ends and by their own devices.  

 Many of the rural gleaners Varda interviews gather food, typically potatoes and 

other vegetables, because they don’t have enough to eat. They live in nearby mobile homes, 

which Varda also shows, and a variety of circumstances led to their current ways of living. 

One lost his job as a truck driver for driving while intoxicated, others live itinerant 

lifestyles, struggling to find work, and several are single mothers. But Varda does not 

approach these individuals with pity or with any aim to judge or to change the 

circumstances in which they live. Rather, she asks each why he or she gleans, and when, 

and how. Their responses, likewise, are unpitying and resolute. The former truck driver 

says, “we take what we find—we get by as best we can.” Varda's camera and her approach 

convey the gleaners' dignity. She focuses on the posture of gleaning, stooping, as a humble 

gesture. Her film detaches humility from shame, sufficiency from deprivation. As one of 

the gleaners insists, "there is no shame, just worries." The gleaners are in a constant struggle 

against a society that tries to shame them for their behavior and for their poverty. But this 
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film, without overriding the reality of their efforts and challenges, refuses to view the 

individuals with anything but empathy, interest, and unspoken admiration. Varda shows 

how individuals and families glean, and how ephemeral communities form by letting one 

another know when to glean. 

 The materials and objects gleaned throughout the film receive similarly thoughtful 

treatment, and they are, like the people Varda interviews, not the most expected film stars. 

For example, Varda films twenty-five tons of potatoes that were systematically rejected 

and dumped because they are unsellable: possibly green, but also just outsized or unpretty. 

In the city, urban gleaners pick through the contents of dumpsters outside restaurants, 

grocery stores, and markets for food that is often past its expiration date and still perfectly 

good. On various fruit farms, apples and figs remain in the trees or on the ground, having 

been missed by the pickers. In each case, gleaning and scrounging occur after the fact of 

an item being sorted or picked through: the items are discarded. The temporality of 

gleaning is marked by waiting for something that has been left over, rather than demanding 

something brand new. As Patricia Yaeger puts it, "residue is a way of haunting the 

commodity. Detritus is the opposite of the commodified object—new, sleek, just off the 

assembly line. Trash has a history, about the object as it is individuated and the object as it 

decays or enters entropy" (335). Often gleaning requires attentive sorting: finding the 

potatoes that are still good, the unbruised apples, the unrotting food. But, as one gleaner 

puts it, "All you have to do is give them a second chance.” The material parataxis of picking 

flattens typical categories: gleaners and pickers take vegetables, furniture, old appliances, 

and they eat them, sell them, or build with them. As commodified categories flatten, waste 
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materials gain particularity. Often, the items picked by gleaners have been left behind 

because they have errors, malfunctions, or flaws. For artists in particular, these flaws 

endow the objects with specificity and histories. 

 The film emphasizes the abundance of waste—ten tons of apples left behind by 

harvesters, whole loaves of bread in the trash, functioning refrigerators and TVs—without 

lamenting it or lamenting those who scavenge. And considering the abundance available, 

gleaners are hardly scavengers at all. Outside a system that values financial security as 

success, categories like 'poverty' and 'wealth' can shift and transform. Varda herself is rich 

in ceiling mold at her apartment, which she films and describes as abstract art, taking 

comfort in coming home to it and seeing how it has spread. She is rich in rotting heart 

potatoes. Her hands, when she films them, are rich in folds and age spots and unfamiliar 

wrinkles. As her flattening camera shows, the excess of material is already there: it's just a 

matter of seeing it differently, and then stooping down to pick it up. Our refusal to see this 

potential (in waste as in the aging body), our failure to see excess as anything useful, is a 

recent attitude, the film suggests.   

 Varda connects different kinds of gleaning by placing them side by side: it is an 

effort to get by, it is family fun, it is a political stance, it is artistic creation. And these 

motives connect to different and vital and often unexpectedly overlapping kinds of 

sustenance. A big component of this is Varda's personal project in the film, which some 

reviewers call a digression from her main subject but I prefer to see as a form of memoir 

or life writing. Varda refers to her documentary practice as cinécriture, or filmic writing: 

with her camera and her editing process (which she does herself in her home) she uses the 
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medium of film as a syntax, a grammar of composition. Her approach to filmmaking 

consciously reflects a heuristic of repurposing. In an interview with Cineaste, she explains, 

"Making a film like this is a way of living. It's not just a product. It has been organized and 

finished and delivered: what I had to do just to meet the people, what came before the film, 

and what happened with the film, with the people we met" (26). The filmmaking process 

is ongoing for Varda, even after the film has premiered. She followed up Gleaners with 

The Gleaners and I: Two Years Later, in which she revisits the gleaners and pickers she 

interviewed to see how their practices have changed in the context of the film's 

overwhelming popularity in France. The film itself is not an endpoint but a work in progress 

that interacts with living communities. Put another way, she "shows the whole approach" 

(Myles). Within Gleaners, she includes her bland highway journeys to meet the gleaners 

along with their interviews. She incorporates footage of herself at home between trips to 

film gleaners. Throughout, she adds voiceover narration of how she films, what she films 

and why, that the viewer hears as metacommentary on her artistic process while they watch 

her execute it. Her use of a handheld digital camera allows for this process-as-product 

effect. It enables one-on-oneness, a kind of intimacy between the filmmaker and the filmed. 

And it also makes room for accidents (the dance of the lens cap), play (when she "captures" 

the passing trucks with her hand), unexpected coincidences, and personal documentation. 

With the digital camera in hand, turning the camera on herself is as easy as aiming it at her 

hand or taking it home, to film her cats and her house and her stuff as she unpacks, to get 

distracted by her gray hair, to film the mold. 

 Through cinécriture, Varda draws attention both to process and to personal 
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subjectivity. She opens her body and her artistic practices up to scrutiny, the camera's (her 

own) and her audience's. And she explains her motivation for this turn of the camera onto 

herself in the same interview: "Later on, I felt that I was asking so much of these people 

[the gleaners] to reveal themselves, to speak to me, to be honest with me, that I should 

reveal something of myself, too" (Cineaste 24). Varda reveals much of herself in the film: 

the inside of her home, the mementos she collects on a trip to Japan, and her own aging 

body. She films herself combing her hair and zooms in on the grays, acknowledging the 

changes that age produces without lamenting them. She films her hands and her skin, 

accidentally while sifting through objects in her home, holding her digital camera. 

Suddenly, the play takes on a new and poignant tenor—her voice betrays a sadness that is 

also a kind of appreciation or wonder. Again, this narration is voiceover recorded during 

the editing process. “And then my hand up close. I mean, this is my project: to film with 

one hand my other hand. To enter into the horror of it. I find it extraordinary. I feel as if I 

am an animal, worse, I am an animal I don’t know” (Gleaners). Within Varda's reflection, 

horror is also extraordinary. I hear an echo here to Jerry's line at the end of "The Yard Man" 

about being the last of his kind: seeing one's body or self as an animal, a creature. The 

"animal" she doesn't "know" in this scene is her hand as an object, her body as it ages, and 

her self. Rather than a digression, I think Varda's obsession with her own wrinkles and age 

spots, (and her camera's focus on aging women with aging fashion sense!), aligns with and 

analogizes the aging fruits and vegetables, the thrown out appliances, and the marginalized 

people that are also her subjects. Like these individuals and this material, the aging female 

body is also a site of denial and rejection within a capitalist patriarchal framework: it cannot 
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have babies, it cannot produce more consumers. The framework makes it unknowable, 

even to its owner. Gleaners postulates the aging woman—the aging woman artist, no less—

as an antithesis to consumer capitalism, productivity, and procreation. And by using her 

own aging body as the material for art, Varda insists on a fundamental distinction between 

productivity and creativity.  

 During the film's opening, Varda's voiceover declares, “There is another woman 

gleaning in this film, that’s me.” She explains this in more detail in her interview with 

Cineaste: "I felt that although I'm not a gleaner—I'm not poor, I have enough to eat—

there's another kind of gleaning, which is artistic gleaning. You pick ideas, you pick 

images, you pick emotions from other people, and then you make it into a film" (24). 

Gleaning, then, is another way to describe writing, cinécriture: both forms of bricolage. 

When Varda goes to a potato farm, she becomes obsessed with potatoes shaped like hearts 

and suddenly the camera is stooping with her as she picks them up, films them up close. 

She zooms in and shows their texture, their strange colors. She even takes them home and 

films them later, after they have sprouted, as they sit and rot and deteriorate in her home. 

Her form of gleaning is aesthetic, the nourishment she gains and seeks to provide is artistic, 

expressive, creative. Her camera makes ordinary/commonplace things strange. At one 

point she films a sunflower starting from its center, and it is completely unrecognizable 

before she zooms out. Varda finds in everyday objects and especially in discarded objects 

a realm of wonder, which derives in part from this defamiliarization. As Sara Ahmed 

writes, “Wonder is an encounter with an object that one does not recognize; or wonder 

works to transform the ordinary, which is already recognized, into the extraordinary" (179). 
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The act of dispossession, of rejection, takes objects and substances that are familiar and 

renders them messy, contaminated by virtue of being thrown unexpectedly together under 

the aegis of waste. To slow down when faced with waste makes room for a different 

orientation toward the material objects and natural processes that constitute culturally 

defined ‘waste.’ It can go both ways: making an unfamiliar object or substance useful by 

seeing it anew, or making a familiar object extraordinary, as Varda does when she begins 

to collect and obsessively film potatoes shaped like hearts. Further, this moment of pause, 

of savoring, draws complex and intersectional histories out of a given object; “wonder 

allows us to see the surfaces of the world as made and as such wonder opens up rather than 

suspends historicity” (Ahmed 179 italics original). To stand in wonder before waste 

precedes acts of stooping, digging, rummaging: the physical touch that brings about reuse. 

The pause cultivates curiosity. “As such,” Ahmed writes, “wonder involves learning” 

(180). Such wonder can come, as it does for Varda and her camera, from an artist seeking 

inspiration.  

 This is all a metaphor for writing, art, and the creative process, which Varda’s film 

makes explicit. Yaeger writes, “displacing nature, waste and debris provide these dividends 

in postmodern art; rubbish becomes a strange vale of soul making and creativity” (325). 

But, on the literal end of the spectrum, the pause can also come from the roving eye of a 

scavenger seeking food or useful objects on the street. And it can also come from a 

homemaker, like Jerry in Campbell’s “The Yard Man,” who longs for a home and makes 

his in the scrapyard, like a bird gathering materials for its nest. Perhaps gleaning is a better 

metaphor for ways of reading and writing than spontaneous generation or absorption. This 
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is the essence of creative practice, especially for a memoirist, it can also be the essence of 

living in the wasteland of the present day. 

 

 

Sitting Still in the Junkyard 

 By depicting interactions with waste, junkyard narratives emphasize the merging 

of manmade materials and organic substances and processes that occurs at waste sites and 

dumping grounds. This mingling, as cultural critic Gay Hawkins argues, is crucial to 

imagining the human’s relational position with the natural. According to Hawkins, waste 

(and, I argue, waste’s potential for reuse) is a crucial site for reconceptualizing this binary 

relationship. However, the binary is often reproduced and reinforced in the commonplace 

rhetoric that sees trash, dumping grounds, and junkyards as evidence of human destruction 

of natural space. For Hawkins, images of “dying rivers” and “mountains made of garbage” 

frame nature “as dead or definitely on its last legs, and it’s difficult not to feel a sense of 

despair or grief. While the political intention of these stories might be to shock us into 

action, their impact is often overwhelming and immobilizing. They can perpetuate the very 

relation to nature they seek to challenge: alienated distance and disinterest” (Hawkins 9). 

Immobilization, however, is not necessarily a sign of disinterest.  

 The protagonist of Bonnie Jo Campbell's "The Yard Man" presents an alternative 

to this 'normal' relationship to waste. Jerry actually makes his home in the junkyard. His 

house is the former office building of the Mid-American Construction company, and his 

yard is a series of sheds containing cast off industrial equipment that he maintains and 
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burns, according to orders from an "old lady" owner who never appears on the page. The 

story begins with Jerry digging a well, half submerged in the junkyard's earth. The well is 

dry and maybe has been for twenty years; it is likely just a "rusted fifty-gallon drum of 

rocks" buried by Holroyd, Jerry's predecessor, who lived in and tended the yard for 

eighteen years—the same amount of time one might care for and house one's child 

(Campbell 6). From its opening lines, "The Yard Man" engages material parataxis using 

syntax and sentence structure to entrench human, organic, and industrial material. Consider 

the simile that ends the story's first sentence: "He was standing in mud, leaning on his 

round-end shovel, when he saw the big orange snake folded on the rocks beside the 

driveway, its body as thick as his stepson's arm" (Campbell 5). Already human and animal 

categories elide, the snake's "body as thick as his stepson's arm," and by the end of the 

paragraph the snake "suggest[s] his wife's coppery hair." In the reptile, Jerry sees the bodies 

of his stepson and wife, and in his wife's hair he sees "shiny coils" of metal, copper. Human, 

animal, and industrial matter coexist in the scrap yard and in Jerry's way of seeing and 

interacting with the world. He even decorates one of the scrap yard's sheds with the skins 

of other snakes he's found, "papery" skins that he tacks to the walls, a domestic, 

homemaking gesture bestowed on a structure that houses junk that he will eventually burn. 

The ephemerality and cast-off nature of the sheds and the materials they house, the shed 

skins of the snakes, do not stand in the way of Jerry's desire to make of this space a home, 

even a work of art. Perhaps their fleeting quality even enhances his desire to collect and 

display.  

 When Jerry's wife, Natalie, sees the snake, she demands that he kill it. As he goes 
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to kill the snake with his shovel, Jerry pauses to imagine its death first; and he imagines it 

like the death of a boy or a man, with intestines spilling out. He anthropomorphizes the 

snake but he also makes the threatened act of violence against an animal align with an act 

of violence against a person. The animal-object equates with the person-object in his mind. 

His is a roving, irreverent kind of empathy. An indifference to kind or category, to 

demarcations of species or matter. Yet this empathy extends to the human as well, and he 

is able to understand his wife's reaction because he can see her as an animal: "He couldn't 

blame her—what she felt was as natural as the snake's enjoyment of the sunshine on rocks, 

as natural as the snake's slipping away from the sound of screaming" (Campbell 6). The 

word "natural" here is interesting, because it means natural as in animal nature: biological, 

evolutionarily conditioned. Fear response. But he adds enjoyment. Is enjoyment something 

a snake is evolutionarily conditioned to feel when lying in the sun? By considering the 

snake's possible feelings, Jerry's narration zeroes in on details that would escape without 

his peculiar way of noticing them. The same goes for the details of material objects. "Jerry 

studied the line of Indian-corn colors as the snake moved over a railroad tie at the far edge 

of the garden, into tall, dense grass" (Campbell 7). The descriptions—Campbell's, but 

through Jerry's eyes—merge flora, fauna, and industrial objects, or rather show how they 

are integrated into the landscape. All come under his gaze. Already his obsessions with 

color and detail waylay the narrative. Campbell includes all these details as though they 

were significant. So the reader must ask: are they? And then begin to parse why, how.  

 Jerry tries to justify the snake to Natalie, its continued existence and his allowing it 

to live, by suggesting it might be rare. He tries to make sense of it according to a more 
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capitalist schema of value. He can't talk about its beauty when she is afraid of it. Because 

we can't be afraid of beautiful things? "'Oh, Jerry,' his wife said. She turned away from him 

and spoke toward the hayfield next door. 'I'm sorry I can't love every living thing the way 

you do. I'm never going to love a snake. Or a bat'" (Campbell 7). His love of "every living 

thing" extends even beyond amphibians, bats, and humans, to the garbage itself. She asks 

if snakes live in the sheds, in the piles of junk, concerned, and Jerry says he thinks they 

live in the ground. She says, "'the thought of a snake coming into the house scares the hell 

out of me'" (Campbell 8). She can't handle even the idea of these spheres merging, of 

having to contend with the natural world, the animal kingdom, and the nonhuman one-on-

one, in her home.  

 Natalie wants a lot of improvements to the house, which Jerry didn't make or even 

consider making before she arrived. As he's working on a plumbing issue, scared to 

dismantle the wall, Holroyd pulls up and sits on his truck's tailgate. The truck, usually used 

to move people and things, is repurposed several times in the story as a perch from which 

Jerry can see animals and the contents of his yard. Jerry joins him: throughout the story, 

they use this mode of transportation as a bench on which they do, well, nothing. They look 

at the scrap yard. They let it continue to be. They talk. They do not make improvements. 

They do not plan or even reflect, really. They seem depressed, dull, inactive, and yet at the 

same time they enjoy their time together, enjoy maybe even their depression. While he sits 

and does not work on the house, Jerry also chooses not to think about his credit card debt, 

and instead "look[s] out over the scrubby field scattered with locusts and maples, and dotted 

with the storage sheds, rusted hulks of defunct cranes, and piles of deteriorating I-beams 
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and concrete blocks. Way up beyond the white pines, out of sight, was the open, hilly land 

full of bristly mosses, ground birds, deer, and wild turkeys, even” (Campbell 9). Rather 

than thinking about money, spending, overconsumption, and pleasing his wife or fulfilling 

the conventional expectations of his role as a stepfather, Jerry looks closely at his 

surroundings. The word “scrubby” indicates that this is not a beautiful vista. He sees 

locusts, i.e. living insects, maples, i.e. living trees, storage sheds, i.e. built structures, rusted 

cranes and deteriorating I-beams and concrete blocks, i.e. tools and materials that are not 

being used to build; instead, they have become part of his local terrain, his topography. The 

“open” land is out of sight, out of reach to him. All of the parts of his surroundings, animals 

(insects, snakes), plants, vehicles, construction materials, are treated equally. Within this 

schema of material parataxis, Jerry sees no hierarchy between living and dead, natural and 

built.  

 The narrator explains that Jerry's job is more than just dealing with the plants, 

landscaping (turning living “nature” into something built, appropriate for human use). He 

deals with various wastes as well, some recyclable, some hazardous. And he has to deal 

with whole structures, not just leftover scraps. "More than half of the buildings were gone 

now, and there were twenty or so concrete block foundations being reclaimed by the earth 

out there. Jerry was supposed to keep everything trimmed and clear around the sheds, but 

it was becoming more difficult, with plants and critters creeping in” (Campbell 10). He is 

supposed to keep the demarcations between built and living clear, but the two continually 

encroach upon one another, suggesting their integrative qualities. When Jerry tells him 

about the snake, Holroyd remembers when the construction workers used to find snakes 
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like that one curled up on the engines of their cranes and bulldozers "for warmth" 

(Campbell 10). Animals, too, come to rely on manmade equipment in the scrap yard. 

Toward the end of the text, the two men sit together and watch one of the sheds burn. 

“Holroyd backed his truck up through the snow so they could sit on the tailgate and stare 

into the fire and feel a little heat from it” (Campbell 29). The fire from burning down one 

of the sheds is not only a destructive act but generates heat and brings the two yard men 

into conversation. They are both sad to see the shed burn—this is not a triumphant blaze, 

but a kind of comfortable sadness that they share. The space and time the junkyard provides 

allow Jerry imaginative access to a deeper sense of time and his place in it. “Life was 

always out there, he knew, but he’d have to sit still and listen awhile before he’d hear 

critters munching or rustling or hissing, before he’d see flies being devoured by spiders or 

see one of them big orange snakes. He wondered, if he listened hard enough, would he hear 

the dinosaur-like bones of old construction equipment rusting, wooden sheds rotting, sheets 

of insulation dissolving, piles of old toilets sinking into the ground?” (Campbell 25-26). 

Sitting still and listening are what he and this text value most. What seems like a pastoral 

reflection on a natural vista takes a turn when he begins imagining the construction 

equipment as fossils. Jerry utilizes what Lutz Koepnick calls slowness: engagement that 

“open[s] up to the opulence and manifoldness of the present” (4). “Strategies of hesitation, 

delay, and deceleration” Koepnick writes “embrace slowness as a medium to ponder the 

meaning of temporality and of being present today in general, of living under conditions 

of accelerated temporal passage, mediation, and spatial shrinkage” (3). The first 

requirement for repurposing is pause. It demands a moment of defamiliarization and 
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reconsideration that the junkyard—as a holding tank for material unclaimed and out of 

context—makes possible. Campbell uses the realm of Jerry's everyday life, and his 

tendency to pause, to muse, to enact a deceleration that interrupts the space of “casual 

inattentiveness" (Felski 26).  

 The slow timeline by which the earth "reclaims" the sheds and equipment, a 

timeline within which Jerry can find ways to live and take a strange, forlorn comfort from 

the ongoing deterioration he lives among, contradicts the timeline of development that 

hangs as a threat. Jerry fears that the "old lady" who owns the yard will leave it to her 

nephew, who will sell the land to developers to build a subdivision and get rid of all the 

“junk,” and then no “big snake would survive” (Campbell 11). Jerry's use of the 

construction company’s space is not to build or wreck but to preserve. His instinct is 

preservationist rather than productive; letting things continue to be. The nephew wears a 

suit and "survey[s] like an investor the thirty-some-odd acres fanning out behind the office 

building of the old Mid-American Construction Company" (Campbell 11). Jerry's sense of 

time and his system of value totally contradict the nephew's, and he doesn't even want to 

interact with him.  

 Over and over, Jerry rejects action and embraces stillness and nondoing. Instead of 

getting right to work on improvements to the house's siding, he sits on the tailgate of his 

truck and enjoys the afternoon, looks at the sheds and the peeling paint, and looks at the 

book on snakes Holroyd left him. “He knew he ought to go inside and get going on that 

bathroom, or he ought to do some trimming outside, but he poked around the property 

instead, walked slowly around the sheds, searched the grounds for snakes, saw a couple of 
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nests in the grass where he’d let it grow too long. One nest had three speckled eggs in it” 

(Campbell 11). Jerry instinctively resists productivity and prefers to spend his days idling, 

coming upon things, discovering them. He walks around. He is thoughtful. He is engaged 

with the immediate. 

 After taking a weekend trip with his wife, Jerry is happy to go home to the scrap 

yard house, which he has renovated, patched, replaced. His feelings attest to a care and the 

value of caring for something over time, keeping it up. But his wife wants a fence, wants 

more separation between her home and the trash. She tells Jerry, “it’s just that living at a 

salvage yard is not where I expected to be. It’s nice getting free rent, I know, but maybe 

we need to be thinking about the future…Maybe if there was at least a fence up so we 

didn’t have to look at the sheds or the piles of junk” (Campbell 13). Natalie's future 

orientation and expectations of her life and how it should be are a direct contrast to Jerry’s 

point of view and appreciation of the stuff that surrounds him. When they return home, a 

swarm of bees has gotten into the walls of the house. More incredible images of material 

parataxis: a sink full of dead bees that Jerry sticks his hand into; the insides of the house's 

walls dripping with honey, discovered when Jerry calls the beekeeper instead of the 

exterminator. Things are getting into the house, under the siding, in the walls, and as the 

story progresses Jerry merges his own bad feelings with the house's new inhabitants: 

"anything could move into that empty space and lurk there, a bat or a squirrel or bugs or 

some awful part of himself, maybe" (Campbell 21). The coterminous, trans-corporeal 

house might also be a container for his shame. Natalie repeatedly demands that he keep 

inside and outside separate, “a house should keep something like that out,” but for Jerry 
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home and inhabiting mean something different (Campbell 28). The things that find their 

way into his home arouse his interest, attention, and curiosity, rather than fear or disgust, 

like what his wife feels.  

 Most of Jerry's insights into his surroundings occur at the level of narration: they 

are solitary, internal, unvoiced. But the narration also evinces his deep desire to 

communicate his sensibility and the way of operating it cultivates. When another creature 

gets into the house while Jerry is at his custodial job at a nearby school, he responds to his 

wife's panicked call with a desire to convey his love for animals to her so that she feels joy 

rather than fear. “Jerry thought maybe, if he’d been there, he could have helped his wife 

see it in a new way—a way she could have liked it. Seeing that ermine the right way could 

have been a nice surprise, like seeing a unicorn when you were hoping to see a deer” 

(Campbell 29). He wants to give his wife a new perspective on the world of living and 

nonliving things—their rarity, specialness. He does something similar when he helps his 

stepson with a science project on spiders, for which he receives an honorable mention. The 

young son seems more likely to understand his stepfather's unflinching, uncategorizing 

love for all creatures and things. But by the end of the story, it seems that Jerry's way of 

living is destined for solitude. His wife takes his kids and moves into a prefab home in her 

parents' backyard, leaving Jerry by himself to tend and to live in the scrap yard. Perhaps 

his disposition necessitates solitude, or a comfort with being alone. His feelings cannot be 

adequately spoken, but they can be experienced and shared in a kind of reverent silence, 

which his relationship with Holroyd demonstrates. Jerry is unconcerned with his own 

biological legacy, with the future of the junkyard, beyond his experience and beyond 
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preserving it as it deteriorates.  

 Talking to the beekeeper about the strange orange snake he keeps seeing, Jerry tells 

him, "'they used to be around this place…A long time ago, and they meant something to 

people here'" (Campbell 19). He is preserving the place's history, not just its ecological 

history but also the affects it produces. By the end of the story, Jerry and Holroyd toast to 

being "the last of their kind," speaking of the snake and of themselves, the yard men. But 

in his solitude, Jerry finds new possibilities through bad feelings. "Anything seemed 

possible now that Jerry's wife was gone, any kind of sadness" (Campbell 31). "The Yard 

Man" shows how bad feelings, specifically ongoing sadness, what I call forlornness, can 

be connective and sustaining emotions that alter a person's orientation or approach toward 

her surroundings and everyday life. This forlornness is not just nostalgia, but an ongoing 

sense of loss and mourning that leads to a gentle, thoughtful kind of care. Imagining the 

snake reemerging in the spring, Jerry envisions how he gets on with "the business of 

shedding and eating and seeking warmth" once he emerges and knows he's "where he 

belong[s]" (Campbell 32). A sense of belonging can exist even in 'deteriorating' conditions 

and circumstances of solitude, across lines of species and even between humans and 

objects. Continuing sadness, mourning are vital affects and states of being that can change 

one's approach to acknowledging what exists in the present. 

 

 In "The Yard Man" and The Gleaners and I, waiting, a passive stance, becomes 

political. Both Varda and Campbell dwell in spaces considered to be endpoints to show 

how they are in fact transitional. They extend the timeline of capitalist production and 
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waste. Gleaners wait for food to be thrown in dumpsters or left unharvested, Jerry waits in 

the scrapyard for each shed to burn. Waiting in Gleaners is a means to an active, literal 

form of repurposing to create nourishment through food or art. In "The Yard Man," Jerry's 

waiting is more passive still, a Bartleby-like form of refusal of productivity that sees 

stillness as a form of ongoing mourning.  

 The stuff that we usually interact with as little as possible, the places we overlook, 

the discarded, the dispossessed in its literal sense—cast off from the self—are the things 

and places in which Campbell and Varda’s works dwell, meditate, and ultimately find 

sustenance. In their works, we find trash viewed as beautiful, as aesthetic and transcendent, 

as found art, and also as nourishment: physical, emotional, and spiritual. These places and 

these things—heaps of potatoes about to rot, scrap heaps on the verge of being burned to 

the ground—are usually viewed (when they are viewed at all) in a fatalist light, cast as the 

disgusting excess of consumer capitalism and industrial agriculture, symbols of our totally 

degraded system of value that wastes while others starve. And yet the text and film show 

these spaces at the crucial moment of intervention: right before the potatoes rot, before all 

the junk is burned, there is room for a single person to pause with what is there and, within 

the space of that pause, find a new use for it: to reuse the cast offs for personal fulfillment, 

bodily or spiritual. By occupying the junkyard’s limbo, or by following behind industrial 

harvesters, both temporary transitional zones between consumption and expulsion, 

scrappers and gleaners interrupt the timeline established by the trajectory of capitalist 

production. Repurposing is this intervention: taking something that is cast off, abandoned, 

rejected and claiming it as useful, nourishing.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

'RECOVERY' AS REVISION ON THE MISSISSIPPI GULF COAST 

 

 
Coastal communities exist in particularly vulnerable ecosystems exposed to 

damaging storms, winds, and flooding, and especially vulnerable to subsidence, erosion, 

and rising sea levels in the context of human-induced climate change. In the US in the 

twenty-first century, no coast has been hit harder than the Mississippi Gulf. When 

Hurricane Katrina landed in Mississippi on August 29th, 2005 with a 32-foot storm surge, 

it leveled ninety percent of the buildings along the Biloxi-Gulfport coastline, leaving all 

three of the state's emergency command centers underwater. Less than five years later, on 

April 20th, 2010, many of the same communities endured outcomes of the Deepwater 

Horizon rig explosion and oil spill, which leaked an estimated 210 million gallons of oil 

into the Gulf, making it the largest accidental oil leak in history. These two events and their 

aftermaths reflect histories of reckless drilling and building practices, disregard for coastal 

ecosystems, and systemic racial segregation and community disenfranchisement. But 

considered together, these two events make obvious the imperative to read environmental 

and social vulnerabilities not as contingent on singular events—tragedies, disasters, 

accidents—as news media and corporations might like us to believe, but rather as ongoing 

conditions that are intersectional, that affect unevenly, and that cannot be cleaned up or 

'recovered.' Slow violence, to borrow Rob Nixon's terminology, can and often does occur 

within, alongside, and underneath "explosive and spectacular" episodes that are highly 
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visible (2). The visibility of natural and corporate disasters often renders the ongoing 

conditions of social and environmental vulnerability less visible, as high profile events 

eclipse the circumstances that made those events possible and that enhanced their 

extremity. But I find that the narrative that is typically constructed around such events is 

even more insidious. By insisting on discussing events like Hurricane Katrina and 

Deepwater Horizon in terms of disaster and recovery, spill and clean up, we negate the 

everyday experiences of aftermath and mourning, and the ongoing conditions and 

circumstances that were in place long before the event and that recovery often seeks to 

reinstall. Dwelling in the wastescape through fragmented, emotionally immersed forms of 

personal writing resists this obfuscating narrative. 

Though national narratives tend to focus on the collective and quantifiable 

outcomes of 'disasters,' the hard numbers that reflect lives and dollars lost, natural and 

manmade disasters are predominantly local and personal, determined by ongoing 

conditions that are highly nuanced and dynamic. Even studying them is difficult, as 

evidence of destruction is itself perishable. Starting in October 2005, a team of researchers 

from the University of South Carolina went to the Mississippi Gulf Coast to analyze the 

effects of Katrina and recovery efforts outside of New Orleans, where the brunt of media 

and analytical attention had focused since the storm. I use their interdisciplinary study, 

Hurricane Katrina and the Forgotten Coast of Mississippi (2014), to lay the groundwork 

for my analysis of Gulf Coast 'recovery' narratives and to understand the complexity of 

representing vulnerable places and their communities. I argue that social vulnerability is 
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inseparable from environmental vulnerability, and both are ongoing, nuanced conditions.14 

Events like Katrina and Deepwater Horizon affect places in a highly variable manner, due 

to the specificities of topography and bathymetry, as well as prevailing socioeconomic 

circumstances. Conditions of extremity—storms, chemical spills—show how economic 

disparities and racial inequalities play out in and beyond the day to day lives of individuals 

that otherwise go undocumented. Personal narratives offer a way to represent the adamant 

particularity of ongoing conditions of vulnerability.  

'Recovery,' a term often used for the addicted, the injured, and the grieving, can 

provide a sense of closure to events and feelings that remain in progress in what Rob Nixon 

calls "the open-ended, uncertain ecologies of the aftermath" (200). In the context of disaster 

narratives that play out in news media and in politicians' statements in response to events, 

'recovery' is often the word used to declare a place and its problems resolved, so that media 

and audience no longer have to attend to them. However, as the Gulf Coast works I analyze 

demonstrate, 'recovery' is more often a revision or rewriting of a still unstable place 

following a catastrophic event. Homes and businesses wiped out by Katrina's storm surge 

are built over with new condos and developments that current residents often cannot afford, 

                                                
14 Social vulnerability, which takes into account "age, ethnicity, employment, and length of 
residence" in turn determines the extent to which a community is affected by environmental risk 
(Forgotten Coast 48-49). Environmental vulnerability is even more complex, measured according 
to the 1999 Environmental Vulnerability Index to consider fifty indicators (including factors like 
high winds, sea temperatures, ecosystem imbalance, intensive farming, pesticides, and human 
conflicts) to rate nations on a scale from 1-7. Of course, as my project makes clear, neither a 
national scale nor a separation of the social from the environmental helps assess vulnerability as it 
is felt and experienced by communities and ecosystems. For the sake of consistency with my 
project's interdisciplinary aims, I will opt for "vulnerability" throughout as a term that 
encompasses both sets of intertwining factors.  
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leaving them homeless or in desperate poverty, as Natasha Trethewey describes in her 

creative nonfiction work Beyond Katrina (2010). After BP uses chemical dispersants, 

teams of lawyers, settlement money, and TV commercials to rewrite the aftermath of the 

Deepwater Horizon explosion and leak, Brenda Longfellow and the makers of Offshore 

(2013) construct an interactive, virtual oil rig that allows viewers to sift through the 

wreckage themselves. Both these texts reveal the dangerous erasures, omissions, and 

revisions that recovery narratives enact, while using emotionally immersive personal 

narratives, testimony, and letters to offer their own revision of recovery. In place of 

resolution, both formally and in their narratives, these works offer open-endedness and 

uncertainty. In place of triumphant return to stable former ways of life, these creators reveal 

how disaster conditions are a constituent part of life in especially vulnerable places, due to 

policies of neglect and oversight and structural racism and inequalities. Their repeating (or, 

in Offshore, repeatable), fragmented forms revisit the same material over and over in a new 

light, insisting on plurality of narrative over singularity, complexity and nuance over easy 

causes and solutions. 

We can read the effects of a storm like Katrina in its remains, its aftermath, its ruins, 

its visible and tangible markers, its wreckage: in wastes. These offer clues to the damages 

done and to the effects of efforts to rebuild. Following flood-causing storms like Katrina, 

for example, high-water marks are often the only available archive of the events. Basically, 

actually looking closely at the wreckage is a hugely informative way of understanding the 

facts of the event. The researchers of Forgotten Coast gleaned much of their data from 

repetitive photography across a grid all along the coast, taking photos of whatever they 
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found at each point and documenting change over time through repetition. In Beyond 

Katrina, Trethewey interrupts her narrative with poems that contain lists of objects and 

structures seen from the road or pulled from one of her conversations with current residents, 

presenting often familiar material from the prose sections again in a kind of pause, a freeze 

frame that is also a curated description or material parataxis. After the Deepwater Horizon 

explosion, accurate description is exactly what BP did not allow to occur: by refusing 

access to journalists and photographers, and by using chemical dispersants to visually erase 

the spill, they made it impossible to look closely at things as they are in the present. Events 

like Katrina and the oil spill, and especially creative work that emerges from personal 

experiences with these events and their aftermaths, raise a crucial question: why have these 

stories and these communities not been as visible prior to the 'disasters' that made them 

newsworthy? And what if writers and cameras had been looking earlier, or all along, at this 

region and at wastescapes like it? Perhaps that closer look could have led to better 

emergency preparedness, more careful development, other forms of aid for financially 

struggling communities and industries. But instead there has been a lot of not looking, and 

a lot of rebuilding that looks more like development of industries that ignore what is already 

there.   

If we can't go back and undo the policies and invisibilities that led to the conditions 

of social vulnerability and environmental risk on the Gulf Coast before Katrina and before 

Deepwater Horizon, we can look more closely in this moment at recovery: what it entails, 

how it proceeds, and how it entwines affect, economics, and environment. "Recovery is 

clearly multidimensional. Job security, education opportunities, transportation 
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infrastructure, physical and mental health conditions, and the natural environment: All of 

these and more are disrupted during a disaster. What then is the appropriate metric?" 

(Forgotten Coast 67). A metric for recovery, in this reading, is an attempt to measure 

quantitatively an ongoing, nebulous, intersectional set of conditions that vary person to 

person. I use my readings of revision in Beyond Katrina and Offshore to argue that 

narratives of personal experience offer one metric for recovery. "Damage levels and impact 

depend on the physical characteristics of the storm, but also on the quality of building stock, 

preparedness and mitigation efforts taken pre storm, and the capacity (economic, social, 

institutional) of the community. Recovery, therefore, needs to be understood beyond just 

the physical reconstruction of structures…the recovery process is a mix of readily 

observable outcomes and also a suite of processes operating on different time scales and 

sometimes out of public view" (Forgotten Coast 64). While the language of recovery 

suggests that what has been destroyed can be rebuilt, personal narratives demonstrate that 

'recovery' is ongoing, often unobservable, and is often neither linear nor chronological, but 

layered. There is no easy undo button to press, nor a readily available template for 

rebuilding. But by better understanding how the coast's history plays out in the present 

landscape, it becomes clear that simply "rebuilding" will—and does—reinstall the 

structural racism, poverty, and disregard for ecosystems that built the coasts. Wastescapes 

offer opportunities to build differently. 

This chapter brings together two stories of recovery that engage in practices of 

revision and rewriting. Natasha Trethewey's layered narrative Beyond Katrina, 

predominately prose inflected by poetry, uses description, attention to language, and 



 57 

personal narratives—her own and her brother's—to access complex histories and present-

day conditions of racial segregation, economic disenfranchisement, and environmental 

subsidence in the years following Katrina. BP rewrites the narrative of the Deepwater 

Horizon oil leak using the language of spill and cleanup, accident and recovery, and 

rewrites the spill itself with chemical dispersants, erasing its effects to the human eye while 

creating an even more toxic environment for the Gulf ecosystems, cleanup workers, and 

coast residents. By refusing to allow cameras or journalists to photograph, see, or describe 

the reality of the 'spill,' BP rewrote the event with their press statements, large monetary 

settlements, and ad campaign, all the while disguising and continuing to disguise the fact 

of the spill's ongoingness: the well is still leaking. Into this messy and ongoing revision, 

Brenda Longfellow's documentary allows viewers to examine the Deepwater Horizon spill 

and offshore drilling procedures from a variety of angles by interviewing rig workers and 

their families, local fishers and shrimpers, and others affected by the oil and its cleanup. 

While the storm and the spill rewrote the coast in a physical way, in its aftermath the bodies 

in control of the narrative have the power to revise and reclaim the coast through writing 

and film. 

 

 

Elegy and Aftermath 

Natasha Trethewey begins Beyond Katrina: A Meditation on the Mississippi Gulf 

Coast with a prologue that introduces the book's first poem, written ten years earlier for a 

different book, a poetry collection called Native Guard. On including the old poem 
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"Theories of Time and Space" in her new book, Trethewey considers the power of 

revisiting her work in the new context of a post-Katrina Mississippi Gulf Coast. She 

prefaces it by saying that what she had originally intended to explore in the poem—"the 

impossibility of returning to those places we've come from"—had, in August 2005, 

"become quite literal" (Trethewey 2). "You can get there from here, though/there's no going 

home," the poem begins. The place where its author comes from, Gulfport, Mississippi, 

had been dismantled by the storm and its aftermath, and was now being rebuilt. Trethewey 

compares this process to revision, which in this case occurs not through changing the text 

of her poem—"the words remained the same"—but through rereading it in the context of 

a new work, published in a different moment. It is a moment in which the metaphorical is 

rendered physical. She writes, "the poem undergoes a kind of revision as it appears here—

not unlike the story of the Gulf Coast, which is being revised even now: rebuilding and 

recovery in the wake of devastation and erasure." Through the poem and Trethewey's note 

about its reappearance, readers learn that the place she describes is remarkable post Katrina 

in the ways it has not been changed by the devastating storm—in her telling, we learn that 

it was already a wastescape, and always threatened. The poem tracks a trip through 

Mississippi along highway 49 to the "dead end" at the coast. She writes, and writes again, 

"Cross over / the man-made beach, 26 miles of sand / dumped on the mangrove swamp—

buried /terrain of the past." This beach, which the poem tells readers to "cross over" 

presumably on foot, taking only "what you must carry," is a specific location. Later, as she 

explicates the histories of land use and development on the coast, readers will learn it was 

the "largest man-made beach in the world," built in 1955, itself a revision of the swamp 
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that preceded it, a rewritten landscape (Trethewey 41-42). Reading a photo of her 

grandmother on the beach, Trethewey explains how the beach remained segregated until 

1968, most of its casinos and hotels refusing to admit black people. The reader will learn 

later how the construction of this beach made the coastline even more vulnerable to 

flooding by covering over the absorbing wetlands. For now, we are given to ponder the 

linguistic resonance between "man-made" and "mangrove," the violence of dumping that 

connects them, and the aftermath, a burial. Under "sky threatening rain," the Gulf Coast in 

the wreckage of Katrina, from which Trethewey writes Beyond Katrina, is just as 

'destroyed' as ever. By revising the poem to locate it at the beginning of this text, Trethewey 

calls into question the narrative progression from disaster to recovery on the coast.  

Rereading, revision, rebuilding are all forms of conceptual and literal repurposing 

that Trethewey connects in her rewriting of the Mississippi Gulf Coast and her narrative of 

'recovery.' She critiques the Katrina 'recovery' narrative that fails to see how previous 

revisions of the landscape coexist with the consequences of the storm. No single 'recovered' 

version of the coast can be brought about through rebuilding efforts, because the recovery 

narrative erases the people and places who have been rendered vulnerable all along. Yet 

by bringing back the poem, she shows how smaller, personal forms of recovery and 

revision can take place in the context of aftermath and reveal these erasures.  

The first job of Beyond Katrina is to undo the longstanding cultural erasure of the 

Mississippi coast, wrought not just through high winds and flooding, but also through the 

narratives of Katrina in national media that focused almost exclusively on New Orleans 

and urban storm victims during the weeks immediately following the storm. Of "audiences 
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around the country" to whom she reads the first poem, Trethewey asks "what they 

remember when they hear the words Hurricane Katrina. Almost all of them say 'New 

Orleans,' recalling the footage beginning the day after landfall, when the levees broke. 

Almost never does anyone answer 'the Mississippi Gulf Coast'" (2).15 To counter erasure 

and forgetting, Trethewey interweaves memories of her childhood, personal testimony 

from her family members and neighbors gathered on two revisitings, 2007 and 2009, and 

photographs to tell a material history of Gulfport and its coastline. Her narrative addresses 

the material, on-the-ground experience of living through and living with the storm and 

especially with its aftermath. Through her descriptions of the surfaces of the coast, 

Trethewey reads into the histories of environmental and social vulnerability that are written 

into the everyday lives and structures of coastal residents. Natural features and built 

structures, as well as dismantled or demolished homes, provide entry points into the racial 

segregation, economic disenfranchisement, and environmental negligence that built the 

coast's communities. By moving both backward and forward in time from the rereading of 

her earlier poem, Trethewey shows that events like Katrina have long histories and their 

aftermaths are ongoing. In the slow violence of the Gulf War's aftermath, Rob Nixon tells 

us "stories of the aftermath," like Trethewey's, "are protracted, convoluted, messy, open 

                                                
15 In an interview with Marc McKee, Trethewey explains, "One of the biggest things I 
encountered as a worry that people have on the Mississippi Gulf Coast is being forgotten; they're 
worried about the narrative of the Mississippi Gulf Coast being buried beneath the travesty of 
New Orleans. They want to make sure people remember the difference between a natural 
disaster—the largest natural disaster in American history, which hit the Mississippi Gulf Coast—
and the man-made disaster that hit New Orleans a day later when the levees broke" 
(Conversations 145-46). Throughout Beyond Katrina, Trethewey responds to these fears by 
complicating the relationship between the natural and the man-made in the context of aftermath. 
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ended, and often discomforting to tell, particularly when… the official narrative frame is 

unequivocally triumphalist" (Nixon 200). Trethewey's material analysis of the coast's 

history resists the comforts of narrative closure.  

Rather than agreeing to the accepted story of disaster and subsequent 'recovery,' 

Beyond Katrina is a document that shows how the Mississippi Gulf Coast contains an 

ongoing series of environmental, social, chemical, economic, and political events that 

intertwine to create conditions of vulnerability. Trethewey's material and symbolic 

readings of land use practices on the coast gain power and heft with the affective and 

empathic language of personal narrative. In order to show how 'recovery' itself is a layered, 

uneven, and far-reaching process, Trethewey pairs her narrative of revisiting Gulfport and 

its histories with the story of her brother's eventual imprisonment, several years after the 

storm. By interweaving these two narratives through poems, memoir, photographs, and 

letters, Beyond Katrina links the failure of 'recovery' for black communities on the Gulf 

Coast to systemic racial inequality and the prison system. As she unfolds her personal 

narrative through nonfictional prose, Trethewey is vigilant about the dangers of memory 

and nostalgia when writing about place and community struggles. Commenting on the 

tendency to reach for a narrative of community solidarity in times of crisis, Trethewey 

explains 

This is often the way collective, cultural memory works, full of omissions, partial 
remembering, and purposeful forgetting. People on both sides of a story look better 
in a version that leaves out certain things. It is another way that rebuilding is also 
about remembering—that is, not just rebuilding the physical structures and 
economy of the coast but also rebuilding, revising the memory of Katrina and its 
aftermath. (20) 
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In Beyond Katrina, Trethewey uses a combination of poetic, visual, and prose forms to 

critique these competing narratives while contributing her own. In "When We Dead 

Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision," Adrienne Rich writes, “re-vision—the act of looking 

back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction—is for 

us more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival” (Rich 18). Trethewey's 

revision of the Mississippi Gulf Coast in Beyond Katrina is both descriptive and 

revisionary, offering in the place of invisibility and silence the voices and scenes of 

personal narrative and poetry. 

In the context of her creative nonfiction, Trethewey's poems in Beyond Katrina 

interrupt the linear flow of prose, often recalling images and details from the narrative and 

embedding them in the distilled, compressed form of poems often no longer than a page. 

Trethewey's poems gather visuals and marshal physical description of what one sees along 

the coast: a line-by-line material parataxis, in which each object builds upon the last. The 

perspective shifts from what she, narrator, sees, or what he, narrator's brother, sees, to what 

the poem sees. In "Witness," the first poem in the series called "Congregation," the first 

line's tour-guide tone, "Here is North Gulfport—" is immediately undercut by the lines that 

follow, a catalog of images: "its liquor stores and car washes,/trailers and shotgun 

shacks/propped at the road's edge; its brick houses hunkered/against the weather" 

(Trethewey 73). What appears to be a drive-by survey of built structures on the side of the 

road gives way to a sense of economic and environmental vulnerability. Sturdy brick 

houses "hunker" against possible storms—not singular events but simply "the weather"—

and other buildings are even more tenuous. Shacks and trailers, ephemeral or mobile types 
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of dwellings, are "propped at the road's edge," entirely precarious. The poem continues its 

list with "streets named for states/and presidents," absent in all but name, and "its phalanx 

of church houses" with their "chorus/of marquees: God is not/the author of fear; Without 

faith/we is victims;" (Trethewey 73). By recording what she sees on the roadside and on 

the signs, by reading the surfaces for what is written on them, Trethewey suggests how 

deeply faith, fear, and invisible forms of political power are embedded in the at-risk 

landscape of North Gulfport. She also records the grammatical slip—"we is" instead of 

"we are"—that conjures both a code switch and a possible failure of primary education. 

Trethewey does not comment on this material description directly, in the poem or in the 

prose that surrounds it. Here and elsewhere, her poems pause and stand at a remove from 

her analysis, creating a collective visual document of the place. 

By attending to material and symbolic visual realities of the Gulf Coast, Trethewey 

uses the surfaces of her surroundings as entry points into their complex histories. Naming 

becomes a central theme in Beyond Katrina. Trethewey writes,  

It is commonplace that the landscape is inscribed with the traces of things long 
gone. Everywhere the names of towns, rivers, shopping malls, and subdivisions 
bear witness to vanished Native American tribes, communities of former slaves, 
long-ago industrial districts and transit routes. We speak these names often unaware 
of their history, forgetting how they came to be. Each generation is further from the 
events and the people to which the names refer—these relics becoming more and 
more abstract. No longer talismans of memory, the words are monuments 
nonetheless. As Robert Haas has written, 'A word is elegy to the thing it signifies.' 
(33) 
 

As the landscape contains traces of its past and its rebuilding, as landscape is a site of 

continuous reuse and revision, so the language we use to describe and designate that 

landscape reminds and reasserts the presence of other communities, other land uses, and 
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other violent histories. Trethewey emphasizes the tendency to forget these histories by 

forgetting the significance of the names themselves, suggesting that attention to the small, 

superficial-seeming details, like the language of street signs and church marquees, can 

make such histories accessible. Her prose speaks from within the Gulf Coast community, 

which separates out a "we" in which most readers cannot participate, while insisting on the 

specificity of the place and its issues in this particular moment. At the same time, by 

quoting Haas, Trethewey points to the possibility for writing place as elegy: if aftermath 

renders the visual and linguistic landscape empty of concrete significance and connection 

to specificity, rewriting a place from within the aftermath can recover names and places 

from the memorial, the monumental, and the abstract. This reflects what Margaret Ronda 

calls "impossible elegy," a mourning that never ends for something we never totally knew 

to begin with.16 In the context of ecopoetics, Ronda asserts "the inadequacy and 

incompletion of [the elegy's] work of mourning. This inadequacy begins in the fact that the 

poem never defines precisely what its loss consists of, as if the loss is at once too intimate 

and too totalized to name." In Beyond Katrina, narrative prose lays the impossible, unfixed 

groundwork of Katrina's aftermath on an already devastated Mississippi Gulf Coast that 

poems try and fail to elegize. Ronda writes, "this mourning without an object reflects an 

absence whose scale and consequences remain unfathomable, and yet which remains 

central to (indeed, constitutive of) this speaker's sense of self." Absences abound in 

Trethewey's texts: homes, dispersed families, lost loved ones, destroyed ecosystems, 

                                                
16 From "Mourning and Melancholia in the Anthropocene" in Post45 2013.   
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ravaged communities, all of which constitute a place in which the narrator and poet defines 

herself. To an interviewer, Trethewey said, "In my head, I am Mississippi. I feel like it's 

Mississippi that made me" (Conversations 170). She does not work to repair the place or 

herself, but to recognize what remains and what has been lost. In place of recovery through 

elegy, Trethewey offers an impossibly complex and continuously revised mourning 

through the elegiac.  

When Trethewey revisits Gulfport and the coast in 2007—two years after the 

storm—and again in 2009, what she finds is not a destroyed coast or a rebuilt coast, but 

something altogether else that contains both evidence of destruction and evidence of 

development, a layered and entangled mess. She writes 

All along the coast, evidence of rebuilding marks the wild, devastated landscape. 
A little more than a year before, much debris still littered the ground: crumbled 
buildings, great piles of concrete and rebar twisted into strange shapes, bridges 
lifting a path to nowhere. Now new condominium developments rise above the 
shoreline, next to the remains of a gas station, its single overhang, the concrete 
stripped or gouged, revealing the steel frame, like bones, underneath. Here and 
there are signs of what’s still to come: posters reading ‘South Beach’ and 
‘Beachfront living only better.’ Other evidence of how slow rebuilding can be. 
(Trethewey 23) 
 

This description of "crumbled buildings," "piles of concrete," and "the remains of a gas 

station" alongside new condos and their advertisements provides a visual metaphor for the 

policies and government spending that have supported the expansion of corporate 

developments for the tourist industry and the middle and upper classes while failing to aid 

or rebuild—and, as I describe in the next section, actively demolishing—the everyday 

structures (homes, gas stations) that make life possible for the lower class communities that 

have called the coast home for decades. It is a visual metaphor for the coast's history, as 
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well: the rise of casino tourism alongside the disenfranchisement of black communities in 

an environmentally and socially vulnerable area. The juxtaposition of images in 

Trethewey's description offers a counter narrative to the concepts of recovery and 

rebuilding—"slow" and ongoing processes that often replace what needs to be fixed or 

rebuilt. 

Evidence of Katrina's destruction and the landscape it created lingers on the coast 

in Trethewey's narrative. She refuses to see the development of new condos, casinos, or 

resorts without also seeing the leftovers and ruins that surround them.  

There are concrete slabs wedged into the earth leading to nothing. There are 
concrete slabs so overtaken by grass, roots, and weeds it is as if no one ever lived 
there—so quickly has nature begun its rebuilding, its wild and green remaking of 
the land. The devastation reminds me of our fleeting imprint on the landscape, the 
impermanence of our man-made world, the way nature responds to our folly—our 
own culpability writ large in the damage wrought by Katrina. (Trethewey 24) 
 

Rather than reading a narrative of recovery that emphasizes human triumph over 

destructive natural forces, Trethewey finds signs of her own human complicity within that 

destruction. Concrete slabs, flat surfaces, are all that remain of many of the homes and 

buildings that made up North Gulfport. Her description of the quickness of nature's 

"remaking" of the land also points to the slowness of human efforts—specifically 

Mississippi's state government efforts—to restore the housing of low and middle income 

residents of the coast. The concrete slabs have been vacant so long, they are grown over. 

These slabs and other damaged or destroyed structures provide visible evidence of the 

extent to which the narrative of recovery and rebuilding has eclipsed the actual stagnancy 

of poor communities on the coast. Trethewey writes 
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A post-Katrina progress report and housing study published by the Mississippi 
governor's office for the most recent anniversary reveals that 52,512 severely 
damaged housing units, roughly 20 percent have been designated blight—vacant 
lots, lots with only slabs remaining, or damaged structures. Surveying North 
Gulfport—even from the highway—it appears that a lot of that blight is 
concentrated here. (89) 
 

By surveying the land herself, describing what she sees as she walks around the place, 

Trethewey transforms the number—52,512—and the percentage—"roughly 20"—of the 

governor's report into a visualizable scene. She, along with the New York Times and the 

south Mississippi Sun-Herald, notes that these numbers do not adequately show how the 

"blight" is distributed across the coast. Lower income, predominately black communities 

like North Gulfport remain in a state of ongoing "blight" while the state proclaims steady 

progress toward 'recovery' in their use of federal aid (especially for ongoing projects like 

the Port of Gulfport). Even those journalists who critique the diversion of federal funds 

from poor and lower-income residents and housing seek what Trethewey calls "the 

triumphant narrative of 'the poor little state' that cleaned up, rebuilt, and succeeded in ways 

that Louisiana failed" (Trethewey 90). To adequately address the notion of rebuilding and 

recovery in a zone of historic and ongoing social and environmental vulnerability and 

systemic disenfranchisement like the Mississippi Gulf Coast requires a different narrative 

altogether, one that is likely not linear, that does not progress toward a tidy ending, but one 

that is, like Beyond Katrina, layered, looping, and inconclusive. Trethewey continues her 

critique, "This story, with its little-engine-that-could nostalgia, ignores the ongoing 

experiences of so many poor people whose lives have yet to be rebuilt. And with its 'us' 

and 'them' language, the comments also hint at the racial tensions implicit in this difficult 
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story" (Trethewey 90). Her text refuses the easy division between disaster and recovery, 

and rejects economic solutions (build a casino!) to longstanding racial inequalities and 

environmental disregard. Her text documents the ongoingness of vulnerability on the coast 

by describing, from her point of view and from that of other members of her family, the 

coast's pre-Katrina and post-Katrina landscape. She shows how the storm feeds into other 

conditions and consequences that occur on much larger time scales—the scale of 

subsidence and erosion, for example, and the scale that includes her brother's time in prison 

in its scope of the aftermath.   

As the sections above indicate, each of Trethewey's descriptions of the material 

realities on the coast—debris and development—provides a point of access to the history 

of the environment, land use, and built structures on the coast. Building and rebuilding 

have a layering effect that in turn alters the way Trethewey sees photos of the pre-Katrina 

coast, what she calls a palimpsest.  

As I contemplate the development of the coast, looking at old photographs of once 
new buildings—the pride of a growing city—I see beneath them, as if a palimpsest, 
the destruction wrought by Katrina. The story of the coast has been a story of urban 
development driven by economic factors and a much-less-than-needed awareness 
or consideration of the effects of such development on the environment. It can be 
seen in all the concrete poured on the coast—impervious to rainwater, a strip of 
parking lots and landfill. (Trethewey 51) 
 

Not only do the building practices on the coast eclipse the terrain of the coast itself, but the 

concrete, in Trethewey's reading, makes for more severe flooding in the context of storms 

and hurricanes, whereas the sand shoal the concrete is poured into is more able to absorb 

the rainfall and storm surges. Coastal developers have for so long been so oblivious or 

willfully ignorant of the vulnerable and dynamic nature of the shore and its land mass that 
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a casino built offshore in 1926 (before 1992, when casinos were allowed to be built on 

land) called the Isle of Caprice was submerged just six years after being built. "Built on a 

sand shoal in an ecosystem characterized by hurricanes, erosion, and shifting landmasses, 

the resort's name proved to be prophetic as well. After a few years the waters began to 

overtake the key, never fully receding. By 1932 it was gone, completely submerged, Dog 

Key retaken by the capricious Gulf waters—a reclamation engineered by the winds and 

rains of storms" (Trethewey 34). Natural reclamation is also a kind of repurposing through 

what appears to be destruction. A refusal to recognize the changing nature of the coast, 

change exacerbated by subsidence due to the extraction of oil off shore, is a failure to see 

what is present and ongoing on the coast and a failure to see it in the context of its history 

of environmental vulnerability. Trethewey's palimpsestic reading of place insists on the 

intertwining of past and present realities written on the surface of the coast. She writes, 

"The past can only be understood in the context of the present, overlapped as they are, one 

informing the other" (Trethewey 51). However, it is not so simple as reading the present 

onto a known past, either, because the past, too, contains omissions and erasures that it 

sometimes takes the present to reveal.  

The present imagery of the devastated Mississippi Gulf Coast is, of course, what 
forces me to see the palimpsest of ruin in the 'before' photographs, and yet turning 
to survey the past, I did not expect to find what I did. I was going back to read the 
narrative I thought was there—one in which gambling and the gaming industry, 
responsible for so much recent land and economic development on the coast, was 
a new arrival, not something already ingrained in the culture of the place…I 
expected to find a story that would tell me that everything had been fine until 1992, 
when legalized offshore gambling returned, not that the losses to wetlands because 
of development had already begun as long ago as 1950—and had continued. Seeing 
my own need to believe one narrative, I think again of the words of Flannery 
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O'Connor, Where you thought you were going to never was there. (Trethewey 51-
52) 
 

Trethewey returns here to the line she used in her preface to explain the reuse of her earlier 

poem in this collection. She admits that the narrative she believed about the coast—one in 

which recent development practices have led to environmental and social disintegration—

has a much longer and contested history. Even seeing the present landscape as a palimpsest 

does not exempt her from the narrative simplifications—chronological progress, 

environmental degradation as a recent phenomenon—that eclipse the difficult realities of 

ongoing disrepair and damage. Difficult, ongoing realities demand impossible but 

necessary forms of elegy, forms and representations of mourning that persist. 

The other difficult intersectional reality Trethewey's descriptions make visible is 

the conflict between economic 'development' and increased environmental risk. New 

casinos and resorts create jobs for residents of the Mississippi Gulf Coast, including 

Trethewey's brother, and these opportunities lead to more financial stability and permanent 

housing, which decreases their social vulnerability. However, she writes, "the future of the 

Mississippi Gulf Coast's environment is tied to the stability of the wetlands, the possibility 

of rising tide levels—due, in part, to global warming rates—and the potential impact of 

humans and development along the coast" (Trethewey 58). Development on the coast 

makes the coast more vulnerable to flooding and hurricane damage, and loss of wetlands 

to absorb flooding is directly related to built structures and oil extraction along the coast. 

While the 'developments' provide some temporary job security to coastal residents, they 

increase the overall environmental vulnerability of an at-risk region. The casinos and 
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resorts themselves, built in the aftermath of Hurricane Camille, failed to follow strict 

structural safety regulations, making them all the more prone to damage in subsequent 

storms. Meanwhile residents, especially after Katrina highlighted the shoddy construction 

practices in coastal development, bear the brunt of the regulatory cost as they try to rebuild 

their homes.  

Aesha17 tells me about the new FEMA requirements for housing elevation levels. 
'It makes rebuilding too expensive for many poor people,' she says. The new 
regulations stipulate that homes can only be rebuilt twenty yards back from the 
road, but many homeowners' lots don't extend that far. 'Now,' she says, 'it's likely 
that they'll be pushed out.' It's not hard to imagine a future for the coast in which 
their absence in the face of the casinos transforms forever the historic character of 
the area into a glitzy corporate landscape. With the damage wrought by the storm 
to the seafood industry, the casinos are now the creators of the dominant economic 
narrative on the coast. They are visually dominant too. (Trethewey 58-59) 
 

The already disenfranchised lower class residents on the coast, who have smaller home lots 

to begin with, are unable to rebuild their homes on their property under new safety 

regulations.18 As homeowners struggle to rebuild, resorts and casinos gain even bigger 

footholds on the coast, dominating the visual landscape and in turn rewriting the place and 

the meaning of 'recovery.' Trethewey interviews her friends and family on the coast to 

record their personal stories. She enacts her revision by accessing other narratives—of 

                                                
17 Trethewey's brother's girlfriend. 
18 However, if residents leave their "unbuilt" or destroyed homes as-is, the state charges a fee for 
demolition. “Instead of helping the poor, like most of the residents in Tammy’s neighborhood—
many who are renters—the money has been used to help utility and insurance companies and 
middle- and upper-income homeowners. Some houses around Tammy’s have been repaired, but 
many have not. If the owners can’t afford to rebuild or repair a badly damaged house, the city 
demands that it be torn down. ‘But demolition is expensive,’ she tells me. ‘They’ll come out and 
do it for you, tear down what’s left of your house and break up the slab and haul it away—but 
most people out here can’t afford what the city charges for demolition.’ She points to an empty 
lot beside her house. ‘If you wait long enough, they’ll just tear it down anyway—even if you 
want to repair your house’” (Trethewey 22-23).  
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historic racial segregation and disenfranchisement, destruction through the storm, and 

continued struggle in the aftermath—that are hidden in the plain view of 'recovery' on the 

coast. 

  
Trethewey's text is able to connect and parse these multiple histories and layers of 

narrative that encompass the coast's environmental and social conditions of vulnerability 

by providing detailed, accurate descriptions through personal stories from coastal residents. 

The poems in Beyond Katrina were originally written for In Verse, a project through NPR 

that "send[s] poets to certain locations to report" (Conversations 147). Trethewey's editor, 

who earlier commissioned the prose that forms the first half of the narrative nonfiction of 

Katrina as three lectures at UVA, sent the poet "back to the Gulf Coast" on the heels of her 

brother's imprisonment to report from the field. Even in its compilation, Beyond Katrina 

formed out of the contingency of personal circumstances and was written in separate parts 

for multiple audiences in different forms. This compositional fragmentation reflects and 

accentuates the importance of repetition, revision, and remembering in the text.  

Trethewey's own story, the memoir of her returns to the coast that forms one of the 

text's narrative arcs, captures the unique loss of family history and connectedness that 

comes from losing a former home, but by the book's second half, it becomes her brother 

Joe's story, demonstrating the entanglement of Trethewey's personal emotional 

investments with a story that could have tried to narrate collective loss. By incorporating 

an ongoing event from her own life, Trethewey locates the center of impossible mourning. 

She mourns for histories of discrimination and segregation, her Grandmother on the 
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colored beach; for ecosystems, the beach and concrete boardwalk's imperviousness that fail 

to absorb floodwaters; for her neighbors and community, whose homes have been 

demolished; for the poverty that sweeps through these communities; for her brother's 

incarceration, which links to the overwhelming contemporary incarceration of men of 

color. In Trethewey herself, and in her prose and poetry, these intersectional forms of loss 

and damage connect and are made personal. Before turning to Trethewey's incorporation 

of Joe's story into Beyond Katrina, it is important to recognize why and how personal forms 

of writing are useful for documenting social and environmental vulnerability in 'forgotten' 

or invisible (to national or mainstream narratives) wastescapes. Trethewey's text is 

immersed in her own ongoing experiences of loss in Gulfport. Her own loss is 

irrecoverable, yet her text is explicitly conscious—and critical—of the desire for neat 

narratives of progress and recovery. Impossible elegy emphasizes, rather than overwrites, 

the relentlessness of devastation Trethewey experiences and her Gulf Coast writing makes 

manifest. In Beyond Katrina, elegy takes the form of poetry combined with memoir, a 

genre often used to record personal experiences with negative emotions and states—grief, 

depression, and addiction are common topics. Memoir, too, is an in-between genre that 

acknowledges that it narrates only a given portion of a person's life (as opposed to 

autobiography, that tends to be more chronological and encompassing). In emphasizing 

personal, fragmentary stories that do not follow conventional narrative arcs, literary 

memoir (and other autobiographically or personally inflected genres) may be uniquely 

suited to addressing intersectional, ongoing conditions of vulnerability. Her prose dredges 

up the memories, histories, and partial narratives that contain her experience of the coast, 
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bearing witness to ongoing damage and loss through testimony and revisitation. Her 

poems, in this context, are pauses, prayers, and moments of silence that call the perishable 

evidence of destruction into being and memorialize it. Together, they form an elegy that 

does not resolve, that does not recover or move on, but simply recognizes, acknowledges, 

and copes.19  

The nature and possibility of personal recovery, much like the larger regional 

recovery that Trethewey critiques throughout the text, haunts the second half of the 

narrative explicitly when her brother's struggles become one of its foci. "During the year 

or so after the storm," she writes, "everything that had been disrupted seemed to be starting 

to settle, the narrative of recovery overwriting the devastation." She continues, "My brother 

too seemed on the way to remaking his life." Joe, her brother, who had spent the years prior 

to Katrina fixing up rental properties in Gulfport, loses all of his buildings in the storm and 

has no funds to restore them without renters. He finds work for the coastal cleanup crews, 

a moment in his post-Katrina narrative that becomes the center of Trethewey's poem 

"Watcher, After Katrina":  

Behind safety goggles, he watched the sand for bones, / searched for debris that 
clogged the great machines. / Riding the prow of the cleaners, or walking ahead, / 
he watched for carcasses—chickens mostly, maybe / some cats or dogs. No one 
said remains. No one / had to. It was a kind of faith, that watching: / my brother 
trained his eyes to bear / the sharp erasure of sand and glass, prayed / there'd be 
nothing more to see. (75) 
 

                                                
19 In the DSM-V, psychologists name for the first time a condition called "complicated grief," in which 
mourning is not a matter of getting over a loss but rather an ongoing state that mirrors depression. For a 
general overview, see Hughes in Scientific American (2011). For research on complicated grief in the 
aftermath of Katrina, see Shear et al in Depression and Anxiety (2011). 
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This poem personifies the material parataxis that Trethewey engages throughout. Bones 

are immersed in sand, debris clogs cleaning machines. Debris refers to both "carcasses" 

and other detritus from the storm, and the poem places emphasis on the multiple valences 

of the word "remains" in the context of the storm and its aftermath. Remains can be "all 

that is left of something," a "part or parts of a dead body," "substances of organic origin 

preserved in fossilized form," or "a historical or archeological site." Sand and glass—

features natural and manmade—merge in the watcher's eye, a trans-corporeal blinding. 

Erasure, whether or not it is intended, is a form of rewriting, one that embodies the desire 

for what has already happened to be undone. Unwillingness or inability to see and to accept 

what has happened and what continues to happen before one's eyes becomes one of 

Trethewey's central motifs. 

The cleanup crew is as ephemeral as the concept it symbolizes: that something like 

Katrina can be cleaned up and resolved. Trethewey writes, "just more than a year after 

landfall, the contractors pulled out of Gulfport and other devastated Mississippi coastal 

towns, leaving behind much less work for people struggling to recover and rebuild their 

lives" (91-92). Joe is left without work again, and "with taxes due on the vacant land and 

no buyers for the property," he finds himself short on options for coming up with cash. He 

reacts with a "desperate decision" to transport and deliver several ounces of cocaine for 

four thousand dollars, a decision that lands him in prison. "Recovery" for the people on the 

coast is much more complicated than cleaning the beach or building new resorts. By 

focusing the end of her narrative of the post-Katrina gulf coast on her brother's story and 
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his time in prison, Trethewey links the failing prison system to longstanding racial and 

economic inequalities and social vulnerabilities.  

To access these intersections, Trethewey focuses on personal stories and 

interactions, including a family ritual. Her grandmother dies and Joe gains permission to 

leave prison for a few hours to visit the body before the family has their home-going 

ceremony in their still partially destroyed church. After Joe is taken away, still handcuffed, 

Trethewey's niece PJ makes a eulogy that causes Trethewey to reflect, "I can't help thinking 

of what recovery and rebuilding means in this little room dressed up to serve as the 

sanctuary…[PJ] could mark the passing of her great-grandmother, the arrest of her father—

the turmoil of these years—as aftermath" (101). Even within her own family, Trethewey 

realizes that she cannot account for the way her niece experiences the storm and its 

aftermath, and can but gesture at the legacy it will have on the rest of her life. Here the 

necessary fragmentation, partiality, and smallness of personal narrative shows the varied 

and immeasurable effects that narratives of recovery cannot address and in fact overwrite. 

When Trethewey talks to Joe on the phone in prison, or reads his letters, she realizes 

that she is looking for some of the same narrative comfort that stories of recovery provide. 

She does not want to hear that some objects in prison are "safe" and others aren't, she wants 

to be reassured that her brother is okay. She is scared to ask the questions, afraid to get the 

accurate description that the rest of her book champions. This longing for silence in her 

brother's narrative sparks her to reflect on the function of silence in other realms. 

So often this is what the silences—in families as well as in the public discourse of 
difficult events—are all about: if something isn't spoken, it isn't fully known, and 
we can absolve ourselves of the responsibility that knowing entails. And yet our 
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civic duty as citizens requires that we not turn away from knowing and that we use 
what we know to continue working for the best society we can hope to achieve. In 
the ongoing narrative of Katrina and the aftermath, this means uncovering the 
difficult stories about the aftermath and 'recovery' that are often suppressed. It 
means remembering both the natural disaster of the hurricane that hit the 
Mississippi Gulf Coast as well as the man-made disaster of the levee break in New 
Orleans—and the travesty of the early response to that break. It means reckoning 
with our own blindness and erasures affecting the national discourse of the largest 
natural disaster in our history. (Trethewey 102) 
 

Perhaps the most important statement in Beyond Katrina comes from a narrative that seems 

at one remove from both the author and the story she is trying to tell, but in fact both are 

deeply entwined in her personal narrative of Katrina's aftermath on the Mississippi Gulf 

Coast. Beyond Katrina is an uncovering, a remembering of all the parts, a reckoning with 

blindness and erasures: this is the effect of its combination of unflinching descriptions, 

material parataxis, personal narrative, and formal fragmentation. Trethewey's brother's 

story does not have a satisfying conclusion, nor is there any closure for the Gulf Coast in 

the ongoing aftermath. Its elegy is inadequate and incomplete, its losses defined and 

detailed in the context of the personal.  

For how can anyone mourn, or even lose, something they failed to see in the first 

place? In addition to providing a metric for the effects of this disaster on human lives and 

the environment, Trethewey's narrative engages the question of how this ongoing disaster, 

like the Deepwater Horizon spill that followed it, was hidden in plain sight. Further, it asks 

how the ongoing disasters of poverty, racial inequality, and social vulnerability have gone 

largely unrecorded and unseen. It is due partly to the political inequities that make poor 

communities of color more vulnerable nationwide and around the world. But it is also, 

Trethewey suggests, because the recognition of these ongoing realities on the Gulf Coast—
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what existed before 2005 and what the storm and spill made it—is too sad to look at, it 

hurts too much. It is ongoing and doesn't fit a neat narrative of recovery though various 

entities and organizations have tried to paint one over it again and again. The link to Joe is 

crucial here, for Trethewey suggests that this dangerous desire for a narrative of recovery 

that erases the damage inflicted by a broken system is also at work in a prison system that 

operates on the notion of human rehabilitation. The desire for an uplifting narrative in the 

face of struggle is not surprising, nor is a longing for a happy ending. But the aftermaths 

are not endings, nor are they happy for many. LeMenager writes of the same kind of silence 

in "Petromelancholia": “Denial inhibits mourning, a passage forward” (105). Denial can 

come through a refusal to see, which Trethewey's narrative works to correct through 

accurate description, but it can also take the form of an elaborate cover up, a revision of 

the truth that hides reality, like BP's response to Deepwater Horizon. Rewriting and 

revision are primary methods of erasure that lead to denial and ignorance of the 

vulnerabilities of places like the Gulf Coast. But rewriting and revision are also means to 

acceptance and grounds for change.  

In the second to last chapter of Beyond Katrina, Trethewey begins to incorporate 

letters from her brother in prison into her narrative. These letters are largely descriptive 

and personal. She writes 

Over the course of several months, however, Joe's letters become more like 
personal meditations—things he writes to himself during those minutes he is able 
to find some private space. In that way, he begins a kind of recovery—a process of 
personal recovery—that is beyond the rebuilding of his life that will have to take 
place later. And as the trajectory of his letters changes, I learn more about the 
difficulties he faces every day. I see in his contemplation the incorporation of a new 
narrative, one that integrates his past with the uncertain future he faces—his story 
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on a parallel track with the evolving story of memory, rebuilding, and recovery on 
the Mississippi Gulf Coast. (Trethewey 103) 
 

Personal writing, Trethewey tentatively suggests, is its own form of recovery, in that it 

allows the writer to reclaim power over narrative. It is a way to claim a private, personal 

space within a public tragedy, within a national narrative, within a larger history—a 

hurricane, the prison system. And it provides a counterpoint to the deeply disempowering 

narratives that often follow natural disasters, especially when those narratives are 

controlled by corporate entities. Individual human stories told from personal perspectives 

enhance understanding of larger natural and environmental catastrophes by demonstrating 

how they are intertwined with ongoing social injustices. "Some things have stayed with me 

through all of this and happen in my memory as if they are still occurring—like a story I 

am rewriting until I get the ending right. I know too that it's a form of rebuilding" 

(Trethewey 119). The longing for an ending, or for a new development to overwrite the 

past, can find expression in rebuilding, repurposing: using the actual substance of what 

remains to create something new.  

 

 
Sifting through Virtual Wreckage  

The vulnerability of the storm and flood-prone Gulf Coast is abetted by inept 

emergency response, diversion of federal aid money to development projects that neglect 

the poorest communities and compromise the shoreline's porosity to absorb excess 

floodwaters, and policies that make rebuilding in those communities nearly impossible. 

But in the midst of these conditions and structural violences, the coast is also one of the 
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United States' chosen sacrifices at the altar of oil, what Michael Klare calls "tough oil." 

Deepwater drilling is dangerous and relatively new terrain for the oil industry, which 

profits enormously from putting coastal communities in the Gulf at risk. The other major 

profiteer is the US government, who continues to sell leases for new wells in the deep water 

of the Gulf. While some coastal residents benefit from jobs in offshore oil, the vast majority 

reap devastating health effects when oil finds its way to shore, along with the continuing 

consequences of coastal subsidence and wetland loss. But the human and environmental 

damage of spills, which are inevitable in the context of oil companies'—and government 

regulators'—myopic focus on profits at the expense of safety and precaution, has not been 

adequately represented or understood. This is due, in part, to wastelanding: communities 

on the coast, as Trethewey's book makes clear, have long been rendered expendable.20 

Wastelanding also makes the coast and the Gulf less visible and active in the geographic 

imaginaries of US citizens. Deepwater drilling occurs by definition far enough out from 

shore that the rigs can't be seen, nor can the workers on the rig see any land. Most 

Americans can never see them. Outside the US, deepwater drilling happens in places that 

are contested—claimed by many countries—and likewise unseen.  The deep oceans are, as 

Stacy Alaimo writes "an abyss of concern," and fail to garner the same human interest and 

awareness as other ecosystems ("Violet-Black" 233). Thus deepwater drilling in the Gulf 

is doubly effaced from ongoing concern and investment, making it easier for the 

                                                
20 See introduction n5 (Voyles 10). 
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government to continue to sell leases even after events like the 2010 BP spill inflict 

catastrophic environmental and human damage. 

When the Deepwater Horizon, a rig operated by Transocean for BP, dug the deepest 

well yet fifty miles out from shore in the Gulf, they did not proceed with caution and 

attention to safety, but instead eliminated jobs and oversight until the rig was dangerously 

inadequately monitored. BP capitalized on the rig's distance from shore and its newness to 

run on a skeleton crew, maximizing profit, and in the process put oil workers and the Gulf 

and coast at enormous risk. From the beginning, the risk of off shore drilling is hidden by 

narratives of progress, exploration, and profit—a revision engineered by oil executives to 

allay/erase fears about offshore drilling and its risks while drilling and operating 

irresponsibly. BP's tactics of revision were invaluable when the Deepwater Horizon 

exploded in April 2010, killing eleven workers and injuring and psychologically damaging 

many others; spill-related suicides continue to occur. Despite the ongoing leak, which was 

not stopped for eighty-seven days and is in fact still seeping in areas around the Macondo 

drill, BP and its lawyers found a way to harness the narrative of recovery to cover up their 

bad behavior before, during, and in the aftermath of the spill. They did so using money and 

chemical dispersants, and by refusing access to rigs, clean up workers, and the Gulf during 

cleanup to journalists and cameras.  

Eventually, BP used the natural features and wildlife of the Gulf itself to sell their 

narrative of recovery in ads. This strategy, using the natural features to aid the corporate 

narrative, belongs not just to BP's revisionary ad campaigns, but to the government 
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representatives who support and profit from the oil industry. Referring to it as 'natural 

agency,' Rob Nixon writes 

Oil industry apologist Rep. Don Young (R-AK), testifying at congressional 
hearings on the blowout, knew exactly how to mine this 'natural agency' logic: the 
Deepwater Horizon spill was 'not an environmental disaster,' he declared. 'I will say 
that again and again because it is a natural phenomenon. Oil has seeped into this 
ocean for centuries, will continue to do it. . . . We will lose some birds, we will lose 
some fixed sea-life, but overall it will recover.' (21)   
 

To defer to the intransitive version of the verb "recover"—to get better, to get again, to get 

back, but also, literally, to cover over—is not just a problematic syntactical insistence on 

resolution to a single disaster or event, but a strategic way to shift the emphasis on present 

circumstances and the events and attitudes that caused them to a future, utopic narrative. A 

recovered Gulf (like a recovered planet) is a Gulf that does not exist, that will never exist. 

It is a fantasy. Likewise, to emphasize the presence of oil in the ocean "for centuries" 

borrows the logic of deep time and scaling up in order to diminish human impacts. These 

forms of revision eclipse the actual current conditions of the coast and the impacts of 

deepwater drilling.  

Physical and psychological distance coupled with the corporate drive to conceal the 

dangerous realities of offshore drilling make its representation difficult. An immersive 

literary or filmic work on the spill is made nearly impossible by the restricted access to 

deepwater drilling platforms. I turn to the the interactive documentary Offshore for the 

remainder of this chapter, to illustrate how new techniques in virtual representation and 

interactive media attempt to intervene in narratives that are hidden from view or hijacked 

by corporations and government representatives.  
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A visit from any web browser to offshore-interactive.com will land you in the 

deepwater. The title screen is open sea, blue water and dark clouds, dotted with a few gray 

rigs in the hazy distance. You can hear mechanical humming at various pitches and the 

sounds of wind and waves. A button encourages you to click and drag, which permits a 

vertiginous 360-degree view of open water, with no human, animal, or plant life visible. 

To get past this title screen, you click play. Like each of the components of this 

documentary, the viewer has to choose to have the experience, to continue, by clicking. 

The first thing that comes up after clicking is the quoted text "The era of easy oil is over," 

followed by its attribution, David O'Reilley, CEO of Chevron, 2005. In the background are 

muffled voices over radio, but not what they say. The first voices are ominous and 

disembodied, which initiate the viewer into the nightmarish setting of the deepwater rig. 

Next you are in a helicopter, with gray water streaming below and an aerial view of the 

gulf shore. The greens and browns of land are interspersed with water, showing that there 

is no sharp demarcation between land and water, how the gulf cuts into the land in canals 

and marshes, and homes and buildings are very close to sea level. The helicopter then gives 

aerial views of other offshore drilling hubs around the world (Ghana, Alaska) with numbers 

in the billions flashing near them, the statistics of drilling passing before the viewer can 

necessarily absorb them. More text appears, warning of the profits and catastrophic dangers 

of drilling "hundreds of miles offshore, thousands of feet beneath the ocean floor." The 

restless cellos of composer Antoni Lazarkiewicz's score animate and layer as the helicopter 

circles and makes its landing on a dark gray rig. The viewer is very alone in this: no one 

comes to greet the helicopter, and no one else is on it.  
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After it lands, the viewer is alone in the empty helicopter and two items light up. 

Clicking on a set of headphones plays a disembodied, corporate female voice telling the 

viewer in dulcet tones that they shouldn't bring any matches or lighters or weapons on 

board, that rigs are very dangerous places and to proceed with caution. Clicking on the 

folder lying on one of the helicopter seats opens a document called "Accident Inquest 

Spartan 208," which instructs the viewer to "please proceed to investigate possible cause 

of presumed catastrophic failure and assess impact on adjacent communities and 

ecosystems." The other pages in the folder contain diagrams of the rig and the drill. After 

closing the folder, you can click your way out the open helicopter door, or you can click 

on the map icon in the upper right hand corner. The outside beckons—on my first viewing, 

I didn't see the map option at all, which opens an index to take you from one part of the rig 

to another. Instead, I navigated it spatially. I provide this play-by-play description to show 

how Offshore immerses its viewer in the world of deepwater drilling, a setting it portrays 

as dark and unsettling. Feelings of fear and dread are undercut, at first, by the knowledge 

that this film documents a spill that already happened, but this comfortable resolution will 

soon be called into question by the interviews, underwater footage, and archival materials 

scattered about the wreckage. 

As the viewer makes her way around the various platforms of the rig, descending 

deck by deck into the bowels of the structure, short series of video clips provide background 

on the growth of deepwater drilling. The first is titled "A Dangerous Frontier: The High 

Risk of Extreme Oil" and compares drilling to sending a spaceship to Mars in cost and 

technology. The dangers of deepwater—high pressure and low temperatures—are placed 
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in contrast to the title text on screen that informs viewers that in the next five years, forty-

five new well leases will be made available in the gulf. Rather than finding herself at the 

end of a disaster narrative, the viewer realizes she is in the midst of a much larger one. 

Michael Klare and other researchers weigh in on the history of offshore drilling in the Gulf, 

making it clear that the Gulf was chosen for offshore and deepwater drilling after the Santa 

Barbara spill ignited environmentalists on the west coast, making drilling there impossible. 

Immediately following their narrative of the Gulf's expendibility, retired oil worker Mr. 

Floyd appears in a rocking chair, describing his work on the rig as a great job that brought 

in a lot of money and made him and his family "middle class people." He talks proudly of 

the dangers of the job. Offshore places conflicting view points and perspectives one after 

another, leaving the navigation from one to the next up to the viewer. Regardless of order, 

the complexity of the oil industry's presence in the Gulf becomes more and more apparent.  

The parts of Offshore I found most challenging and most affecting are those that 

show how the Deepwater Horizon spill altered ecosystems, local industries, and 

individual's lives in deeply personal ways. Footage of the everyday lives of shrimp, oyster, 

and crab boat workers demonstrates how integral the Gulf is to local residents. Fishermen 

and women show how the spill affected—obliterated, in some instances—their catch, 

digging through the piles of crabs and shrimp to show clots of oil under the skin or 

surrounding the eggs. In this instance, both the violence of the oil to the creatures' bodies 

and the violence of the fishing industry itself appear on screen, with no commentary but 

the fisherman's. The viewer must decide her sympathies and investments for herself. Text 

on screen following these clips reads “On July 29, 2010, the US Federal Food and Drug 
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Administration opened state waters in the Gulf of Mexico that had been closed due to the 

spill, declaring that the seafood was safe. Many fishers and scientists, however, remain 

concerned about the longterm reproductive health of marine species pointing to the fact 

that it took four years for the herring fishery in Alaska to collapse following the Exxon 

Valdez spill. Find out more >>” Clicking on the link opens the Tampa Bay Times website 

to an article from April 2013 about a massive dieoff three years after the spill. The article 

is terrifying. It explains how oil has killed off foraminifera, microscopic worms, and coral, 

which will migrate up the food chain. It describes how lots of oil can be found in coastal 

marshes and lots more has sunk to the bottom, and tells about fishes found with lesions and 

diseases. Another click takes you to info about the decline in the fishing industry, 

presenting the same issue from an economic perspective. Each of these aspects of the 

interactions of the spill with local industries, ecosystems, and animal and human bodies 

shows how layered and unresolved the disaster still is. 

Following this, if the Offshore viewer enters the Theater, ads from BP and other oil 

companies play. The one I had already seen the most features Iris Cross, a black woman 

walking the beach in a blue BP polo and windbreaker. She says, "“I was born here. I’m 

still here. And so is BP.” After everything the viewer has learned about BP's unsafe 

practices and failures to respond adequately and sympathetically to those affected by the 

spill, this line is ominous. The ad focuses on the tourist industry, with some footage of 

fishing. Suddenly the heaps of shrimp and crabs on screen are very unsettling, since we 

just saw how their bodies are coated internally with oil. Not only does BP's ad campaign 

focus on a form of recovery—the allegedly thriving tourist industry—that ignores the 
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region's poorest and hardest hit by the spill's effects, it uses the failing fishing industries, 

contaminated food sources, and devastated ecosystems to sell viewers on its brand and its 

product: more oil, more drilling. The present-focused, excavatory, hands-on work of 

repurposing that takes place in other wastescapes and aftermaths, the perishable remains 

like water marks and destroyed buildings that Trethewey includes in her writing about the 

post-Katrina coast, is made more difficult when a corporate entity takes over the narrative 

and insists on recovery at the cost of accurate observation and assessment, insists on profit 

and progress at the cost of human lives and entire ecosystems. This is also made more 

difficult because of the movement of water, and our tendency not to look closely at its tiny 

organisms and their well-being (Alaimo). The narrative of the oil spill "clean up" refuses 

to recognize the ongoingness of vulnerability in the context of offshore drilling, and 

obfuscates that vulnerability by supplanting it with a narrative of recovery. Where 

Trethewey incorporates the mess of destruction and aftermath into her text, pauses with it, 

BP seeks—or acts outwardly as though they seek—to clean and resolve. Their response is 

entirely focused on the future as a way to undo a single event. This refuses both an 

understanding of history and an accurate reckoning with the present conditions. They fail 

to recognize how offshore oil contributes to subsidence and vulnerability on the coast.  

The hardest part of Offshore for me to watch, and the part that sticks with me the 

most, is the "Chemical Room," where viewers watch interviews with some of the same 

people from the section on the local fishing and shrimping industries, along with others 

who were hired by BP to help clean up the oil, and see a clip of researchers studying the 

long-term effects of chemical dispersant on fish populations. This section focuses on the 
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chemical COREXIT, used by BP to disperse the oil—break it down into tinier particles 

that can be ingested by animals in the Gulf—a process of "cleaning up" that ultimately 

poisoned the Gulf's underwater creatures and residents on shore. Here, the need for swift 

corporate recovery hits the reality of corporeal damage across species lines. Darla Rooks, 

a shrimp boat captain, describes what happens to her immediately after a net wet with water 

on which dispersant had been sprayed splashed on her. The "BP stuff," as she calls it, made 

her start itching all over. Within twenty-four hours, she was in convulsions. What followed 

is her description of symptoms that sounds like a horror film: heart palpitations, headache, 

bleeding from the breasts, rectum, nose, ears, urinating blood, and a deficit in hearing. Next 

we hear from Corey Danos, who was hired to skim oil for BP in the cleanup. He asked for 

a respirator, after hearing the the dispersant was potentially dangerous, and, like many other 

clean-up workers, was told that if he asked again he would be fired. Clean up crews in 

respirators were bad business, bad press. He cites being sprayed four different times, 

describes "a gumbo of toxins." His symptoms were neurological: paranoia, seizures, and 

eventual diagnoses of paranoid schizophrenia, bipolar, and chronic bronchitis. COREXIT 

contains neurotoxins that do not leave the body because they are stored in fat, where they 

affect the nervous system, a doctor who started a detox program for coastal residents 

explains. These stories from individuals are placed in a series with a story of the effects of 

COREXIT on fish populations; not short-term fatalities but long term impacts on 

reproductive health in fish that indicates a population die-off. One resident, Kindra 

Arneson, tells the interviewer, "we're the trade-off." She explains how no one listens or 

helps them, despite the pervasive sickness throughout their communities. "It's like we're in 
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a bubble," she says. The bubble is due to the silencing narrative that BP created around the 

spill, which insists on resolution when the reality is ongoing damage.  

It’s hard to know when you’re finished watching Offshore. With links that take you 

out and beyond the documentary's website, and many more clips about offshore drilling 

outside the US in the "Global" section, the amount of material is staggering. There isn’t 

really an end, you’re done when you’re done. The process of watching the film is 

unresolved and open-ended. This, too, has an immersive effect, and for me it was 

devastating. Each of the texts and films I examine in this dissertation made me think and 

feel differently about the wastescapes they represented. As I tried to distill and crystallize 

the right language for describing these works, their forms, their formal characteristics and 

techniques, how they use language or film to alter how I see and understand these places, 

I had to assess it on a personal level. How is this making me feel? How does this change 

my understanding of the lived experience of this place for different people and creatures 

that exist in it? How does this change my understanding of wastecapes overall? Most often, 

in response to “how does it feel,” the answer was “it hurts.” So then the question became: 

how does it hurt? Does it heal? Does it mourn? Does it pause and call for silence, reflection? 

Does it scream and yell and demand action, response?  

In some of my chapters, I wade through the depths of toxicity and damage to find 

some kernel of formal or representational power. In this chapter, the last chapter I wrote, I 

will be honest: the longer I watched Offshore, the more I cried. The more actively 

despairing I felt. The more fearful I felt. I will say, too, that I talked more about this chapter 

in public, to friends and family, than the others. It feels close to home, maybe, because I’ve 
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spent time on the gulf this year and I live in a state that borders it. But thinking about it 

makes me actively despair. Is this emotional experience useful? Is my project or its 

arguments useful? Right now, I would say probably not. Nixon writes  

to confront slow violence requires, then, that we plot and give figurative shape to 
formless threats whose fatal repercussions are dispersed across space and time. The 
representational challenges are acute, requiring creative ways of drawing public 
attention to catastrophic acts that are low in instant spectacle but high in long-term 
effects. To intervene representationally entails devising iconic symbols that 
embody amorphous calamities as well as narrative forms that infuse those symbols 
with dramatic urgency. (10) 
 

I agree that these forms of ongoing violence and damage call for new forms of 

representation, but the looping, inconclusive, fragmentary narratives of Beyond Katrina 

and Offshore demonstrate that "dramatic urgency" is not all that is needed, 

representationally speaking.  We also need new forms that merge memoir with ecopoetics 

and ecodocumentary, narratives that are slow and emotionally or psychologically 

immersive. The personal bodily and emotional experiences that Trethewey and 

Longfellow's work access are small in scale, but crucial to the impossible elegies that 

ongoing conditions of vulnerability make necessary. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
DUST, DIGGING, AND DISPERSAL IN THE GREAT BASIN 

 

 

The refuse between mind and matter is a mine of information. 
Robert Smithson “A Sedimentation of the Mind” (87) 

 

 

If the present-day world can be characterized by overflows and excesses (of 

waste, carbon production, human populations, industrial development), the desert seems 

to be its stark opposite. In this chapter I argue that the minimalism, the lack, that desert 

topography embodies—dryness, monochromaticness, and sparseness—is key to its power 

and its invisibility in the contemporary era. The ongoing violence perpetrated against the 

land, the human inhabitants, and the plants and animals in the Great Basin fits Rob 

Nixon’s definition of slow violence, “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a 

violence of delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional 

violence that is typically not viewed as violence at all” (2). In this case, though, the 

Basin’s topographical features—especially its remoteness and its sparseness—are 

deliberately chosen and used to conceal acts of war. As Rebecca Solnit writes, “the 

government has always counted on the remoteness of the place and indifference of the 

people to shield its actions” (17). Because the Great Basin exists at the margins of 

mainstream culture’s imagination, because its populations are small in numbers and 

disenfranchised both politically and economically, and because of the metaphorical 

function of deserts in language, the region’s militarization and destruction are easily 
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hidden and ignored. Art historian and desert dweller Lucy Lippard argues that the 

ugliness we associate with desert landscapes, particularly the industrialized western 

deserts in the wake of gold, silver, and gravel mining, contributes to this apathy or even 

distaste for the landscape. She writes, "as ruins, gravel pits are decidedly unspectacular. 

Their emptiness, their nakedness, and their rawness suggest an alienation of land and 

culture, a loss of nothing we care about" (Lippard 14). Gravel mining is only the most 

recent in over a century of destructive land use practices in the Great Basin that have only 

contributed to this alienation, scarring the desert with open pits and nuclear craters; 

visible scars, unlike the internal caverns of radioactive fallout and cyanide-tainted 

aquifers that remain hidden from view. Rebecca Solnit’s nonfictional Savage Dreams 

(1994) and Claire Vaye Watkins’ short story collection Battleborn (2012) compress artist, 

desert, and artwork to evoke remote, dispersed, and underground histories obscured or 

rendered invisible by the wastescape qualities of the Great Basin’s desert. In the process, 

they bear witness to ongoing land use practices that shape and alter the space and the 

lives of its inhabitants. Solnit's and Watkins’ texts offer strategies of representing the 

“incremental and accretive” effects of violent land use practices in the desert through 

corporeal, immersed narratives of women's lives (Nixon 2). 

Because the desert is at once an ignored flyover region and a part of the American 

West, it retains its mythological status as a realm of potential. And underneath that 

mythology, underneath the desert itself, lies a vast dumping ground of nuclear waste and 

ongoing but invisible nuclear testing, parched aquifers diverted to tourist centers like Las 

Vegas, and the caverns of abandoned mines. In Solnit and Watkins’ texts, the mythology 
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of the desert is brought down to earth, taken apart, and reclaimed by detailed narrative 

renderings of its topographies and human interactions with them. While, Solnit writes, 

“the white explorers of the Great Basin always read it as a place of death and finality, as a 

terminal futurity,” each author focuses on young women’s, native communities’, and 

long-term residents’ experiences of the contemporary desert to offer relational 

counternarratives of western spaces historically dominated by patriarchal, capitalist, and 

military ambition and use. They reuse and reinterpret the terrain and its histories. Lisa 

Brooks explains that this is the purpose of representing indigenous lands and histories: 

"not so much to convince the rest of the world to turn their eyes and ears to a 'truer' 

history but to enable a process of reclaiming and reknowing that historical landscape for 

ourselves in the hope that it will lay out possible paths to 'different futures" (xliv). Land 

use narratives are engaged in a process of reclamation. 

In Savage Dreams and Battleborn, Solnit and Watkins use similar forms to 

approach the region from different genres: narrative nonfiction and short stories. And yet 

both works hinge on the auto-ethnographic and the literary. Solnit documents her 

intrusions into the spaces and communities of the Great Basin in Savage Dreams. The 

book’s first half, “Dust, or Erasing the Future,” consists of a set of serial vignettes 

encompassing anecdotes of Solnit’s equivocal participation in anti-nuclear protests and 

Shoshone land rights activism at the Test Site and throughout the region; historical 

accounts of land use, government land seizure, and land rights’ disputes; recorded 

testimonies of Great Basin inhabitants; and Solnit’s signature melding of philosophy, 

literature, and cultural criticism. At once lyrical, personal, and polemical, Savage Dreams 
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is a radical rewriting of the area’s history. Solnit insists that the Great Basin is a war zone 

where two different wars are being fought between the US government and its own 

people. Claire Vaye Watkins’ Battleborn is a collection of short stories linked by their 

Nevada setting that blend autobiography, personal history, historical fiction, and 

documentary to portray the lifestyles and labors of contemporary lower class Nevadans 

while uncovering larger trajectories of culture and history that created current conditions. 

Watkins, a native Nevadan, draws from her family’s history and her own personal 

experiences throughout her fictional engagements with the place and its people. Her book 

is a conscious return, a revisitation.  

In order to take the Great Basin back from the realm of metaphorical and actual 

effacement, Solnit and Watkins return to the “real desert,” the material desert, in their 

texts and engage directly with its very real dust. After decades in which the Nevada 

desert has been considered “virtually uninhabited,” its representation in these texts 

performs transformative imaginative functions, offering methods of reuse that exchange 

metaphor for literal, tactile experience. By documenting everyday lives and activist 

efforts in the Great Basin, Solnit shifts periphery to center as a zone of alterity, political 

possibility, and physical embeddedness in networks of power. She emphasizes the 

experience of bodies on the ground, specifically her own body and the bodies of 

protestors, Western Shoshone families, and other people living with the consequences of 

long-term exposure to nuclear radiation. In Battleborn, Watkins makes the exchange 

between person and desert physical and emotional by exploring the many kinds of 

digging and excavation that her lower class characters engage to reckon with life in 
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contemporary Nevada. Her collection at once critiques the land use practices that shaped 

the Great Basin and finds a new use for them as a means to access, even to touch, 

histories that are legible but dispersed, erased, or ignored. Both authors make the 

invisible, pervasive effects of militarization and desertification manifest obstacles for 

desert dwellers that can be reckoned with and understood best through touch and bodily 

immersion.  

 

 

Reclaiming the Test Site: Savage Dreams 

Rebecca Solnit’s narrative ethnography Savage Dreams hinges on dust. Dust is 

the conduit through which Solnit addresses the desert’s terrain, its inhabitants, its 

militarization, its contamination, the interiors and exteriors of the physical human body, 

and human emotions. The book’s first of two parts, “Dust, or Erasing the Future,” 

chronicles her trips to the Great Basin and the Nevada Test Site over several years during 

the mid-1990s to participate in anti-nuclear and Shoshone land rights activism. Solnit 

subdivides the section into chapters and again into short vignettes that toggle between 

personal anecdotes, historical reflections, art criticism, and engagements with philosophy. 

The form her text uses is akin to that championed by the New Topographers, a 1970s 

photography movement, which, as Lippard describes, emphasizes “context and seriality 

that is quasi-narrative, though inevitably fragmentary” and seeks to provide “geography, 

autobiography, and memoir” to “show what is past, present, and future at once. You want 
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ghosts and the daily news and prophecy” (Lippard 173).21 I argue that politically and 

historically inflected personal narrative situated in a particular place over the course of 

several years, like Savage Dreams, provides a textual version of the New Topographers’ 

serial documentary photography. It offers a sustained engagement with a landscape that 

records what is present without making distinctions between the natural, the human-

made, and the discarded. 

I read dust, the substance that comprises and defines the Great Basin, as a point of 

continuity between these fragmented and meandering sections of the text. Dust takes over 

Savage Dreams by the text’s third paragraph: “I remembered to be afraid of the dust, the 

dust that might be radioactive, the dust that over the next few days would powder 

everything to biscuit color, the dust that might be the dust of the hundreds of nuclear tests 

conducted somewhere across the highways I’d just driven in on” (Solnit 4). Solnit 

consistently calls the reader’s attention to the physical dust and its characteristics in and 

around the Nevada Test Site: its materiality, its omnipresence, its diffusion, its mobility, 

its unpredictability, its quasi invisibility or tendency to go unseen. In so doing, she 

emphasizes the trans-corporeal experience of dust embedding itself into her body through 

her skin’s pores and through the air she breathes that becomes a source of fear and 

political motivation during her time in the desert. The writing process of Savage Dreams 

is one of reciprocal infiltration: she infiltrates the desert and its communities, while the 

                                                
21 Lippard describes a method of photography strikingly similar to the one sociologists used to 
document the Gulf Coast in my second chapter, but in this case it refers to artistic practice. 
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dust of the desert and the evidence of environmental and social injustices it contains gets 

under her skin.  

While dust is often used as a literary metaphor for death, destruction, and 

vacancy, Solnit’s attention to its physical presence takes it back from the abstract, 

repurposes it by making it literal. She shows fear in an actual handful of dust. Attention 

to the physicality in which ideas of decay and mortality are contained is a kind of 

linguistic reuse. At the same time, such attention emphasizes the so-called void as 

remainder, rather than vacuum. In Dust, Carolyn Steedman points to this crucial 

distinction: “an absence is not nothing, but is rather the space left by what has 

gone…emptiness indicates how once it was filled and animated” (11). Like Steedman’s, 

Solnit’s dust is specific and meticulously tracked, to the extent that it conjures a new 

awareness of dust outside of the abstract and the banal. The dust that makes up the Great 

Basin is reclaimed and given new presence through connections to wide networks of 

power, rather than being conjured to signify mortality, or nothing, or emptiness. This dust 

has specific origins, like all dust, and if we pay attention to what is actually present 

within it, as Solnit’s text does, we can trace complex and dispersed or obscured histories.  

Dust is pervasive materiality. Dust is one among many ways that the desert carries 

radiation from nuclear bomb testing into every facet of its ecosystem. Water is another. 

Solnit brings this long-abstracted space in touch with the physical human body, 

emphasizing the trans-corporeal nature of dust (inhaling it, absorbing it through the pores, 

ingesting it on a sandwich) that forces her to see and come to terms with her own 

embeddedness in the surrounding environment. I see this as a legacy of Joan Didion’s 
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1960s essays, in which she began the work of reimagining the human place in the desert 

by presenting her personal experiences living in the arid west. “Some of us who live in 

arid parts of the world,” she writes in “Holy Water,” “think about water with a reverence 

others might find excessive. The water I will draw tomorrow from my tap in Malibu is 

today crossing the Mojave Desert from the Colorado River, and I like to think about 

exactly where that water is” (Didion 59). Didion shows the connection between her life 

and the resources and systems that support it with a clarity that questions the reader’s 

awareness, suggesting that life for the “some” who live in dry places permits a different 

kind of cognizance of human embeddedness.  

Further, reflecting on everyday life and practices can, with acute observation, 

connect your choices to vast systems of power and capital. Solnit’s time in the desert is 

life changing and offers her new perspective, a coming to awareness she discusses 

frankly.  

For almost a decade I lived in a city where it never snowed without my realizing 
that every drop from my faucets was snowmelt, sucked out of a valley of 
legendary beauty that had been drowned by a dam. I realized then that I’d been 
living in a war zone my whole life without noticing the wars, since they didn’t 
match any of the categories in which I’d been instructed. (Solnit 88) 
 

The desert, in other words, is a major blind spot that conceals histories of violence toward 

people, ecosystems, and aquifers, and it needs to be brought into view. Like the dust, the 

desert—and its histories of encroachment onto native lands and detonations of hundreds 

of nuclear bombs—is too large and dispersed to really see, especially when nuclear 

testing moves underground and the primary human effects of it are slow sickness, cancer, 

and birth defects. She continues, “At first I hadn’t been alarmed by the dust here, and 
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later it became second nature to fear dust everywhere, but this dust didn’t look like 

anything special to the naked eye...But to see mortality in the dust by imagining in it the 

unstable isotopes of radioactive decay took an act of educated faith” (Solnit 4). An act of 

educated faith requires accurate information and a reason to care, both of which Solnit’s 

text provides: detailed, direct encounters with the place and the powers that shaped (and 

continue to shape) it, narratives of the effects of the place and its histories on individuals 

revisited over time.  

I argue that Solnit’s form, her extended, fractured narrative, makes room for her 

personal experience with the Great Basin and for others to voice their experiences. She 

talks to a number of residents, activists, and geologists, Shoshone among them, who 

bring different kinds of knowledge and awareness to the desert, each of which informs 

Solnit’s changing perspective and the text’s construction of the place. She lets other 

voices take over her text with lengthy quotes from recorded conversations and published 

interviews. For example, geologist Charles Archambeau’s New York Times interview is 

quoted at some length. Of radioactive waste storage site Yucca Mountain,22 he says,  

You flood that thing, and you could blow the top off the mountain. At the very  
least, the radioactive material would go into the ground water and spread to Death 
Valley, where there are hot springs all over the place, constantly bringing water 
up from great depths. It would be picked up by the birds, the animals, the plant 
life. It would start creeping out of Death Valley. You couldn’t stop it. That’s the 

                                                
22 Yucca Mountain has had the lion’s share of media and cultural attention, whereas the test site 
itself and the radiation it continues to leach, not to mention its encroachment on native lands, are 
histories that get less traffic and attention. I mean to suggest that it is precisely because the Great 
Basin is flat and dispersed that it fails to garner attention. Yucca, on the other hand, provides a 
single, photographable site in which to visualize apocalypse. But as Archambeau’s quote above 
demonstrates, the precariousness and threat lie not in the single site, but in the dispersed effects 
that can’t be seen immediately. 
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nightmare. It could slowly spread to the whole biosphere. If you want to envision 
the end of the world, that’s it. (Quoted in Solnit 82) 
 

Envisioning the end of the world is already embedded in the cultural imagination of the 

desert; post-apocalyptic scenarios often conjure a version of desert wasteland. But the 

geologist quoted at length in Solnit’s text offers a reminder that this is not a dead 

landscape, but one populated with “birds,” “animals,” and “plant life.” As threatening as 

radioactive seepage into the desert ecosystem is for the inhabitants of that system, the 

biological populations also form a bridge between site-specific land use practices and the 

“whole biosphere,” the larger planet. This is an end of the world that cannot be cordoned 

off from wider human responsibility nor from the threat of personal consequences.  

Solnit’s conversations also investigate the reasoning behind the decision to store 

radioactive waste in Nevada, a decision based on population dispersal and demographics 

as well as sheer uncertainty. As Solnit learns during her conversation with Frishman, the 

strategy behind nuclear waste storage is based on what we don’t know, rather than what 

we do. The Department of Energy chose 10,000 years as the timespan for isolating 

nuclear waste at Yucca Mountain because at the distance of that many years, we become 

more unsure than sure about our ability to predict climate, geology, and human futures. 

The we-don’t-know factor determines the practices. Using statistical calculations and 

predictions to decide where to store toxic waste eclipses the very real inhabitants of the 

space by virtue of their small numbers and dispersal. They are too few and too far apart to 

be statistically significant; for that reason, Great Basin inhabitants have already been 
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exposed to huge amounts of radiation over forty years of nuclear testing that continues 

underground on a subcritical level today.23 

The testimony of downwinders is the main cultural access point to the ongoing 

effects of nuclear testing and waste storage. Solnit gives several pages to a long, rambling 

transcript of her interview with Janet Gordon, a downwinder whose family and friends 

have been affected by radioactive contamination from the Nevada test site. Gordon is 

given room on the page to connect her family’s personal experience with radiation with 

wider networks of power, land use practices, and social injustice. She insists on 

connecting the dots, refusing to consider this an isolated event. 

The AEC [Atomic Energy Commission]24 attitude isn’t unique. It’s happened  
since the beginning of this nation, from the time that white settlers first came to 
the Americas—that is, a throwaway exploitation of open spaces and of resources. 
I think that in particular we were susceptible to it here. They began testing in the 
region that they did for a number of specific reasons. According to a declassified 
Joint Chiefs of Staff memo, the American public resistance to nuclear testing 
needed to be lessened, and the best way to do that was to ‘put the bombs in their 
backyard so they would get used to them.’ 
 
So they were looking for open space or public lands, and as far as they were 
concerned Indian lands were free for the taking, as they had always been. And 
they wanted a place that they could hope for some control of the fallout. Now the 
only major East-West range in North America is the Uintas. They intersect with 
the High Rockies and they form a box with the Rockies which the experts felt 
would be able to scrub out most of the radiation before it went across the rest of 

                                                
23 The US signed but did not ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty in 1992. Subcritical 
nuclear testing occurs underground at the test site and does not involve a critical mass high 
enough to create fission. However, there is no system in place to monitor subcritical tests at the 
site. “Experiments involving chemical-implosion-induced deuterium-tritium fusion could have 
yields above this limit, and may require fission product measurements in addition to prompt 
radiation measurements to rule out a supercritical test” (Jones and van Hippel 291). One danger 
of subcritical testing is the difficulty of discerning the yield of the test; internationally, this leads 
nations to assume that supercritical testing in violation of the treaty is occurring, which feeds 
nuclear proliferation.  
24 Now the Department of Energy. 
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the nation. So they could contain the fallout within the Great Basin, within this 
sparsely populated region of people who were extremely conservative, extremely 
patriotic. 
 
One of the reasons they did testing in the area that they did is because this is a, 
and I quote, ‘virtually uninhabited area.’ The area immediately downwind is 
virtually uninhabited. Well, frequently the indigenous people, the only reason 
they have to put up with what they have to put up with and they lose the battles 
that they lose is that there’s so few of them. They just don’t have the numbers to 
have the political clout to keep that kind of thing from happening to them. So 
we’re in the same boat, we’re virtual uninhabitants, the indigenous people of the 
region and the general population. (Solnit quoting Gordon 153-155) 
 

Gordon connects her personal experience with radiation exposure, specifically her 

brother Kent’s gruesome death by pancreatic cancer from exposure to a ground fog 

following the Upshot-Knothole series of nuclear tests in 1953, with the political 

invisibility of the Great Basin’s inhabitants. When testing began, the AEC brought PR 

films about atomic testing into the region’s schools to instill a sense of patriotism and 

pride in local residents; celebratory events were scheduled around the detonations, what 

Gordon comes to call “callous, deliberate, intentional brainwashing” (152). The isolation 

of the area made it even easier for the AEC to attack its own land and people for decades. 

Of her brother’s symptoms, Gordon says, “they didn’t even tell us what radiation’s 

effects were. They didn’t tell us my brother’s hair coming out and his nausea were classic 

symptoms of radiation exposure. We only had one doctor in the region, he was just a 

country doctor, he didn’t know what to do” (152). Solnit provides Gordon’s testimony to 

show how the test site was engineered with full knowledge that it would harm Great 

Basin residents. The effects on human and animal bodies—hair loss, tumor growth—are 

the visible, personal signs of this ongoing war. 
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Solnit traces the source of fear that gave rise to feminist anti-nuclear activism in 

the 1960s through her cousin’s previous involvement in Women Strike for Peace. Despite 

its first-wave feminist inclinations (viewing women as the guardians of the earth), the 

movement nonetheless had the effect of making nuclear testing personal on a larger scale. 

Solnit writes, “nuclear war became the bombs bursting over and over again in rehearsals 

for holocaust, and war became a mother’s issue, because it was no longer on an 

international frontier or in a distant future. It was in the bones of children, and it might 

already be fatal” (97). She refers to Strontium-90, a radioactive isotope found in nuclear 

fallout that “concentrates in milk and then in the bones of milk drinkers” because “the 

body mistakes [it] for calcium” (Solnit 97). Savage Dreams depicts everyday activities 

that bring the body into contact with toxins—that bring toxins into the body—as a 

possible realm in which to feel the invisible, slow-surfacing effects of nuclear testing and 

waste storage. She writes, “milk is no ordinary thing to fear. It is the essence of the bond 

between a mother and her child, a substance at once innocent, erotic, and essential...If a 

mother can’t tell if her own milk will strengthen or poison her child, the most intimate 

acts are contaminated, and the entire future called into question” (Solnit 97). The effects 

of radiation on the female body and on the maternal body are significant because they 

threaten the future generation, yes, but I want to stress the intimacy she locates in 

motherhood. Because pregnancy and motherhood are fundamentally relational 

experiences, they provide an exemplary corporeal scenario in which to imagine the 

intermingling of the human body, the earth, and emotions. 
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Solnit returns to the test site to engage in anti-nuclear protests and interview 

residents. In the process, she becomes an organizer for the Western Shoshone Defense 

Project and researches a long write-up of their history for an environmental quarterly, 

research that would form the basis of Savage Dreams. As she narrates her own coming 

into consciousness about nuclear testing as a war of its own, so she explains how her 

awareness and understanding of the mythos of the West change through researching and 

spending time with members of the Western Shoshone. She writes, “it never occurred to 

me during the innumerable scenes of wagon trains being attacked by Indians in the 

movies of my childhood that I was seeing an invasion being resisted” (Solnit 163). 

According to the Ruby Valley Treaty of 1873, "the Western Shoshone Nation holds 

official title to 60 million acres (called Newe Sogobia in Shoshone language)” in the 

Great Basin, including the Nellis Air Force Base where the test site is located (LISA 40). 

In the 1970s, the government’s distribution bill offered payment for the lands, which the 

Shoshone resisted by not accepting the money. The distribution bill, which has since 

come to fruition through the agreement of an illegitimate Shoshone council hand-picked 

by the Bush administration, is a land grab: by accepting payment as compensation for lost 

land, the Western Shoshone lost their right to the land granted in the Ruby Valley treaty. 

Despite the fact that the BLM has acted as though that treaty did not exist, before 

accepting the money from the Bush administration’s bill, they still technically, if not 

practically, maintained their claim over the land. Taking the money shifts the ground 

beneath their feet. 
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Solnit stays at the Dann’s ranch while working with the Western Shoshone 

Defense Project and quotes from the testimony of Carrie Dann, a Western Shoshone 

rancher who has worked for native land rights since the 1950s, who fought the 

distribution bill in court from the 1970s through the 1990s, and who is still active in the 

fight today. Dann asks, "'is the US recognizing that it gradually encroached on another 

sovereign nation? Is gradual encroachment the law of the land? If gradual encroachment 

is the law of the land, we have gradually encroached back'" (Solnit 171). She refers to 

grazing her cattle on lands the BLM claims are theirs without a grazing permit. The 

gradual and the encroaching here link to Nixon’s slow violence and the problem of 

invisibility I locate in dispersal. And yet the effects of this encroachment are actually 

devastating to the landscape. Solnit describes one kind of violence that is particularly 

evocative: “in the 1970s the BLM ‘chained’—dragged massive chains across—large 

expanses of land and replanted them with nonnative forage in an effort to turn sagebrush 

and piñon into grazing lands” (168-69). Solnit’s chapter on the BLM’s efforts to seize the 

Dann’s herd is titled “The War,” emphasizing her insistence that two wars are being 

fought simultaneously in the Great Basin. 

While Shoshone land rights intersect in the activist community with anti-nuclear 

groups and environmentalists, Solnit points out the incongruence in this overlap. “The 

fact that we were out there to defend cattle ranchers made the issues interesting, since 

raising cattle is not what ecological saints do and defending cattle raising is not what 

environmentalists usually do (nor are most of those environmentalists faced with the 

challenge of making some kind of living off the land)” (Solnit 173). The government has 
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tried to profit from this dissonance by pitting the groups—their two enemies—against 

one another. Solnit writes regarding the Department of the Interior, “Carrie complains 

about being, as a Native American, under the jurisdiction of a department that otherwise 

manages ‘natural resources’—trees, animals, parks, and so forth” (180). Attitudes that 

allow the chaining of large swaths of land, nuclear detonations, open pit mining, and 

aquifer diversion and contamination come from the same governing body that permits 

gradual encroachment onto the land of a sovereign nation.  

In the narrative, this comes to a head when the BLM shows up at the Dann’s 

ranch to take her cattle, who are grazing without permit on BLM lands that are actually 

Shoshone lands. This section of the text shows the way politics and enforcement play out 

in conditions of dispersal. Again, Solnit attributes this to an invasion and an act of war 

against the Shoshone, but they struggle to find the BLM on the ranch, driving all over in 

search of them, while the BLM can't find the cattle. They have to use planes to sight 

them. Carrie Dann puts a stop to their efforts for the time being by climbing into the 

cattle chute herself, making it impossible for them to load the rounded herd onto the truck 

without trampling her (194). She puts her body in between the government and her land, 

showing how compression of body and landscape can constitute a political act, or even an 

act of war. 

In addition to examining other people’s personal encounters with the desert and 

toxicity, Solnit places herself again and again in the region to observe and to participate 

in protests. Protesting at the Nevada Test Site is mainly about walking across cattle 

guards onto the Western Shoshone land taken over by the military. After a group walks 
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across, and walks some way into the army base, guards find them, handcuff them with 

plastic handcuffs, and drag them into buses. The protesters are bussed to a remote 

location and let go. As Solnit describes it, it feels both futile and powerful to stage a 

protest in such a large, unobserved space. The Great Basin’s aridness causes biological 

sparseness among human and animal populations. Wide-open spaces between plants and 

human dwellings make the sparsely populated area seem empty, even when it is at its 

sustainable capacity. This perceived emptiness, devoidness of life forms draws the eye to 

rock formations that indicate geological time and scale. Solnit writes, “every act out here 

has to be measured against this scale of change and scope,” metrics of time, space, and 

impact (8).  

She compares the human bodies of protesters in the desert to the photography of 

Richard Misrach, in which the bodies of animals and the detritus of industrial land use 

become the subject of lush, painterly photos. Misrach’s Desert Cantos (1979-2013), 

named after Dante’s structuring sections in Divina Commedia, is enormous in scope, an 

ongoing series of photos that explore the Mojave and Great Basin deserts, their 

“manmade fires, floods, ruins, and abandoned settlements” (Solnit 39). Misrach’s stated 

intention with the Cantos was to “fuse reportage with poetry. To progress—as he put it—

from the descriptive and the informative to a metaphorical resolution’” (Badger). Solnit 

describes his canto called The Pit, which “documented a place near Fallon, Nevada, 

where rangers dumped livestock that had died of diseases or unknown causes” (39-40).  
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Figure 4 Richard Misrach Dead Animals #001, 1987 

 

Misrach’s version of new topographic photography finds a use for the discarded animal 

bodies in art that “ma[kes] eyes linger on the atrocities” (40). He brings the camera to 

spaces otherwise unseen and undocumented, much like Solnit’s text. She connects this 

particular set of photos with the predicament of the protesters, comparing human bodies 

to discarded animals in a way that illuminates her larger project. “It was these pictures 

that had come to mind early that morning when I was watching the sheriffs drag the 

bodies of protestors off the highway—their frailty and vulnerability and the reality of 

their bodies as interventions in a huge, violent process” (Solnit 40). The desert makes a 

person palpably aware of her smallness, frailty, and vulnerability. Dwelling on these 

images while describing her time spent protesting in the Great Basin refracts a larger 

paragon for contemporary experience that desert land use narratives evoke. She provides 
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insight into what it feels like to be an individual, embodied, vulnerable person trying to 

stand up and speak back to silent, invisible systems and forces.  

Solnit’s trips into the Great Basin and communions with the dust result in a more 

complete and accurate narrative of the effects of military presence, nuclear testing and 

storage, and encroachment on native lands, one that conjures the impact of these 

conditions on the feeling body. Visiting the place brings out the activist in Solnit and 

brings her into the fray of the residents’ struggles, despite her acknowledged outsider 

status. Her story fragments into the stories and testimony of Great Basin dwellers, anti-

nuclear and social justice activists, scientists, and artists, providing “context and seriality 

that is quasi-narrative.” Savage Dreams documents converging and overlapping histories 

of land use in the Great Basin, and makes them personal and tangible by emphasizing 

infiltration and the constant physical and emotional exchanges between body and land. 

 

 

Excavation, Collecting, and Archiving in Battleborn 

 Claire Vaye Watkins’ Nevada-centered short story collection Battleborn presents 

a series of haunting images in which traces of the desert’s history and land use are 

embedded in the bodies and minds of its residents. These images repeatedly weave their 

way into brief fictional encounters with contemporary Great Basin inhabitants who must 

live out and live with the legacies of strip mining, rapid boom and bust development, 

fallout from nuclear detonations, radioactive waste storage, and water diversion. In the 

world of Watkins’ Nevada, the legacies of the settlement of the West—and the mentality 
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that fueled it—reverberate in the apartment buildings of Reno, in the cancer tinged bodies 

of the rural poor, and in ongoing acts and attitudes of exploitation and violence toward 

women and toward the desert itself. The reverberations are literal, visual, and physical. 

Watkins threads the silver extracted from the Comstock Lode into her characters’ tumors. 

 Place-centered story collections, collections that move through and across and 

beneath a given ecosystem, offer one solution to Rob Nixon’s call to “convert into image 

and narrative the disasters that are slow moving and long in the making, disasters that are 

anonymous and star nobody” (3). Battleborn has no main character or progressive 

narrative arc, but instead builds a textured and layered picture of Nevada through 

revisitation, repetition, and looping—akin to the serial photographs of the new 

topographers. I contend that short story and essay collections centered not around a 

protagonist, an event, or a family, but linked by setting can show both distinct moments 

and individual experiences and change over time and space. Collections are dispersed in 

their perspectives and voices, tense and sequence, themes and subjects. They are mobile 

forms, roving a territory. They are by nature unfixed. In this way they can tell numerous 

fragmented, partial, improvisational stories of life at the ground level that add up to more 

than the sum of their parts. They provide alternate histories and counternarratives of place 

that access local epistemologies. To refuse a linear, individual-centered narrative is to 

deny the structuring power of patriarchal histories, like the masculinist frontier myths that 

dominate Nevada and the American West. Watkins says in an interview that she wanted 

“to work in collage and narrative simultaneously” (Short Form). In each story, we find 

different characters playing out similar struggles, legacies, and curses.  
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The collection addresses what Nixon calls “a more radical notion of 

displacement” that encompasses not just the movement of human populations but “the 

loss of the land and resources beneath them” (19). In Nevada, and throughout Battleborn, 

this is the loss of silver and the tons of earth displaced in pursuing it and the diversion of 

scarce groundwater to Las Vegas and other western cities. Displacement in Battleborn is 

more than just the sum of these losses; it is also the ongoing nuclear testing that renders 

the very particles of the land itself toxic. In Solnit’s text, the dust has a narrative arc all its 

own that pervades every paragraph, cycling ideas and concerns back through repeatedly. 

Watkins uses digging and excavation to depict a past and an underground that are 

constantly being unearthed, and in the process alters the surface of the present. Like land 

art, the collection draws its structure from the materials of the place itself, while 

continuing to be affected by the place’s changes in the present. 

Watkins returns to the rural Nevada of her childhood to attend to the continuing 

presence of histories, especially histories of violence toward people and land, that haunts 

everyday life in the Great Basin. Her debut collection, Battleborn, won the 2013 Story 

Prize and the Dylan Thomas Prize, was long-listed for the Andrew Carnegie Medal, and 

was short-listed for the Frank O’Connor International Short Story Award. Watkins also 

returns to Pahrump, Nevada, every year to teach and direct the Mojave School, a free, 

non-profit creative writing workshop for local teens that she and her husband founded. 

The author, who grew up in Pahrump, was first inspired to write by attending 

Shakespeare camp with the Utah Shakespearean Company. Prior to her experience at 

camp, she didn’t know that she could be a writer. Later on, while teaching in a creative 
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writing camp, Watkins realized the financial obstacles for many rural Nevadans that keep 

them from writing. She tells One Story, “I’d gone to Shakespeare camp on scholarship, 

and the camp where I was teaching years later cost just under $2,000. I thought it was 

such a bummer that no one from my hometown, Pahrump, Nevada, would get to come to 

a camp like the one where I was teaching.” Watkins identifies and calls attention to the 

crucial question of funding often ignored in contemporary literature’s culture of unfunded 

MFA programs, workshops, and residencies. Access to creative writing and creative 

writers is essential for cultivating new writers, but is typically absent from rural, lower 

class communities. I suggest that this is one reason such literatures have historically been 

absent from mainstream publishing. Watkins engages in kind of literary activism in the 

Great Basin. Whereas Solnit, who grew up and lives in the Bay Area, visited the Great 

Basin numerous times to protest and interview residents, allowing their voices to 

infiltrate her narrative, Watkins offers residents another way to tell their own stories: by 

writing fiction. Her efforts on the page and off bring attention, nuance, and critical 

scrutiny to a region often left out of canonical American fiction.  

 

“Ghosts, Cowboys,” the first story in Battleborn, is written as a series of 

beginnings that trace the main character’s origins to a constellation of possible points. 

Each point, each year contains some germ of the narrator’s present situation, but digging 

further into her history (which is also Reno, NV’s, history) provides not clarity but an 

ever more complexly layered and textured set of interweaving narratives in which she 

must locate herself. The story is a struggle to locate the proper archives, and opens the 
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question that persists throughout the collection: what archives and what histories of 

Nevada can and should speak? In what objects, places, and bodies are these archives 

contained?  

She begins by plotting the history of Reno, Nevada, in a way that evokes 

contemporary conditions of the land, the displacements of resources Nixon calls for 

narrative to reveal (19). She writes, “the curse of the Comstock Lode had not yet leaked 

from the silver vein, not seeped into the water table. The silver itself had not yet been 

stripped from the mountains, and steaming water had not yet flooded the mine shafts” 

(Watkins 1-2). Her narrator’s repetition of the present perfect “not yet” calls into question 

the decisions that led to Nevada’s development while emphasizing that there is no 

reversing this chain of violent interactions with the land (that in turn correspond with 

violence among people). Henry T. P. Comstock himself, “most opportune of the 

opportunists, snatcher of land, greatest claim jumper of all time,” will lose “his love 

Adelaide…who drowned in Lake Tahoe,” before he trades “his share of the lode for a 

bottle of whiskey” and blows “his brains out with a borrowed revolver near Bozeman, 

Montana” (Watkins 2). The next line twists the knife of irony even further: “Boom 

times.” Land use links to personal history links to national narrative. The story, “Ghosts, 

Cowboys,” introduces one of Watkins’ main projects in Battleborn: to critique the 

opportunism and speculative attitude toward land as resource that characterizes the 

history and current state of the American West, as well as the American project. Watkins 

uses the physical processes and effects of strip mining and nuclear testing to question 

exploitative, resource-seeking approaches to the land.  
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 Each section of “Ghosts, Cowboys” begins the story at a different moment—

1881, 1941, 1962, 1968—and suggests that these moments in history converge in the 

contemporary space of the narrator’s apartment building in Reno and in the narrator’s 

own body and mind. Over and over, the narrator notices uncanny material mergings of 

land use, history, and human bodies. She notes that in the 1860s, “Americans still had the 

brackish taste of Sutter’s soil on their tongues, ten-year-old gold still glinting in their 

eyes” (Watkins 1). The gold flecks on their tongues and in their eyes could be metaphors 

for gold dust fever (an obsession characterized by the body’s signal for disease, fever), 

but Watkins chooses, here and throughout the collection, to make the merging of land and 

body adamantly literal. Writing about the renovations of the narrator’s apartment 

building, named for Francis Newlands, the Nevada representative responsible for the 

Reclamation Act (Merchant 144), she says, “some say construction at 315 Lake stirred up 

the cursed dust of the Comstock Lode. Though it contaminated everyone (and though we 

Nevadans still breathe it into ourselves today), they say it got to Himmel particularly, 

stuck to his blueprints, his clothing, formed a microscopic layer of silver dust on his skin” 

(Watkins 3). If the silver of the Comstock Lode and its attendant curse is a metaphor for 

the greedy, exploitative approach to the land of Nevada and the American west, Watkins 

chooses to imagine it in her stories as a literal, physical trace that sticks to and embeds 

itself in the human body.  

 Two of the most memorable instances of this material embedding happen to 

women in “Ghosts, Cowboys,” one of them the narrator’s mother, the other the wife of 

George Spahn, owner of the ranch where the Manson family murders took place. In this 
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story, the narrator claims a version of the author’s own autobiography and simultaneously 

integrates it into the history of the state. Watkins’ dad, like the narrator’s father, was a 

member of the Manson family. Though the narrator and the women in this story are 

largely uninvolved in the acts of violence perpetrated against the land (mining) and 

against other women, the story highlights the effects of these histories on and in their 

bodies.  

The narrator reimagines her mother as a child, watching a nuclear detonation from 

a lawn chair on top of her family’s trailer: 

The blast is a 104-kiloton nuclear explosion. It blows a hole into the desert rock, 
creating the deepest crater of all the Nevada Test Site’s 1,021 detonations: 320 
feet deep. The crater displaced seven hundred tons of dirt and rock, including two 
tons of sediment from a vein of H. T. P. Comstock’s cursed soil, a finger reading 
all the way down the state, now blown sky-high in the blast. The July breeze is 
gentle, indecisive. It blows the radiation northeast, as it always does, to future 
cancer clusters in Fallon and Cedar City, Utah, to the mitosing cells of small-town 
downwinders. But today it also blows the curse southeast, toward Las Vegas, to 
my mother’s small chest, her lungs and her heart. And it blows southwest, across 
the state line, all the way to the dry yellow mountains above Los Angeles. These 
particles settle, finally, at 1200 Santa Susana Pass Road. (Watkins 6-7) 
 

This scene uses the “indecisive” desert wind to chart the effects of nuclear testing on the 

Great Basin’s rural poor, connect it through the displaced dirt of the explosion to the 

history of silver mining, and to reveal its imbrication into the narrator’s mother’s body, 

which in turn implies its possible continuation in the narrator’s body. Again, the desert 

and the female body merge. This is one way to make visible and tangible the “invisible, 

mutagenic theater” of “chemical and radiological violence” that “is driven inward, 

somatized into cellular dramas of mutation that—particularly in the bodies of the poor—

remain largely unobserved, undiagnosed, and untreated” (Nixon 6). Watkins imagines a 
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literal manifestation that connects these histories of violence in the person of Razor Blade 

Baby, the now forty-year-old child produced in the Manson orgies at Spahn’s ranch, the 

narrator assumes by her own father. In Razor Blade Baby, who lives in the apartment 

above the narrator and hovers always at her elbow, Watkins creates a living, embodied 

expression of the legacy of their violence and hedonism. She makes it personal, not just a 

human being that the narrator constantly has to live with and account for, but family.  

When George Spahn’s “wife’s kidneys were marbled with tumors,” the narrator 

notes that according to the coroner’s report “her tumors were visible, and in the glaring 

light of the microscope seemed ‘like hundreds of hairlike silver ribbons’” (Watkins 8). 

The silver, and with it the violent curse of the Comstock Lode, persists and manifests in 

the diseased body. Both of these instances draw attention to the narrator’s—and perhaps 

to the writer’s—research processes: she locates this image in the coroner’s report, which 

suggests that she sought out the report to uncover some link to her own history. The link 

she finds is coincidental, but clearly of some significance to the narrator: “at UCLA 

Medical Center, Helen died from renal failure on the same floor where my father would 

die thirty-four years later” (Watkins 8). “Ghosts, Cowboys” and the rest of the stories in 

the collection involve—even in their titles—digging (“The Diggings”), archiving (“The 

Archivist”), and the persistence of history (“The Past Perfect, The Past Continuous, The 

Simple Past”). Contemporary life in Battleborn‘s Nevada is an ongoing process of 

excavation. 

 The narrator finds a bit of this history on the walls of her apartment building, 

when the building’s owner, Gloria, calls her over to see a “patch of bare wall” that has H. 
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Loves Leo, 1909 “scrawled in charcoal or heavy carpenter’s pencil.” H, as the narrator 

knows, stands for Himmel Green, the building’s architect and Leo stands for Leopold, his 

lover. “’How can I do this?’” Gloria asks before painting over the piece of written 

history. The narrator says nothing at the time, but “now I know better…I’d like to say: 

You do it because you have to. We all do” (Watkins 14). Her response suggests that 

histories that we unearth and that unearth themselves in our surroundings are things that 

we must live with and among while we paint over them, draft new narratives within their 

walls. That histories accrete and eclipse one another, but their traces linger.  

The narrator cops to her own investigative, excavatory efforts to trace the past in 

her present, a realization that hits her with full force when yet another movie producer 

tracks her down to try to make a film of her life and her father’s role in the Manson 

family. She refuses this easy path to a narrative, insisting on digging out her own, 

fragmented and partial and constantly shifting version.  

He asked about my father. I wanted to tell him what I told you, but that’s nothing 
that can’t be found in a book, a diary, a newspaper, a coroner’s report. And there 
is still so much I’ll never know, no matter how much history I weigh upon myself. 
I can tell you the shape of the stain left by H. T. P. Comstock’s brain matter on 
the wooden walls of his cabin, but not whether he tasted the sour of the curse in 
his mouth just before he pulled the trigger. I can tell you the backward slant of 
Himmel Green’s left-handed cursive, but not whether Leo loved him back. I can 
tell you of the silver gleam of Helen Spahn’s tumors, but not whether she felt 
them growing inside her. (Watkins 20) 
 

Watkins is able to see the ways that the land’s history plays out in the physical bodies and 

structures of the present, the persistence of Comstock’s DNA in brains on cabin walls, 

handwriting under layers of paint, silver threaded into kidney tumors, but cannot stitch 

these images into a coherent, filmable story about her father. By pointing to the omissions 
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and gaps in the story, she makes them real, present absences. She turns to her own 

personal, partial experience of the desert to offer the movie producer an answer. “I told 

him what I could. I told him of the heavy earth scent after a desert rain, three or four 

times a year. That it smelled like the breathing of every thankful desert plant, every plot 

of soil, every unfound scrap of silver. That it had a way of softening you, of making you 

vulnerable. That it could redeem” (Watkins 20). She answers with a direct, tactile, 

corporeal description of the desert as she imagines and experiences it, emphasizing her 

feeling of vulnerability. The narrator refuses the easy plot line of hooking up with the 

movie producer because it won’t do justice to the complex intertwining of past and 

present that she lives, it won’t acknowledge the ongoing existence of a past that she must 

contend with (most obviously in the person of Razor Blade Baby, who accompanies her 

on the date and listens to her from upstairs). “The story was too much, wherever I began” 

(Watkins 21). In acknowledging this failure of a single story line, Watkins implies that 

instead she writes the stories in Battleborn in an attempt to dig out their shared 

beginnings, to unearth the hidden and the forgotten and to dwell with that debris in daily 

life. She continues to research the past, to relive it and recreate it. The collection’s first 

story bleeds into and feeds the rest of the collection with a line from a film shot at 

Spahn’s ranch: “I always have so much to remember” (Watkins 23).25 

 The rest of the stories in Battleborn refract the themes that emerge in “Ghosts, 

Cowboys.” The violence against women that the Manson story distills will come back in 

                                                
25 Duel in the Sun 1946. 
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“Rondine Al Nido” when “our girl” and her friend run off to Vegas and find themselves 

victims of sexual violence in a hotel room with three boys, and again in “The Past 

Perfect,” set at a brothel loosely based on the history of one of Nevada’s first brothels, 

and again in “Man-o-War,” when an old man finds an unconscious, bruised teenaged girl 

lying on the salt flats, only to have her rapist father come to claim her. Histories of strip 

mining emerge in “The Diggings” and “Virginia City.” The absence of mothers and of 

maternal narratives resurface in “Wish You Were Here” and “The Archivist.” Each of 

these pieces is integral to the Nevada Watkins seeks to portray, but no one story captures 

all of its elements. Like the desert, the collection operates on a principle of dispersal.   

 At the heart of several of these stories are women and women’s bodies for whom 

the violence of the desert and the American west remains a present threat. In “Ghosts, 

Cowboys,” this is the undercurrent of the Manson family story; the author and the 

narrator’s father was “Charlie’s number one procurer of young girls,” according to her 

mother (Watkins 15). “Rondine al Nido,” the third story in the collection, centers on a 

teenager called “our girl” who runs away to Las Vegas with her best friend for an 

afternoon, only to wind up in a hotel room, raped by three college boys who bought them 

drinks. Throughout the collection, expressions of female sexuality and independence are 

met with violence. The stories process the ongoing effects of growing up as a young 

woman in the confines of rape culture in an isolated place. Like the legacies of mining 

and nuclear testing, the effects of rape culture are dispersed and silenced, difficult to track 

and trace, and even more difficult to live with and bear witness to. These legacies live in 
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the body and in the emotions of women who experience or are threatened by sexual 

violence.  

 The terror of isolation as a catalyst for violence in the desert comes to a head in 

“Man-o-War,” which takes place at a man named Bud’s home on the salt flats many 

miles from any other dwelling or business. The salt flats are a destination for teenagers 

(like “our girl” in the previous story) who want to escape their small town lives and 

supervision. Every fourth of July, kids bring fireworks out to the salt flats, often 

forgetting where they’ve hidden them, so Bud goes out and collects them to sell. While 

looking for abandoned explosives, Bud’s dog finds the body of a young Mexican girl 

with vomit in her hair, unconscious and hardly breathing, “her lips [as] dry and cracked 

white as the lake bed itself” (Watkins 123). Magda’s body converges with the desert in 

the violence of impact. “Man-o-War” is shot through with the disturbing tension of sixty-

seven-year-old Bud’s reaction to finding the girl. He does not harm Magda, but takes her 

back to his house, feeds her, and clothes her. He even takes her swimming. But all the 

while, even from the moment Bud, a retired miner, finds her body abandoned in the dry 

lake bed, the reader gets descriptions of her body: the bruise on her swollen belly, her 

legs, her breasts. Several times Bud gets an erection just looking at or thinking about the 

sixteen-year-old girl. Magda’s body is already an archive of sexual violence. She is 

pregnant with what will turn out to be her father’s child, and bruised by her boyfriend in 

an attempt to terminate the pregnancy. It is clear that she is without recourse, without 

access to a clinic or a safe place away from her dad, who arrives with a gun at the story’s 

end to claim her. Bud collects her from the desert like the hundreds of rocks that fill 
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every shelf and drawer in his house. He takes care of her, but not without the imaginative 

violence of objectification. “Man-o-War” and “Rondine al Nido” depict sexual violence 

against young women that is silenced in the context of rape culture.  

 The intersection of sexual violence against women and the desert is borne out by 

the history of femicides that haunts Mexico’s Sonoran desert. The image of Magda’s 

body abandoned in the salt flats echoes the hundreds of women’s bodies, often mutilated, 

disposed of in the desert outside Ciudad Juarez. Roberto Bolaño’s novel 2666 excavates 

this specific territory; nearly three hundred of the book’s 898 pages consist of nothing but 

descriptions of the state in which female bodies are found and their locations. In Bolaño’s 

novel, this is a source of mystery and intrigue for the detectives and scholars looking for 

answers. In Battleborn, depictions of women in the desert link to larger histories of 

exploitative practices toward the land and people of the American West. The stories, 

taken together, suggest that the mentality that fuels rape culture and violence against 

women is rooted in the frontier mythos that contributes to strip mining and obsessive, 

destructive extraction of resources.  

 To unearth the foundation of this governing myth, Watkins places alongside these 

explorations of contemporary Nevada a lengthy single piece of historical fiction about the 

California gold rush. “The Diggings” is an outlier in the collection, set 150 years prior to 

the rest of the stories. The historical novella braids the strands of land, body, and affect 

introduced in “Ghosts, Cowboys” and threaded throughout the stories into a new version 

of a well-worn myth. In “The Diggings,” Watkins’ subject is not the heroic toil of 

prospectors, but the disease that plagues them: “lump fever,” which infects the narrator’s 



 122 

brother Errol and leaves him “perpetually convinced that gold was just a claim or two 

above our own, that the big strike was ever around the bend” (198). By the story’s end, 

Errol will be so mad with the fever he digs his own grave. The only thing that brings him 

back out of his literal pit, which is also despair, is the discovery of gold flakes embedded 

in the scales of a fish caught for him by the two “Chinamen,” a Chinese uncle and 

nephew who have been helping Errol and Joshua for a measly portion of their findings. 

Errol emerges from the hole in the ground to attack the two Chinese immigrants, who 

will ultimately be hanged for “robbery and attempted murder” after the narrator has 

turned his back on his brother and the diggings (Watkins 241). Such fever, the story 

implies, and the extractive digging that is its physical form, leads to senseless violence, 

racist discrimination and wrongful incrimination, and ever dilating, insatiable greed. 

What is greed if not desire? From where does desire spring if not from a presumed lack, 

some kind of intolerable sense of emptiness? Joshua feels the contradiction in this 

impossible desire: “one thing I learned from the diggings is that a love of destruction is in 

every man’s heart, somewhere” (Watkins 208). Extraction is a pursuit of desire that is 

extremely destructive to the land. Watkins uses the physical act of digging for gold to 

analogize the history of speculation and strip mining that dominates land use in the 

American West.  

A critical examination of the California Gold Rush, “The Diggings” shows 

several theoretical approaches to land use at work. These include, according to feminist 

environmental historian Carolyn Merchant, Manifest Destiny, the expansion of the “white 

race” to the West Coast, and “American Progress,” an Enlightenment narrative that views 
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land appropriation as the civilization of “wild” nature and peoples (89). Gold mining 

seeks “veins” of once molten gold within the “earth mother,” an understanding that earth 

and gold are both parts of a living female body. Hence the term “Mother Lode,” a place 

where several veins surface together; the Mother Lode was located in the Sierra foothills, 

and east of the mountains lay the Comstock Lode in Nevada, a source of silver. “The 

Diggings” depicts the racial diversity of the gold rush, wherein Chinese, Mexican, 

European, and South American immigrants worked alongside white American settlers, 

Native Americans (prior to their being pushed out or killed), and black Americans 

seeking freedom in California. It also shows the violence and discrimination that 

accompanies what Watkins’ story characterizes as the greed-driven, mania-producing 

process of extraction. The narrator expresses his disappointment at finding the diggings 

unexpectedly crowded with gold-seekers: “I had envisioned the diggings a place of 

desolation and solitude—such was the portrayal in the literature on the subject—and so I 

was rather dismayed to find that the American had other forty-niners populating her 

banks” (Watkins 194).  

In accordance with the Mining Act of 1872, parcels of land can be owned 

provided the owner stakes a claim and mines them for resources. The gold rush, along 

with all forms of extraction, it is somewhat naïve/profound to say, literally turns the 

ground into money. Watkins’ story begins with a series of anecdotes that document this 

transaction: “three Frenchmen in Coloma dug up a stump to make way for a road and 

panned two thousand dollars in flakes from the hole” (182). The earth becomes money by 

digging, sifting, rinsing, interacting with it. “The Diggings” emphasizes the actual 
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processes of digging, which is not the simple transaction that extraction suggests, but a 

messy, incomplete project. “In truth the work of extracting color was of the spirit-

defeating sort, a labor which combined the various arts of canal digging, ditching, stone 

laying, plowing, haying and hoeing potatoes” (Watkins 195).  

Taken together, the stories in Battleborn show digging as a process that can be 

exploitative or excavatory, depending on the state of mind of the digger. The emotional 

experience of digging into the earth, into one’s surroundings, and into histories can be 

maddening, alienating a person from herself, and it can also be connective between 

individual and larger histories and forces, even offering the possibility for forgiveness or 

condemnation. As Watkins digs into the history of the West, she finds repeated instances 

of violence against women and violence against the land, more history than seems 

bearable. Her collection of stories paints over this history with a new representation that 

shows the heroic settler’s narrative for what it is: an act of war against the land and its 

people. In “The Diggings,” the narrator tells the reader “the mind is a mine. So often we 

revisit its winding, unsound caverns when we ought to stay out” (Watkins 228). This 

warning against visiting the mineshafts of the mind, in the context of the collection as a 

whole, can also be a call to find piecemeal, small-scale, or everyday methods of sifting 

through embedded histories of land use and the attitudes that feed them. 

 

Solnit and Watkins’ fragmentary narratives harness intersecting histories of land 

use and experiential accounts of the desert to provide context and texture to a region of 

imaginative ignorance. The texts give “the unapparent a materiality upon which we can 
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act” by tracking these invisible trajectories and their residues through the feeling human 

body (Nixon 15-16). Further, they harness the feelings of vulnerability and indignation at 

ongoing violence toward land and peoples to make these residues personal and charged. 

Their feminist, tactile, and body-centered works of written land art repurpose the histories 

of the arid west to give the contemporary desert living presence, connecting its material 

features with the trajectories of capitalist exploitation and military intervention.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING INBETWEEN: IMAGINED ARCTICS 

 

 

Close to Home: Encountering the Arctic  

In his July 2013 Harper's piece "Glaciers for Sale," McKenzie Funk uncovers an 

elaborate "ponzi scheme" to monetize runoff from Iceland's melting glaciers, transporting 

it in out-of-use oil tankers and bottling it to sell as Icelandic Glacial Natural Spring 

Water. Tagline: "Source of an Epic Life." Even when Arctic spaces produce tangible 

goods that circulate in a global economy, they serve primarily to export a quality, 

whether that be the epic, the extreme, the remote, the uninhabitable, or the unknown. In 

the pages of American Literature, a year prior to Funk's article, Hester Blum writes, "The 

circumpolar regions, that is, have not to date offered up any significant products—much 

less goods—for use or exchange beyond the spheres of scientific research and the 

imagination" (243-244). However, the circumpolar regions are deeply entwined with the 

enterprises of global capitalism, and produce, among other things, oil, bottled water, a 

thriving tourist industry, and countless films and TV shows for enamored viewers. In this 

essay, I track a counternarrative that begins mid-century with queer longing for a faraway 

Alaska in Carson McCullers's The Member of the Wedding (1946); I chart the 

fetishization of the Arctic through the nostalgic fantasy of a pristine Far North in 

contemporary nature documentaries and Barry Lopez's Arctic Dreams (1989); and I show 

how Eileen Myles's The Importance of Being Iceland (2009) repurposes the Arctic in a 
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new kind of place writing that encompasses personal experience, uncertainty, and queer 

inbetweenness.  

As the Arctic disappears, our desire to relate to it magnifies. New ways of writing 

place articulate new ways of relating to the environment. The driving question that 

propels my analysis from nature writing to experimental contemporary nonfiction is: 

How can a writer accurately write of anything—any other—with precision that also 

acknowledges doubt? By approaching place writing relationally and experientially, with 

constant attention to one's own position, writers access a space beyond the familiar in 

which to preserve ebbing cultures and environments while making them relevant to 

contemporary readers, making connection and belonging possible on a planetary scale. 

They work to reclaim the Arctic, so often a signal of the planet's and our own decline, as 

a site of the possible, while insisting that the land's well-being is concomitant with our 

own. 

Most nonnative readers and viewers encounter the Arctic first as a zone of 

fantasy. Apart from tourism, it is rarely a place of actual experience. 'The Arctic' refers 

geographically to a line of latitude and a set of national claims;26 topographically to 

tundra; geologically to permafrost; and, symbolically, it connotes the Far North. To call a 

place 'far' designates a subject position and suggests already cultural, even psychological, 

distance. Imagined versions of the Arctic are, for many, the only access to the tundra, and 

cultural representations of such spaces have defining power. Arctic topography, I argue, 

                                                
26 The US, Canada, Iceland, Russia, Norway, Finland, Sweden, and Denmark. 
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is primed for imaginative repurposing because of its volatile status during the past 

century and because it has been considered, for so long, practically useless. "As 

temperate-zone people," nature writer Barry Lopez explains, "we have long been ill-

disposed toward deserts and expanses of tundra and ice. They have been wastelands for 

us; historically we have not cared at all what happened in them or to them" (12). The 

"we" of Lopez's "temperate-zone people" implies a collective audience other than those 

populations native to the tundra; in effect, it erases them. His impulse to 'other' the tundra 

and to render it blank and empty is common in nature writing, documentary film, 

literature, and colloquial language. While Lopez's implied audience has not been invested 

in what happens in or to the tundra, they remain imaginatively and affectively attached to 

its undefined quality, its supposed emptiness. I posit that frozen landscapes present a 

conundrum to traditional western understandings of human relationships with nature, one 

that is embedded deep in our language, metaphors, and basic attitudes toward land: they 

are spaces of longing and alienation. Contemporary writing about the Arctic, in my 

reading, rejects the psychological distancing of fantasy and exploration and embraces 

instead a personal, relational, and autobiographical point of access to this zone of 

ongoing environmental degradation I call the wastescape.  

  

 

Blank Space: Arctic Semiology  

The Arctic as a literary setting has a lengthy history: pre-twentieth-century 

examples include works of Virgil and Julius Caesar, Herman Melville and Mary Shelley, 
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Jules Verne, Thomas Hardy. During the twentieth century, the until then 'undiscovered,' 

'unexplored' Arctic was seen and made known, mapped and photographed for Western 

audiences by white male European explorers. And, during the twentieth century, the 

Arctic's indigenous inhabitants found their way into cultural representation and became a 

source of fascination: the world's first documentary film, Nanook of the North (1922), is a 

controversial docudrama that presents an Inuit family in a highly fictionalized version of 

their lives. Representational acknowledgment of indigenous Arctic cultures has been 

sloppy at best, often flat out exploitative. During the same century of its first in-depth 

white 'exploration,' the Arctic was divided among nations and transformed from a remote, 

inaccessible, unknown terrain to a constituent site of global empires and capital: it was 

and continues to be used for nuclear testing, nuclear waste storage, industrial fishing, oil 

drilling, oil spilling, and military surveillance. And, during the same century, the news hit 

that it had begun to melt at great speed. Its discovery abutted, and hastened, its loss.  

Despite this rapid change, or concomitant with it, the Arctic holds cultural 

attention and fascination in the US, evident in nature and travel writing, television series, 

photography, and documentary film, among other media. Mainstream popular culture has 

built a reality TV genre around extreme survivalism in the Far North, including shows 

like Out of the Wild, Ultimate Survival Alaska, and Buying Alaska, which draw on recent 

predecessors like Jon Krakauer's Into the Wild (1996) and earlier touchstones like Jack 

London's stories (1900-1922). As titles like Buying Alaska indicate, these faraway locales 

are subject to—often made subject to, by being depicted—the exploitative practices of 

development. Yet it remains a hypothetical site of the unknown, of the possible. It is a 
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place that midcentury travel writer Agnes Rothery calls "the downfall of otherwise 

rational writers of prose" (66). Why does the Arctic align with the irrational? What 

'rationality' do readers and writers seek to escape?  

Tundra is difficult to conceive of within a human timeframe; and so it raises 

questions of deep time and slow violence that are central in current ecocritical discourse. 

Melting polar ice can be conceived of as a hyperobject in Timothy Morton's term—it 

challenges human and natural boundaries of space and time. Speaking of Iceland, poet 

Eileen Myles writes "Lava is everywhere. Like an ominous clock that has stopped" (21). 

This land-out-of-time quality contradicts the equally valid fact that within all current 

human lifetimes, the ice caps have and will continue to undergo massive change that is 

visible—even in real time—and caused by distant, everyday human activities. The Arctic 

is a present absence. It is the space between land-masses, it is a sea, it is frozen but 

volatile. At the same time, the Arctic imaginary is characterized metaphorically by lack. 

It is desolate, empty, flat, monochronomatic, at once an absent center, a magnetic guide, 

and a symbolic barometer of human effects on the planet. As ocean temperatures rise and 

the Arctic recedes, it becomes more and more impossible to separate human from nature; 

interconnectedness is made manifest.  

Further, the Arctic is up for grabs: the Arctic Circle itself is an unfixed line of 

latitude that is shifting north at a rate of about 49 feet (15 meters) a year. While the poles 

are not in fact spaces apart from global capitalism's aims and norms, their very 

"outlandishness—in theory and in fact" (Blum's language), I hypothesize, may make 

them viable for a kind speculative alterity, especially when they are repurposed in 
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literature, used not to sell products, bury toxic waste, or wage military industrial 

competition but to reassess the human relationship to wastescapes (248). These are 

spaces in which writers and readers may conceive of radical difference, otherness, and 

ongoing flux. Already, the multiply valent word outlandish evokes the bizarre, the 

unconventional, the irrational, the queer—and perhaps for this reason the polar regions 

have long attracted the artistic attention of notable queer writers and artists in addition to 

the extreme adventurists, nature writers, and documentarians with whom we associate 

these landscapes.  

The Arctic is highly seductive, a source of intrigue and wonder for the average 

Western writer or reader, because it contradicts basic assumptions about day and night, 

even solid ground. The polar north is a site of extremity—of temperature and light, but 

also geographic extremity. The polarity of the poles, I suggest, is part of its draw for 

those who long for the unknown: those who don't fit elsewhere, perhaps because they 

conceive of themselves as exceptional, like the extreme survivalists and their explorer 

ancestors, or perhaps because they are queers and artists in a society that values 

heteronormativity and capitalist productivity. The Arctic offers different kinds of 

openness to different kinds of longings. From these longings emerge distinct forms of 

writing place. 

Alongside the narrative of exploration in the Arctic, which hinges on knowing 

and capturing its essence, runs a feminist approach to the space that rejoices in the 

unknown, the remote, and the sheer spaciousness—physical, psychological, and social—



 132 

the terrain provides. In her study of women's utopian and science fiction, Naomi Jacobs 

writes 

The frozen landscape is one in which physical growth and decay are stilled; it is 
also free of those institutions and mores that restrict women in the social world. 
Because untouched by birth, death, politics, or power, the seemingly sterile fields 
of ice can become fertile ground for the female imagination and place where 
radical confrontations and reconceptualizations become possible. (90)  
 

Whereas the longstanding characterization of the icescape as a 'barren' land connotes the 

nonproductive female body,27 viewing both as objects meant to produce material or 

resources for capitalist enterprises, this alternate orientation toward frozen landscape 

views it as a site of present possibility, spacious and alive. While I agree with Jacobs 

regarding the way the perceived openness and voiding of the space can make 

psychological and social space for radical female experience, I see, too, the way her 

language plays right back into the rhetoric of productivity and reproduction. In her words, 

the frozen landscape is beneficial to women as a "fertile ground"; it is only worthwhile 

once it finds its way out of the associations of the barren and frigid female body. This is a 

dangerous slippage that is so commonplace in our understandings of use and value, a 

linguistic miasma in which my project seeks to intervene, to clarify how the language we 

use affects our attitudes and approaches.  

 Mary Shelley was among the first female writers to write about the poles. 

Frankenstein; Or, The Modern Prometheus (1818), a story framed by its recounting on 

                                                
27 See Carolyn Merchant's The Death of Nature, which traces the tradition back to the Middle Ages. 
Annette Kolodny's The Lay of the Land tracks the gendered metaphor through US colonialism and frontier 
expansion; and Louise Westling's The Green Breast of the New World (1996) picks up the thread in 
twentieth-century fiction. 
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an iced-in ship, is at once the tale of science and invention taken too far, exceeding 

human control, and simultaneously a story of flight north. Rejected by his own creator, 

Dr. Frankenstein's "monster" escapes to the unrealized space of the Arctic. Indeed, the 

North Pole is often a convenient cultural dumping ground for monstrosity. The Icelandic 

volcano Mt Hekla, thought by ancient Greeks to be an entrance to hell, is located in 

Thule, the long-used and ill-defined name for the Arctic Circle.28 In the medieval period, 

Thule was a label, more like a gesture, on maps to designate the Far North. Ultima Thule 

denoted any place beyond the "borders of the known world"; Virgil extended it 

metaphorically, so ultima Thule referred to anything beyond reach, any unattainable goal. 

In her book-length history of Thule, Joanna Kavenna writes 

It was an empty page, its silent rocks inviting interpretation. Gradually, through 
countless verses and learned hypotheses, Thule became a symbol of remoteness, 
of the shadowy world of the north. Nothing could be known for certain about 
Thule, and so the word was drawn into imaginative histories, poems, novels and 
explorer's accounts…Thule was entwined with thousands of years of fantasies 
about what might lie beyond the edges of the maps. (5)  
 

Why do we so desire to see beyond the edges of maps? Another Icelandic volcano, 

Snæfellsjökull, is the entrance to the center of the earth in Jules Verne's Journey. From 

the earliest examples of Western culture through twentieth-century mainstream 

touchstones, the Far North is concomitant with the other worldly, and this cultural power, 

I argue, has huge influence over how we perceive it today. 

                                                
28 Another instance in which Iceland is a gateway to the Arctic, a portal between the Western world and the 
tundra. 
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 I chart two dominant strains of Arctic interest and pursuit, both of which have 

persisted since its earliest mention by Greek explorer Pytheas: the pristine, remote, 

'untouched' wilderness, and, on the flipside, the uncanny, unfamiliar phenomena it 

(could) give rise to. I trace the effects of this topographical x-factor, its unknownness, 

attending to the modes of place identification, environmental awareness, and the forms of 

writing it inspires. The 'blank' white canvas can be a space to survey, to map, to 

taxonomize, to write over, and in so doing to bring under the writer's control. This is the 

process I see at work in polar exploration narratives, in nature writing, and in 

documentary film and photography. It can also be a space to leave open—open to 

longing, to experience, especially queer experience, that has no category or place 

elsewhere, open to unknowing and the tentative epistemologies it can encourage. The 

curiosity, wonder, and bewilderment the Arctic stands for in the earliest Western myths 

straight through the twentieth century that saw it mapped and divided, claimed and drilled 

into, are all the more precious and potent affects for the pause they can inspire in the 

narratives of our orientations to these spaces. Curious, uncertain, intrigued, how do 

writers make their way through this terrain, and to what ends? 

 

 

The Queer Arctic at Mid-Century  

The narrative of polar exploration continues to unfold in contemporary culture, in 

nature writing and nature documentaries, and in fiction and true stories of survival and 

adventure. With and alongside this powerful current runs a counternarrative that posits 
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the Arctic as a space where unusual, strange, queer, and/or out-of-place people and 

modes of living find a home. In this section I'll demonstrate how queer's dual meaning 

and shift in meaning—the word's own in-betweenness, a term I draw from Eileen 

Myles—contributes to its ability to stand in for experience—sexual, relational, 

interpersonal—that doesn't fit the norms that regulate a given social context. I focus on 

Carson McCullers' The Member of the Wedding to show that one possible byproduct of 

queer experience at midcentury is a longing for a space apart, outside, a space of 

belonging that cannot be conceived of within the confines of the familiar. "Queer 

experience" refers to that of the androgynous Frankie, in between ages, friend groups, 

and in a moment of family transition, who feels she does not belong to any group and 

who has no framework in which to process her uncertain gender and emerging sexuality. 

"The familiar" comprises Frankie's town, climate, house, and social setting, which I read 

together in order to analyze the topography of her experience and longing, its physical, 

material, ideological, and emotional aspects. Is queer experience frequently polarizing 

(that word), isolating in this way? When a person is without a community with which to 

identify, I argue, extremity and unfamiliarity become inviting spheres of possibility, often 

expressed or evoked through place: where can I belong? The place becomes a zone for 

possibility and alterity, and especially for the possibility of certain kinds of alterity—a 

space for those who don't fit gender paradigms or conventional modes of sexual 

expression to conceive of belonging and connectedness—outside the confining norms of 

their social worlds at home. 
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"Queer" and "Alaska" are words that appear on nearly every other page of Carson 

McCullers' The Member of the Wedding. "'It is so very queer'" are the first words out of 

Frankie's mouth. "Queer" here means unusual, odd, strange—right? As a contemporary 

reader steeped in queer theory, it's hard for me to read it just that way. I posit that the 

queerness of queer was there from the beginning in McCullers' work. (And a number of 

critics, including Judith Halberstam in Female Masculinity (1998), agree.) And at the 

same time, I see that the need to dig out something sexual from the usage of "queer" 

misses the point of Wedding. Every part of her external world is queer to Frankie—

strange, ill-fitting. Queer is her label for the disjunction between her interior and exterior 

lives. She doesn't have language to express this disjunction. Finding a space beyond or 

outside her own in which to articulate it is her ardent hope. The narrative's lengthy 

evocations of Frankie's inner life coincide with a yearning for Alaska.  

For Frankie, Alaska represents the possibility of a space where she might belong. 

She gravitates toward it because her older brother's two years in Alaska are her primary 

point of contact outside her ill-fitting world at home. Frankie feels out of place; she is 

certain that she doesn't fit into a role in her family, among her friends, or in her 

community. Even the weather is unfitting, a source of discomfort: the heat is stifling 

physically and psychologically. Alaska is a solid space, a firmly fixed fantasy. "But 

Alaska! Frankie had dreamed of it constantly, and especially this summer it was very 

real. She saw the snow and frozen sea and ice glaciers. Esquimau igloos and polar bears 

and the beautiful Northern lights" (McCullers 7). The revelation of the reality of 

Alaska—even the fact that it is not totally unfamiliar or unlike the world in which she 
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lives, for example that it shares qualities like heat and bugs and swimming with the small 

town Frankie seeks to escape—doesn't entirely change her fantasy. "Sometimes [her 

brother's] short letters to her father disturbed her a little. For instance, this summer he 

mentioned once that he had been in swimming and that the mosquitoes were something 

fierce. This litter jarred upon her dream, but after a few days of bewilderment, she 

returned to her frozen seas and snow" (McCullers 7-8). Her imagined Alaska is more 

important than what the place is actually like. She craves a sharp distinction between her 

world and Alaska because it serves as a repository for her vision of a different world, a 

different way of living, and a place in which she can be herself—queer and strange, 

"crazy" according to Berenice, in between age groups, and androgynous, or unwilling to 

express womanhood the same way other girls do—and still be a member of the world, i.e. 

still feel connected to other people.  

Because she has never been there, Alaska is an unrealized space for Frankie, 

though not precisely in the way Blum describes. What Blum calls "the hole at the pole," 

effectively evacuating the space to make it viable for speculative experience just like the 

polar explorers she critiques, is full for Frankie: of extremity, of openness. To be full of 

emptiness is different than to be vacant (recall Steedman). Or perhaps it is just a different 

approach. Because Alaska represents something unknown to Frankie, it reveals the 

affects of unrealized spaces: uncertainty, curiosity, and the potential for confidence—

boldly going (in her imagination, for the time being) where she's never gone before. 

Frankie is tuned in to the world beyond her experience by the radio and news of World 

War II. In addition to being a major year of transition for Frankie's interior life, "it was 
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the year when Frankie thought about the world" (26). With the radio playing constantly in 

the background of her summer at home, Frankie's understanding of global connections 

shifts daily. "The geography book at school was out of date; the countries of the world 

had changed" (McCullers 27). The war, as it infiltrates Frankie's life via the newspaper 

and radio, makes the planet reflect Frankie's predicament: the inbetweenness of nations, 

the out of date maps. What had seemed fixed and certain is being revealed to be up for 

grabs. In this way the emotional content of her experience is bound up with her 

imaginings of other places, her desire to find a way to relate to them: 

Frankie stood looking up and down the four walls of the room. She thought of the 
world,  and it was fast and loose and turning, faster and looser and bigger than it 
had been before. The pictures of the War sprang out and clashed together in her 
mind. She saw bright  flowered islands and a land by a northern sea with the gray 
waves on the shore…The names of places spun in Frankie's mind: China, 
Peachville, New Zealand, Paris, Cincinnati, Rome. She thought of the huge and 
turning world until her legs began to tremble and there was sweat on the palms of 
her hands. Finally she stopped looking around the four kitchen walls and said to 
Berenice: 'I feel just exactly like somebody has peeled all the skin off me. I wish I 
had some cold good chocolate ice cream.' (McCullers 44) 
 

Frankie's circumscribed world, symbolized here by the material walls of the room, the 

kitchen in which she spends the summer, cannot adequately account for all the places 

beyond and outside it that are out of Frankie's reach and seem impossible to her. Echoing 

a version of female sexuality that has punctured Frankie's young solitude, the out-of-

control world spins "fast and loose." She responds to this disjunction by trembling, 

sweating, which calls her back to her body. The feeling of mental alienation through 

location comes through in the physical feelings Frankie expresses: her skin peeled off, 

her craving for a different sensation—the sensation of cold. Cold ice cream is an 
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accessible yearning, much like her brother's Alaska is an accessible-seeming place for 

Frankie. Her feeling when thinking of Alaska or Winter Hill (where her brother will be 

married) is different than her feeling when imagining these other places. Alaska brings 

her confidence and curiosity, rather than a feeling of having her skin peeled off with fear 

from uncertainty.  

Uncertainty and unfamiliarity present two diverging possible orientations toward 

experience: for Frankie, they invite recognition of the unknown, which a person can 

accept and be attentive to, respecting those things that are beyond her own realm of 

experience; or, she can compensate for the fear of insecurity by endeavoring to make it 

known to her, to survey it, to claim it. Of course, she could also simply turn away from it, 

in fear, but I'm interested in delineating orientations toward, rather than away from, the 

exterior world. The unknown presents the opportunity for knowing, or the opportunity for 

learning and coming up against the limits of what can be known to you. I come back to 

this in my discussion of Eileen Myles that follows, proposing that tentative, wayward 

epistemologies—ways of knowing that do not expect to make all aspects of a given 

topography legible—undergird this counternarrative of the imagined Arctic. In each case, 

the same impulse to see the Arctic as a space outside or beyond some set of norms drives 

the explorer, the nature writer, and the young woman with the big imagination 

Frankie never makes it to Alaska in the novel. Her brother's marriage is not an 

option for her escape, which the reader is free to interpret as either a signal of her 

inbetweenness, caught in adolescence, or a comment on her relationship with the 

conventions of heterosexual life. She is left behind, but soon enough she finds another 
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route to the world beyond her home with a new friend, Mary Littlejohn, with whom she 

talks about Michelangelo, reads Tennyson, and plans to travel the world once they turn 

eighteen. She turns from her imagined Arctic to the worlds of art, writing, and female 

friendship. Like Alaska, imagination and invention, even the position of the artist—

"Mary was going to be a great painter and Frances a great poet"—provides a space 

beyond the confining expectations of womanhood in a small southern town. Her love for 

Mary is one predicated on difference: her long hair and Catholic upbringing separate her 

from the androgynous, non-church-attending Frankie—who changes her name to Frances 

by the book's end, reflecting her shifting worldview and penchant for reappropriation. 

"But for Frances this difference was a final touch of strangeness, silent terror, that 

completed the wonder of her love" (McCullers 191). Wonder at strangeness, delight in 

difference, and willingness to accept those things that are beyond your own experience—

McCullers' heroine exemplifies the way these qualities coincide with an orientation 

toward the world that finds its home and reflection in Alaska, in the life of the artist, and 

in a love that can most easily be read as queer. A passionate friendship between two 

young women who plan to travel the world together has homosocial overtones, and it'd be 

easy enough to categorize Frances as a queer woman who has yet to embark on queer 

sexual experience. But, more importantly in this case, queerness is an orientation toward 

experience, toward everyday life, toward social expectation and conventions that govern 

not just sexual behavior, but age, gender, and identity, that develops out of a disjunction 

between the interior and the exterior self. For Frankie, resistance to such norms is 

possible first through imagined places. Having tracked these threads of curiosity, desire 
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for belonging, and attachment to difference and strangeness in Frankie's Alaska, I turn to 

contemporary writers who weave them together with environmental change in the Arctic 

wastescape of the present day. 

 

 

Documenting the Other Worldly: Encyclopedic Nature Writing  

 Polar expeditions gave rise to their own mixed genre, part travelogue, part 

scientific study, and part memoir. While they serve the purpose of raising consciousness 

about 'unknown' territory and its inhabitants, they also present a character study of their 

authors: the lone male explorer, bravely venturing beyond the map. Except, of course, the 

indigenous people who've lived their since 2,500AD and the Vikings, possibly the 

Greeks. But, akin to the Manifest Destiny-wielding settlers' approach to the western US, 

none of these facts manage to contradict the texts' perception of the land as new, 

untouched, and ripe for exploration. These narratives brought a version of the Arctic to 

armchair travelers everywhere throughout the twentieth century, and they are still choice 

reading material for today's ice climbers and Arctic adventure travelers. They're also the 

main source text for Barry Lopez's Arctic Dreams. The tropes of these genres are carried 

into contemporary portrayals of Arctic topography—well-known examples include Arctic 

Dreams, my focus, Jon Krakauer's work, and James Balog's Chasing Ice (2012), a 

documentary in which a nature photographer conducts an Extreme Ice Survey, 

photographing shrinking glaciers with time lapse cameras stationed around the world 

(effectively putting the Arctic under surveillance, a logical conclusion to the early 
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explorers' own surveys in sketches and photos). The Discovery Channel, the History 

Channel, and the Planet Earth series participate in and perpetuate the genre, accompanied 

by resounding voiceover. While we tend to think of the nature documentary as 

educational, enlightening, and consciousness-raising, as a positive cultural contribution 

that helps viewers and readers understand a particular other that is beyond the range of 

immediate experience, I use Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's feminist and postcolonial 

critique of the subject position of the representer to argue that nature documentary 

practices that confront the Arctic, even those in service of climate change awareness like 

Chasing Ice, operate on the same tacit principles as colonization, capitalist expansion, 

and ecological exploitation, attempting to speak for experience beyond their own, to 

translate and reduce the illegible.  

 These principles are exemplified most explicitly in contemporary Arctic nature 

writing's source material, expedition narratives, which I read as masculinist hero-explorer 

fantasies written across the 'blank' tundra. The Arctic (and Antarctic, explored during the 

same period by many of the same men) becomes the explorers' "cold mistress" to occupy, 

survey, seduce, and coerce (Manhire 23). Narratives of exploration and masculine 

heroism depend on a complex gendering of this topography: female, but resistant; virgin, 

but untaken, available. It is a space of purity, the "'last clean place on earth'" according to 

Peter Matthieson (Manhire 21). One of the politically terrifying possibilities of this realm, 

I argue, and it applies to both poles, is its perceived openness, that it is seen as a last 

bastion for exploration—it is free to be conquered and then cordoned off, first by polar 

explorers, then by nature writers and documentarians, and finally by young white men 



 143 

seeking an escape route from late-stage capitalism. In each case, the Arctic maintains its 

strict association with hyper-masculinity and whiteness by way of gendering the 

landscape and heroic expeditions and trials of the self.  

 Like the polar explorer or the voiceover of a nature show, Barry Lopez assumes a 

distanced and omniscient third-person perspective in his book-length travelogue Arctic 

Dreams, especially when he describes Arctic animals' bodies and explains the evolution 

of its species. These third-person narratives are, for the most part, separate from his 

reflections on his personal interactions with the place and its creatures. The text feels 

disjointed at times, as though written in alternating third and first persons. By all 

accounts, it is the first-person sections that most resonate with readers, for it is in these 

sections that Lopez begins to untangle the web of desire and make-believe that exists 

between Americans and the Far North, and it is in these moments that he confronts the 

ambivalence of his role as observer-'explorer.' But the authority of his observational 

accounts contradicts the insight of his immersed narrative. 'Objective' observation is a 

legacy of Western scientific method; as Donna Haraway puts it 

recent social studies of science and technology have made available a very strong 
social constructionist argument for all forms of knowledge claims, most certainly 
and especially scientific ones. In these tempting views, no viewer's perspective is 
privileged, because all drawings of inside-outside boundaries in knowledge are 
theorized as power moves, not moves toward truth. (184) 
 

Observation, objective or not, originates with the gaze—it can either acknowledge or 

eclipse the specificity of its perspective. Lopez's text works primarily to attempt the 

latter, an encyclopedic, universal view of a landscape. Nature documentaries, especially 

those based in photography, like Chasing Ice and Planet Earth, perform this same 
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operation using aerial photography, time lapses, and extreme, even microscopic close-

ups. They require the viewer, reader, and narrator to operate primarily as spectators. They 

use dazzlement and awe to generate interest. Operating as a spectator makes the Arctic, 

its people and creatures, into a spectacle that exists for viewing and reading pleasure. 

Often, across the genre, the observation of animals and phenomena is tied repeatedly to 

the predator/prey dichotomy. In reference to the polar bear, Barry Lopez declares, 

"always we were hunting" (78); in Chasing Ice, photographers spend weeks stalking a 

glacier, awaiting the moment of its calving to shoot. 

Lopez organizes the chapters of Arctic Dreams as a taxonomy of place names and 

species names (e.g. chapter four, "Lancaster Sound / Monodon monceros"). As though it 

were possible to make a catalog, a list, to archive the Arctic according to familiar tools 

and terminologies. Here and elsewhere, Lopez assumes the fraught role of cultural 

translator, framing unknown creatures (like muskoxen) in more accessible terms, 

comparing them to similar species. In this case, however, he has so effectively separated 

human culture from nature that he fails to render any kind of critique that might question 

the very practice in which he's engaged. He fails to situate himself and his own 

positionality in the tundra. He seeks to mediate the unmediatable while at the same time 

showing the reader that it is different, unassimilable. His attempts to approach the Arctic 

scientifically end in what Jean Arnold calls "the realm of the sublime," an aesthetic-

emotional space in which Lopez is struck incapable of description (17). "I looked out at 

the icebergs. They were so beautiful they also made you afraid," he rhapsodizes (Lopez 

251). The Arctic he gives to readers is beautiful but still inaccessible—he wants it to be 
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so entirely separate from contemporary human culture that his attempts to compare it to 

our own environment are actually more alienating than analogizing. Why, I wonder, does 

he try so hard to figure out what the Arctic's animals and human residents—whom he 

compares frequently, and often in one breath—are doing and why? Why is asserting this 

explanatory power so vital to his depiction of the 'other-worldly' place and its creatures?  

Throughout the text, Lopez is constantly in the tacit company of scientists, 

biologists, anthropologists, and former explorers. At times, as the book unfolds, he begins 

to express his and the scientists' discomfort at their scientific methods—like when they 

use stun darts on animals to gain more information, or sneak up on a mother polar bear 

when her vulva is exposed (Lopez demurely looks away) (118). Even when he questions 

the practices of researchers and of industrial encroachment on the space, his narrative 

leaves little room for cultural criticism. When he sees the effects of industry beginning to 

take hold offshore (encroachments that have only increased since he wrote the book), he 

fails to connect them to the explorer mindset or to his own pursuits. Rather than relating 

his own cultural translation—appropriation, as Spivak has it—to the resource-grabbing 

practices of his own country, Lopez' lament, much like Balog's in Chasing Ice, is for a 

primitive Arctic untouched by human influence—a problematic and basically 

contradictory nostalgia in a work that attempts to capture the Arctic in an encyclopedic 

manner. It casts entire native human populations under the arc of the primitive and the 

backwards, rather than presenting them as a part of contemporary human culture. 

The purposefulness of Lopez' mission to explore and describe gives way in 

moments of idleness to a disconcerted ambivalence about his and our place in the Arctic 
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and to unspecified longing for impossible connection with the place. The failure of this 

totalizing effort is what makes the text provocative, if limited by its own formal 

approach. One problem in Lopez' approach is that he leaves little room for critical 

distance from the text or the place—we are along for the ride, watching him watch others 

without indicators of hesitation or queasiness for many chapters. I propose that it is in his 

moments of uncertainty, confronted with idleness, stillness, and a sense of his own 

purposelessness and powerlessness that Lopez begins to confront the truly uncanny, 

irrational Arctic. By describing his relation to the place more openly and explicitly, he 

gives the reader a chance to consider it on her own terms. He describes the qualities of 

animals that make them inaccessible to human understanding, their motivations (that 

which he spends much of the book trying to discern). Halfway through the book, his 

musings on animal behavior put him in touch with this unknown and unknowable quality. 

"The animal's environment, the background against which we see it, can be rendered as 

something like the animal itself—partly unchartable" (Lopez 177). To extrapolate this 

idea out from the specificities of the Arctic landscape suggests an alternate approach to 

place, one that recognizes place's shiftiness, its unknowability, its uncanniness. It is 

always unfixed. No amount of description or mapping can make it known to us, can make 

it ours. We must embrace it on a different level: a personal level. While the text forms a 

problematic and unacknowledged alliance with the masculinist exploration narrative 

genre, these moments of doubt (some explicit, some subtextual) do begin to open a space 

for consideration of difference, and it is the uncanniness, the sheer contradictoriness of 

the Arctic that enables them to do so. I will return to this awareness of the unchartability 
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of place in all its components (terrain, plants, animals, human populations and their 

material development and waste), thinking with Spivak's terms of the "illegibility" that 

must be acknowledged without being elided, reduced, or erased. 

 When we can conceive of our relation to something only in terms of possession, 

only as commodity, there is no way to value it outside the rules of production and 

consumption, exploration, exposure, and spectatorship. We need new ways—new 

representations or models—for how to relate outside of commodity valuation. Narratives 

of relational experience offer one way—immediate in-touchness with place in its 

specificity, what Haraway calls "situated knowledges." Reuse puts us in touch and works 

within a capitalist structure to resist capitalist production models. I propose that this 

quality of the Arctic—a quality of especially volatile contemporary wastescapes—calls 

for a different, more personal approach to place writing, one that makes room for doubt 

and uncertainty, the preservation of illegibility, the unchartable, the unknowable. 

 

 

The Importance of Being Inbetween: Art and the Arctic  

Can representations of the Arctic provide a site for the long-desired alterity, 

difference, and separation from such entwined contemporary confines as global 

capitalism, expected gender roles, expressions of sexuality, and the productivity-based 

orientations toward the environment where these sets of guiding principles merge? Or can 

they only exist as imagined but out-of-reach spaces of longing, like Frankie's Alaska?  
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Eileen Myles' The Importance of Being Iceland is a substantial and under-read 

nonfictional counterpart to the explorer narrative, one that participates in place-writing as 

a relational endeavor, rather than a proprietary or voyeuristic one. I argue that Myles' 

concept of inbetweenness offers an orientation toward the exterior world that insists on 

foregrounding the interiority of experience. Her collection suggests that place, art, and 

writing about both offer a realm in which to exercise personhood most fully, outside of 

the norms and expectations of social convention or the conventions of genre/form. Her 

ranging style, repeatedly waylaid by unexpected details, musings, and connections, shows 

how touching back to the personal and the relational can claim a new voice for the Arctic, 

and for art, as sites of the unknown and the unfamiliar. 

Spaces of environmental and economic volatility are also apt spaces in which to 

consider difference that requires experiment with form, point of view, or linearity. I 

propose that the unfixed, indeterminate quality of the Arctic—consistently a quality of 

the contemporary wastescape—calls for a different approach to place writing, one that 

makes room for doubt and uncertainty. In recent years, more and more writers—not just 

well known nature writers and journalists, but poets and creative nonfiction writers—

have flocked to the Arctic, producing a growing body of work. This is due to, and 

possible in part because of, artist Roni Horn's installation of Vatnasafn, the Library of 

Water, in a remote part of Iceland, where she established a writing residency program in 

2007. Iceland embodies a liminal zone that has been especially attractive and generative 

for previous writers in residence, including Rebecca Solnit (The Faraway Nearby) and 

Anne Carson (Red Doc >), for Roni Horn herself (Weather Reports You), and for Myles 
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because of its hard-to-pin-down quality, its status as unstable borderland between self and 

other. The centrality of glacial melt to today's discussions of climate change and its 

unequal effects, especially on coastal populations, provides a major incentive to bring the 

Arctic to the page, and the fact of its receding makes it all the rarer a subject. 

Myles's work, which begins in Iceland but delves deeply into the US planetary 

imagination, presents its own theory of contemporary place writing and possible 

orientations toward the world. Iceland, on the edge of the Arctic Circle and mostly below 

it, is a strange borderland for a place whose borders shift. Blum calls the Polar Regions, 

writ large, "indeterminate, transitional space[s] between the external and internal 

worlds—a polar version of the littoral" (246). Into this already odd, faraway yet near 

land, Myles makes several haphazard journeys over a number of years, funded by grants 

for the project that became The Importance of Being Iceland. Though it was the poet's 

first nonfiction collection, in the opening essay she declares, "I'm writing now and always 

have been writing this book" (Myles 14). The book itself is unusual—a collection of 

short, experimental essays written on a variety of subjects over a twenty-year period: 

thirteen "art essays," six essays and interviews on "people," eight "talks," four "travel" 

pieces, six essays on "body," seven on "moving pictures," and a series of blog posts from 

2004-2006. In all of her essays and interviews, she emphasizes her personal relationships 

with practicing queer artists and showcases their everyday lives. Iceland was published as 

part of Semiotext(e)'s Active Agent Series, which emphasizes the activist potential of 

radical subjectivity practiced by female first-person writers. In it, Myles posits that 

inbetweenness, for which Iceland is her inspiration and relational case study, is a vital 
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means of observing, participating in, and writing about contemporary life and (national) 

identity. 

The style of Myles' essays reflects the inbetweenness that is her subject. When I 

first encountered this book, I struggled to find my way into the essays, many of which 

describe artists and works of art that were unfamiliar to me. Who are all these artists? I 

felt alienated in the way I do when in a new place. But as I read, I took comfort in how 

Myles always puts her body on the page, asks questions, and draws the reader's attention 

along with hers. The proper names are there, you can look them up and learn something 

about the particular canon her "art" essays curate; to do this research is to give yourself 

an education in contemporary queer art history, and I imagine that is at least part of 

Myles's aim. She begins the art section with Sadie Benning's Play Pause, but doesn't give 

Sadie a last name. It's clear that this four-page essay assumes the reader is already 

familiar with Sadie, perhaps from post-punk/riot grrrl band Le Tigre. When I first read it, 

though, I was clueless. Instead of being worried about the knowable facts, I was 

immersed in Myles's point of view; the content I absorbed was a way of being in the 

world, interacting with it. In a blog post in the book's last section, she describes another 

artist's work as "'browser art'…to simply render how he moves through the world" (327). 

Here and throughout her essays and interviews, Myles belies her theories of art, of 

poetry, of writing in the contemporary moment. Often she ascribes their collective work 

to "poets," but the category, I think, is capacious enough to include a variety of practicing 

artists, just like her essays do. In her talk for Hampshire College's commencement in 

1998, "Universal Cycle," she says, "I think we're living in a public moment and that's 
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why poets need to come back. While we're all living on the outside we need someone 

living on the inside, to watch themselves and then us, to bring our inside out" (173). Her 

description of the contrast between interior and exterior selves mirrors Frankie Addams's 

sense of disjunction between her self and the fast and loose world around her. This work 

of bringing the inside out connects interior experience to surroundings—to place—and 

occurs on every page, in nearly every sentence of Myles's prose. 

Iceland seems like a sort of bait and switch: the reader picks up a book with a 

picture of a glowing blue glacier on the front, sees "travel essays in art," assumes that it 

will be about Iceland, travel, that it is place writing. But the essay "Iceland," the longest 

in the collection, is only thirty-six of the book's 366 pages. How can a book about art be a 

book about place, about Iceland? The answer to this question tells volumes about the new 

kind of place writing, art writing, and life writing that Myles enacts on the page. The 

collection begins with one of Myles's poems, "Hell," translated into Icelandic by Kristin 

Omardottir. Before flipping the page, though, the reader only sees accented text in 

another language, with some English cues "(All scream)" and proper names like Björk, 

Beck, and Madonna. Already Myles's project is one of collaboration, of creating 

something new in the collision of her work and Iceland. The long-form essay that follows 

the Icelandic translation and Myles's poem, "Iceland," moves back and forth in place and 

time, detailing Myles' various trips to Iceland and the interactions she has with the place 

and its people. She reflects on ways that Iceland has been used and depicted in 

contemporary culture—the site of a practice moon landing, the setting for countless 

fashion photo shoots, the backdrop of Reykjavik post-rock band Sigur Ros's music 
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videos. Her prose proceeds with a constantly waylaid movement, drawn in various 

directions. It is adamantly self-conscious about the conditions of its own making, 

detailing not only the cultural influences, the other writers Myles is in conversation with, 

but referring even to the funding that makes its writing possible. Her subject veers from 

class in America; to belonging in the art world; then the poetry world; then within gay 

communities; she even squeezes in an anecdote about the time she ran for president 

before finally getting around to Iceland. Myles delights in the freedom of her genre with 

these moments of self-awareness and with her nonlinear structure. Whereas Lopez joins a 

tradition of nature writers in attempting to create a novelistic narrative arc from his trips 

to the Arctic, Myles's prose style mimics her wayward, tentative, provisional movement 

through the place and through contemporary life. Whereas Lopez catalogs the place and, 

through curation, enacts a sort of cultural ossification, Myles refuses to settle on any one 

topic or set of intentions for her essay; in the same way, Iceland can be no one thing. This 

essay is a microcosm for the collection as a whole, its restlessness and personally-

inflected meandering. She uses inbetweenness in this range of essays to assess what it 

means to be a contemporary artist. Art itself, in her world, is a zone of inbetweenness. 

While for Frances at the end of The Member of the Wedding, art and poetry represent a 

future in a faraway place, a site of experience beyond and outside the familiar in which 

she does not fit—a version of queer belonging—for Myles, art and poetry are zones 

inbetween that she can occupy in the present, in Iceland but actually in any place by 

virtue of her approach, and by conjuring the company of queer artists. Writing itself is the 

mediator for this experience, nonfictional prose as another zone of the inbetween, or the 
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place where inbetweenness can be enacted. And in this way, language itself, starting with 

the translation of Myles's poem into Icelandic, is an inbetween, a zone of remaking 

within which, to quote Maggie Nelson, a student and friend of Myles who appears in the 

essays, we are always "at deep play in the makeshift" (Nelson 68). Further, Myles herself 

is an inbetween; all the subjects in her essays are bound by her experience and viewpoint, 

not by genre or format or location. The channeling of all the subject through her, into the 

essays and the book is a move to dissolve the boundaries between categories, to show 

how the categories bleed into one another. It’s counter to the idea that place or even 

experience can be curated. Nothing doesn’t fit in Myles’s world, a dedifferentiated realm 

where contingency reigns.29  

Myles's reuse of Iceland's topography and of various projections of US culture 

onto Arctic space documents the dynamic qualities of the place's topography through 

present experience, calling readers to awareness of the subtle changes, rearticulations, 

and ongoing revisions of relationships between people and their surroundings that occur 

every day. The reader is tasked with participating in Myles's project by reorienting 

herself constantly to a shifting, dynamic unfolding of ecology, materiality, and place 

imaginaries. Because she isn't trying to capture its every essence, every detail, nor is she 

trying to report back and explain the place to us, she is able to account for Iceland's 

strangeness, randomness, and contradictoriness. And these are the crucial components of 

place as my project conceives of it, topographically inclusive of material, ecological, 

                                                
29 The world of Levi-Strauss's bricoleur, the wastescape (23 above).  
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human, and ideological elements, that also render it dynamic—and creatively 

destabilizing. To her, even basic interactions have the potential to be surprising, and she 

approaches place-writing with a consciousness of and diligent attention to fluidity and 

unsteadiness. When an Icelandic friend mentions the White Nights, she (and the reader) 

assume it refers to the nights without darkness, but a few lines later we find out that in 

fact in Iceland it's a nickname for suicide. She writes, "I'm not sure if I'm telling a story or 

unveiling my mania" (24). In this way, her essay is able to sit with—and sit her reader 

with—multiple realities, even contradictory ones, at once. I argue that this has everything 

to do with her interactive, relational, and personal approach to place-writing. To 

document one's interaction with a place is a much different process, and begets a much 

different narrative, than to attempt to document some 'objective' version of the place 

outside your experience of it. Myles' approach benefits from its potential to keep multiple 

possibilities and analyses in play—it operates with the equalizing mode of material 

parataxis, placing things beside one another, rather than a taxonimizing or hierarchical 

scientific or even metaphorical organization.  

Myles acknowledges and participates in the cultural production of Iceland and the 

American Arctic, rather than trying to stand outside it, as nature writers and 

documentarians often (though not always) do. She refers to the cultural images of the 

place that existed in her mind before visiting, especially Jules Verne's Journey to the 

Center of the Earth, the book and film, and she relays what she hears from Icelanders 

about the origins of prose writing in the Icelandic sagas, whose heroes provide the names 

for landmarks to this day. While, for example, Lopez reads all the books and diaries of 
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the 'explorers' who studied the Arctic, Myles begins to read the place's own myths and 

legends, its poetry, its famous sagas, and she does so in constant dialogue with Icelanders 

she encounters. She sees Iceland's art scene as one that is alive and contemporary—and 

perhaps this is due in part to New York native Roni Horn's efforts, of which Myles is 

loudly skeptical—and in conversation with her own work and world, rather than 

conceiving of it as an indigenous relic. She makes the Arctic contemporary, or rather, 

allows it to be. If for Frankie Addams, Alaska was a longed for future, and if for Lopez 

and nature writers, the Arctic is a primitive, pristine past, for Myles, it is adamantly 

entwined with the ongoing present.  

Myles locates hope in Iceland's difference: its language, its failures to assimilate, 

its physical growth, but it is a cautious hope. Iceland has not merged fully into the global 

economy or conversation, she writes, "not yet. When you look at a culture that has 

developed on its own with its own unique resources there's been a question, certainly 

during its decades of affluence, of whether it will wind up a geological theme park of 

white difference or a laboratory for how the world could change" (Myles 31). In the few 

years since its writing, some of Myles' fears have been realized, with fetishization and 

commodification of Iceland and the Arctic more and more visible in popular culture. But 

in her text, Iceland does not become a precious object or token of her world-traveller 

status: it is a place, replete with its own agency and complexity. 

Myles' unique positionality makes her especially adept at this kind of place-

writing that grants attention to the inbetween and the volatile, both qualities that relate to 

the sense of belonging she explicitly and openly craves throughout the essay. Like 
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Frankie Addams, Myles is especially attuned to her own unbelonging, her sense of not 

fitting the roles assigned or expected of her. Again, she doesn’t fit but she makes an effort 

to absorb everything around her without hierarchical judgment or qualitative distinctions. 

She also denies that her accounts are expert-driven. They are not definitive, they are 

shifting and subjective, incomplete. As a queer woman and as a poet, Myles is 

comfortable and self-aware in her role as outsider, and can describe with honesty her own 

attempts to find communities to which to belong, experiments with ways to be. She 

doesn't operate from a principle whereby she could simply know another place or other 

people, as though by surveying them she could belong to them—or, more accurately, like 

my reading of Lopez shows, they could belong to her or come under her control. I posit 

that Myles shows her intimate familiarity with radical difference and how it feels, 

because she lives it every day in a compulsorily heteronormative society. This comfort 

with being an outsider makes her choice of Iceland as subject all the more apt. As a place 

that exists on the outskirts of American imagination, but that also bears enormous 

signifying power in the contemporary moment, Iceland's outlandishness is in line with the 

queer, the radical, and the non-productive. Myles documents her relation to the place, and 

gives attention to the simultaneous and contradictory feelings of belonging and alienation 

that comprise her experience and her visits to Iceland. When she responds to Roni Horn's 

installation of glacial melt with thoughts of her own changing hometown in 

Massachusetts, Myles writes, "It's all our country, isn't it? Isn't that why we love Iceland, 

our planet? Its empty achy poet's song" (34). The emptiness characterizes not the place 

but its song, its art, the emptiness is made corporeal, an ache like Frankie's skin peeled 
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off. Myles takes the imagined emptiness, blankness, and silence of this topography and 

lets it be filled with its culture's own song, with art to which any reader, in any place, can 

connect. What could be read as a moment of claiming ownership or appropriation of the 

place, in Myles' restless, self-aware style becomes instead a voicing of connectivity and 

shared responsibility to place in a changing climate.  

The topography Myles creates is visibly contemporary, in sharp contrast to the 

primitivizing or nostalgic view found in explorer narratives and nature writing. She 

hitchhikes and takes a terrible ferry ride or two, she watches a ton of movies to make 

herself feel more at home and notices every other Icelander on the boat doing the same. 

And after describing each of these experiences, she writes, "I can know the television set. 

I can know the boat. I tip my hat. To the unknowing. Like there's a glass wall in my 

intelligence in my reaching for it" (Myles 45). She is adamant in her own unknowing, 

showing the borders of her experience and knowledge at every juncture. In this way, her 

work shows what Stacy Alaimo describes as "the uncertain, experimental, amateurish, 

contingent, and engaged" ways of knowing that she argues derive from "trans-corporeal" 

existence, i.e. awareness of the situated, physical body as it interacts with the surrounding 

environment. Myles' achievement in "Iceland" and in the collection as a whole is to 

document her tentative attempts to situate herself with respect to Iceland and the planet. 

She writes, "the motive for collecting, for writing, I think, is to show the entire approach" 

(46). This approach is what so many other writers tend to erase when writing about 

foreign places—and art—in the interest of presenting a more universally recognizable 
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picture of their location, or to convey national or personal ideologies. Within a capitalist 

system that cannot assign value outside commodity, art itself might be a wastescape. 

These circumstances for the creation of writing about Alaska and the Arctic—

spaces which, historically, have preserved their stories orally and have few text-based 

stories of their own—only reinforces Myles' concept of inbetweenness, the basic 

disjuncture between individual and place that a writer must find a way to acknowledge, 

or risk participating in the positionless gaze that has dominated this space for much of 

human history. By pushing against the limits of genre and language, and by showing 

permeability of the boundaries between skin and place—weather, objects, people, 

experiences—Myles documents the personal effects of Alaska and Iceland, offering a 

way for a reader to confront these experiences as personal and yet removed—no all-

access pass to the Arctic. Myles’s own destabilizing of boundaries between genre and 

other qualitative categories and her denial of her own agency as an expert in any field or 

a writer who somehow speaks for the subjects she represents (she represents her own 

view, not the people or places) is a distinctly political choice. It's a queer choice, a 

demonstration of repurposing as a way of life, a way of being in the world that does not 

seek to control or to possess it.  
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CODA 
 
If an ecological system includes no "out there" to which the waste product can, in fantasy, 
be destined, then it makes sense that the meaning-infused, diachronically rich, perhaps 
inevitably nostalgic chemical, cultural, and material garbage—our own waste—in whose 
company we are destined to live and die is accruing new forms of interpretive magnetism 
and new forms, as well, of affective and erotic value. 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 
 

 

Queerness, Waste, and Value 

The relentless wastescape is a bleak place from which to derive a dissertation or 

an ethics, I know. But I don't think bleakness is unwarranted. My own response to such 

conditions, and to the bad feelings they inspire, is to consider how I can live and make do 

within them. I realize now that this make-do disposition is deeply personal to me, and 

reflects two major aspects of my upbringing: queerness and midwesternness. I was raised 

in the affluent Midwest by parents who had been making do all their lives, and their 

acceptance—of harsh winters, of unhappiness, of suburban life as the best reward for 

hard work and upward mobility—affected me deeply, even as it motivated my search for 

something else, which began with the typical search for somewhere else. I also grew up 

queer in a socially conservative place wherein I had no access to queerness as a concept. I 

had never met an out queer person, let alone a lesbian, so it didn't quite occur to me that I 

could be one.  

  At the root of queerness I find a faith in the makeshift, the ready to hand, the as-

is. I'm calling it queerness as a placeholder, but Fred Moten calls it "queer hermeneutics" 

(Moten GLQ 130). Queerness is or can be a project of world making that looks different 
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depending on where you are and what you can access. For me it looked like strong 

female friendships and mentorships, and an endless search for creative role models and 

alternate ways of living, often in the pages of books. At the time, I didn't know what I 

was looking for. My project's investment in queerness has been unpopular, even among 

my committee, but I am insisting on it even in the introduction. While I do not deal 

exclusively with 'explicitly' queer authors, characters, or communities in every chapter of 

the dissertation, queerness is another undercurrent that coincides with the wayward 

practices of repurposing—literal and textual. Eileen Myles was among the first that 

showed me, in this project as in my own life, how queerness can operate as an orientation 

toward many kinds of experience: a waywardness that grows out of not having models, 

not knowing in advance how to proceed, what things will look like or where they will go. 

It is, like Lévi Strauss insists, an experimental approach and thus requires, as the works I 

study show, curiosity, uncertainty, diligent attention and observation, and constant 

repositioning of the self in relation to the 'other.' Repurposing, the central concept around 

which I organize my arguments and texts, is a potential practice of queerness. Queerness, 

when it exists, as it often does, in the absence of queer communities or queer 

relationships—the queerness I grew up with—inspires deviance and cultivates a 

willingness to exist outside the logic of norms. How do we exist outside? Often by 

imagining ourselves there. In any case, queerness is, in practice, bigger than sexuality 

while encompassing it. I knew this to be true in an inchoate way from my own 

experience, and in this project I looked for versions of it on the page and on the screen. 
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I'm claiming it as a queer project. I'm claiming the wastescape as a queerscape, a space 

for queerness.  

 I thought hard throughout this project about what it means to be unrepresented or 

inadequately represented in literature and film, something I felt both as a queer woman 

(Myles on lesbians: they're invisible) and as a reluctant Midwesterner. Representation on 

the pages of books and on screen is crucial for recognizing yourself and your place in the 

world. For this reason it's important not to associate writing, literature, and film with 

economic privilege, with leisure, but instead to recognize creative work as participating 

in a different economy of value. Artistic creative practice in a capitalist country is 

repurposing, IS queer world-making. It requires finding a system of value outside the 

monetary—not at all unlike the process queer theorist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick suggests 

for finding new forms of value in waste.30 As a writer myself, I can tell you that the path 

isn't straightforward. Rather it is messy, uncertain, and precarious. But as my dissertation 

shows, writing and representation are especially crucial to the wastescapes that never 

make it to national news. What is at stake in queer world making? Nothing short of 

finding modes of operating and metrics of use and value that encourage more conscious, 

open, empathic, and ethical approaches to the world around us, living and built. And if 

we had new ways of understanding waste, or rather the continuity between ourselves and 

it, we wouldn’t have to hide or jettison these places because we wouldn't be 

systematically destroying them. What I'm saying here: queerness is a wastescape, art is a 

                                                
30 In conversation with Michael Moon, "Divinity: A Dossier" (235). 
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wastescape, queerness and art are modes of repurposing and necessitate repurposing and 

always have. They can help us live responsibly and consciously in the wastescape of the 

present. 
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