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have filled many gaps in domestic marine culture studies, propelling Chinese marine culture to
become a prominent discipline with international influence. Centered on his academic
perseverance, this interview showcases the spiritual journey of Professor Qu’s cultural
confidence and academic consciousness.
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1.0 Introduction

T. S. Eliot’s critically neglected poem “Marina” is among his finest, most beautiful and personal. Marina
tends not to be considered amongst T. S. Eliot’s most important poems. Critical discussion or teaching of his
work on the whole overlooks the poem in favour of Prufrock, The Waste Land or individual sections of the
Four Quartets. Personally, | have found “Marina” one of its poet’s most moving and beautiful compositions.

In addition to a reading of this poem in which it is hoped to convey some of its magnificent sonorous
qualities, some of Eliot’s indebtedness to Shakespeare may also be taken into account, especially the largely
ignored but fascinating late “romance” Pericles, Prince of Tyre. By isolating the poem’s geocritical setting,
the sea, we may ask questions concerning the poem’s use of locale from an intertextual and biographical

perspective:
Quis hic locus, quae regio, quae mundi plaga?

What seas what shores what grey rocks and what islands
What water lapping the bow

And scent of pine and the woodthrush singing through the fog
What images return

O my daughter. (5)

Those who sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning
Death

Those who glitter with the glory of the hummingbird, meaning
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Death
Those who sit in the sty of contentment, meaning (10)
Death
Those who suffer the ecstasy of the animals, meaning

Death

Are become unsubstantial, reduced by a wind,
A breath of pine, and the woodsong fog (15)

By this grace dissolved in place

What is this face, less clear and clearer

The pulse in the arm, less strong and stronger —

Given or lent? more distant than stars and nearer than the eye
Whispers and small laughter between leaves and hurrying feet (20)

Under sleep, where all the waters meet.

Bowsprit cracked with ice and paint cracked with heat.

I made this, I have forgotten

And remember.

The rigging weak and the canvas rotten (25)

Between one June and another September.

Made this unknowing, half conscious, unknown, my own.
The garboard strake leaks, the seams need caulking.

This form, this face, this life

Living to live in a world of time beyond me; let me (30)
Resign my life for this life, my speech for that unspoken,

The awakened, lips parted, the hope, the new ships.

What seas what shores what granite islands towards my timbers
And woodthrush calling through the fog
My daughter. (35) (Ricks and McCue 1: 107-108)®

2.0 Intertextuality: The Sea and the Recognition Scene
It is a truism that Eliot’s poetry exploits, indeed depends upon, its use of intertextuality. For instance, The
Waste Land is full of references to other works and languages. Prufirock’s refrain with its reference to

Michelangelo—"“In the room the women come and go / Talking of Michelangelo”—is another obvious
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example of intertextuality at work in Eliot’s poetry. The poem is immediately intertextual, one text referring
to another mainly a historical text in order to illuminate meaning.

Eliot tags an epigraph to “Marina” taken from Hercules Furens. Eliot is quoting Seneca’s play ‘Hercules
goes mad’ (Hercules Furens): Seneca (c.4BC—AD65), a Roman stoic philosopher, poet, and tragic dramatist.
“Quis hic locus, quae regio, quae mundi plaga?” Literally: “What place is this? What country, what part| region
of the world?”

In the play Hercules Furens these words are spoken by Hercules after he has regained sanity following
his killing of his children in his madness. Provoked by Juno, Hercules has killed his wife and children.
Following this act he falls into a swoon and when he starts to come to his senses he looks about in
bewilderment and says “Quis hic locus, quae regio, quae mundi plaga?”

This is a situation which is opposite to the one in the poem. Eliot wrote that he wished to achieve a
“crisscross” between the scenes in the Senecan and the Shakespearean dramas. He seems to be making an
association between birth and death which he does so often in other poems such as The Waste Land, The
Journey of the Magi and parts of The Four Quartets.

Eliot preferred the Elizabethan translation “what place is this? What region? Or of the world what coast?”.
This translation gives an interrogative element to the line whereas in the Latin there is no verb and it has
instead the force of an exclamation. Indeed this sense of exclamation rather than interrogation continues in
the poem as an echo until the fourth stanza of the poem where a question occurs: “What is this face, less clear
and clearer / The pulse in the arm, less strong and stronger — / Given or lent?”

Note the powerful cumulative almost liturgical effect and line placement of the monosyllabic pronoun
“What” throughout the poem. The pronoun occurs four times in the first line of Eliot’s poem, once in the
second line and once in the fourth line of the poem. Its cumulative repetitive effect is replaced by the repetition
of “Death” four times in the second verse. Incidentally the word “death” occurs seven times at line-endings in
the text of Pericles.

“What” reappears once in the fourth verse of Eliot’s poem where the word opens its three lines and
disappears to open the last three lines of verse of the poem. It is mainly used not in its primary sense of
requesting or asking for information concerning something specific, or in terms of specifying something in
particular but as an explanation emphasizing something surprising or remarkable. It doesn’t I think occur in
its adverbial usage of “to what extent?”. In terms of line placement “What” occurs capitalized and at the start
of the poetic line.

The opening lines of the poem can be spoken in a tone of wonder. The syntactical rhymes “What
seas...What water... What images” sustain the different middle line of this initial verse “And scent of pine and
the woodthrush singing through the fog”. This line of the poem amplifies the note of amazement, “of rapture”
to encapture the sensory nature of what is happening. This emerges in the alliteration of “’scent” and the double
syllables of “singing” and “pine” that can be regarded as assonance that also makes this third line of the poem
“expressive of the sound of sense”. The short line four “What images return” of the poem and its speaker draw

attention to Pericles and his former selves before he recognized his daughter.
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The word “Those” (the plural form of the pronoun “that”) at the beginning of line 6 at the start of the
second verse—the word is found four times in this second verse—relates to those who have experienced the
living death of four of the deadly sins of which there are seven in the Christian tradition: pride, greed, lust,
envy, gluttony, wrath and sloth- are representations of Pericles not others. Pericles may be perceived as
wallowing in the gloom or experiencing depression and referring to this as “Death”. These lines, in the second
verse are formal, read as a ritual and can be interpreted as related or associated with “the Christian sacrament
of penance” (Donoghue 374).

The method used in these lines (6—16) and throughout the poem, has been described by the American
poet and critic Marianne Moore (1887—-1972) writing in Poetry shortly after the poem appeared. She described
it as lean cartography; reiteration with compactness; emphasis by word pattern rather than by punctuation; the
conjoining of opposites to produce irony. She noted a counterfeiting verbally of the systole [the heartbeat],
diastole [again referring to a stage of heartbeat when the heart muscle relaxes...] of sensation -of what the eye
and the mind feels.

Moore highlighted the movement within the movement of differentiated kindred sounds, recalling the
transcendent beauty and ability, in “Ash-Wednesday”. Eliot’s writing of the poem overlapped with his writing
of “Marina” although the latter appeared five months after the former very theologically based but beautiful

poem. Moore quoted:

.... restoring

One who moves in the time between sleep and waking, wearing

White lights folded, she sheathed about her, folded.

The new year’s walk, restoring
Through a bright cloud of tears, the years, restoring

With a new verse the ancient thyme.... (1: 91)

Others have also read lines 6-16 of “Marina” as not relating to the inevitability of death but to sin that is
escapable. The four deadly sins isolated in Eliot’s “Marina” are Anger in “the tooth of the dog” (line 6), Pride
in “the glory of the hummingbird,” (line 8), Sloth “in the sty of contentment” (line 10) and “Lust” in “the
ecstasy of the animals” (line 12). These lines are made more effective owing to the poet’s use of a lengthy
sentence and the emblematic qualities of the lines with “Death” falling at the beginning of each line and being

the only word in the line with white space between each of the four deadly sins and lines.

99 ¢C 99 ¢¢

To repeat, the repetition of “Those” and the verbs relating to them “sharpen,” “glitter”, “sit” and “suffer”
add to the power of the lines. Note also that these lines conclude with the internal line rhymes “grace” and
“place” (line 15) which of course is followed by the rhyme of “face” in line 17: the recognition of the memory

of childhood on the part of the poet.
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The series of questions in “What is this face...” and “Given or lent?” in the fourth verse suggests “less
clear and clearer / ...less strong and stronger — / Given or lent, more distant than stars and nearer than the
eye” (line 19) and draw attention to the rhythm of alternating perception and a few lines later in the poem a
“leak” (line 28) in the boat that strengthens conviction. Earlier in the poem the deadly sins had “become
unsubstantial” (line 14).

The preposition (a word governing and usually preceding a noun or pronoun) “between” in line 20
and “Under” at the start of line 21 offer to make relations between specific things or entities that are unrelated
such as “whispers”, “laughter” and “feet” or “sleep” (lines 20-21) however we don’t necessarily ask precisely
whose whispers or whose feet or whose sleep! The qualifying clause “where all the waters meet” (line 21)
sounds specific but doesn’t refer to anywhere on the map.

Donoghue writes that “these and other phrases in” the poem “do not refer to objects real or even
notional.... The main quality of the words is palpability”—a feeling or atmosphere so intense as to seem
tangible or real, as for instance a sense or feeling of loss—"“not transparency of reference. Verisimilitude is
not sought. So the words and phrases are best received as marking the rhythm of rise and fall, assertion and
concession. Nothing as steady as affirmation is entailed; everything is suggestive, tentative” (378).

The lines that follow combine two differing phases of a spiritual movement that might have been regarded
as separate. 1’d like to draw particular attention to the line “Made this unknowing, half conscious, unknown,
my own” (L. 27). According to Donoghue in this line the to-and-fro of consciousness links the first two
subjective conditions acoustically with the second pair ascribed to the object, the ship according to Eliot’s
allegory of ship and shipbuilder.

In the end the feeling reaches the committed stability of “unknown, my own,” corresponding to “the hope,
the new ships”. Pericles’ “let me |[Resign my life for this life” (lines 31-32) is an offer he is not obliged to act
upon.... Pericles does not need to give up his life so that “Marina” may come into her own. In Shakespeare’s
play she sufficiently comes into her life by regaining her mother Thaisa and her father. She also gains her
husband to be. In other words, “Pericles does not have to die to secure these blessings for his daughter. It is
enough that Eliot’s Pericles is willing to do so, if need be, or that he feels the propriety of an old man dying
and a beloved daughter moving into the new life of marriage” (Donoghue 379).

Marianne Moore’s astute observation regarding the poem’s “lean cartography” and its emulation of the
heart’s “systole and diastole” becomes particularly illuminating when applied to Eliot’s meticulous nautical
syntax. When we synthesize Moore’s critique with William Empson’s argument that the poem points toward
an “other-worldly” vision, a deeper allegorical structure emerges. Eliot deliberately employs a lexicon of
degradation: the “Bowsprit cracked with ice,” the “rigging weak,” the “canvas rotten,” and the leaking
“garboard strake”. These specific, decaying physical components of the vessel serve as a powerful metaphor
for the battered, mortal body of modern man enduring the ravages of secular time. Eliot harnesses the aesthetic
of nautical ruin to illustrate that this deteriorating ship—and by extension, the aging self—must be willingly
surrendered. The physical decay is a necessary precursor to spiritual salvation. It is only when the broken

vessel confronts the vast, enveloping mystery of the sea and the fog that it can be sacrificed for “the hope, the
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new ships”. The ocean, in its infinite capacity, redeems the ruined materiality of the boat, allowing the voyager
to sail into a timeless, eternal reality.

At this point it is worth drawing attention to the observations of the great English critic William Empson
(1906—-1984) who incidentally spent the late 1930s in Kunming, returning to China after the Second World
War to teach at Peking University. In a review of the poem which appeared shortly after it was published, he
argued that the essence of the poem “is the vision of an order, a spiritual state, which (the speaker) can conceive
and cannot enter, but it is not made clear whether he conceives an order in this world to be known by a later

generation... or the life in heaven which is to be obtained after death”. Empson continues:

One might at first think, the second only was meant, but Marina, after all, was a real daughter;
is now at sea, like himself, rather than already in the Promised Land; and is to live “in a world
of time beyond me,” (1. 30) which can scarcely be a description of Heaven. At any rate, the
humanist meaning is used at every point as a symbol of the other-worldly one; this seems the
main point to insist on... because it is the main course of the richness of the total effect. In

either case the theme is the peril and brevity of such vision (cited Donoghue 380).

Empson’s comments raise the issue of religious belief. Eliot, who in 1927 wrote “The Journey of the Magi”
drawing upon the Christian story of the wise men journeying to meet the infant Jesus, was a believer having
in June 1927 being baptized into the Church of England. In both poems Eliot “is using the common words for
time and place, landscapes and seascapes, journeys and returns, words for playing-cards and kings and queens,
and testing them to see how far they can also suggest states the beatitude [supreme blessedness in a religious
Christian sense] and the obstacles to such states. He is seeing these words, too, in a light greater than that of
daylight and ordinary denotation” or meaning. Dante is Empson’s “example in deriving from the finite world
such intimations of Heaven and blessedness as his poetry needs” (Donoghue 380).

The final three lines of the poem echo the first five lines of the poem: “What seas what shores what
granite islands towards my timbers / And woodthrush calling through the fog / My daughter.” The poem
finishes as an exclamation not as a question. The first and longest of the final three lines contains the last
preposition of place, “towards my timbers” (1.33) that takes on the directed force of a verb, as if it’s anticipating
the “woodthrush calling through the fog” of the following line (Donoghue 380): “timbers” is ambiguous as it
could refer to his strength and or his boat or even to Pericles.

So, to quote from Eliot’s Four Quartets “in my end is my beginning” and taking the line from Seneca as
setting up the key for what follows or as providing the motif of bewilderment leading to recognition in the
poem, then “Marina” moves from the present tense to the past to the future, back again to the present with
intimations of the past too, of the poet’s youth too.

Yet as has been pointed out the poem is full of ambiguities: for instance, death in the lines “Those who
sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning |Death” (lines 6—7) may refer to one sinful self of our diverse selves, or

to sinful humanity, or to sinners other than the speaker. When the poet writes the repetitive “meaning| Death”
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in this second verse, the words may refer to what sinners intend to do to others, or it may refer to what they
constitute, in the scheme of deadly sin by virtue of their behavior. To take one other instance of the ambiguities
running through the poem, its final two words and line “My daughter” (1.35) could refer to “what Pericles
thinks the wood thrush is calling or they may be what he says, having no need to say anything more to his
daughter “(Donoghue 386).

In a postscript on May 9, 1930 to the English educationalist Sir Michael Sadler (1861-1943) who served
as Master of University College Oxford, Eliot wrote when he was presenting drafts of the poem to the Bodleian
Library Oxford that he intended “a crisscross between Pericles finding alive, and Hercules finding dead —
the two extremes of the recognition scene — but I thought that if I labelled the quotation, it might lead readers
astray rather than direct them. It is only an accident that I know Seneca better than I know Euripides”.

There are other intertextual elements of interest in the poem that relate to specific grammatical usage.
For instance, the use of the pronoun “what” eight times. It has Shakespearian echoes in the fifth act, the second
scene of Pericles “What pageantry, what feats, what shows, / What minstrelsy and pretty din”. In the opening
four lines of “Marina” possibly at the back of T. S. Eliot’s mind may have been echoes from Walt Whitman’s
poem “Salut au Monde” where the lines “What widens within you Walt Whitman? / What waves and soils
exuding? / What climes? ... What rivers are these? What forests and fruits are these? / What are the mountains
call’d that rise so high in the mists?” In this case the poet is asking a series of questions rather than using the
pronoun “what” in an exclamatory sense.

A word that appears once in “Marina” is “sty” in line 10: “Those who sit in the sty of contentment,
meaning / Death”. Some commentators think the “sty of contentment, meaning / Death” has associations with
the description of her state in Pericles: “most ungentle Fortune have plac’d me in this Stie” (IV:vi Quarto; the
brothel scene): “sty” - spelt with a final “e” - in its noun form is a pigpen, a compound where pigs are kept.
As a verb it has the sense of “the most beggarly place that ever pigs were stied in”. In the context of Eliot’s
poem, I think it has both noun and verb associations.

There are other interesting words and associations in the poem that take on meaning if considered
intertextually. Lines 5-7 read, across verses, “O my daughter| Those who sharpen the tooth of the dog, meaning
|Death”. Lear’s words to his daughter Goneril echo in the mind “sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is | To have
a thankless child” (Lear: I, iv). Incidentally dog fighting, was outlawed in England and Wales in 1835: this
doesn’t mean to say that it didn’t go on somewhere.

Other Shakespearian echoes are found in the poem. For instance, in lines 13-15, again across verses:
“Death / Are become unsubstantial, reduced by a wind / A breath”. According to the OED the word
“unsubstantial” means “having no bodily or material substance”. There is an occurrence of this usage in
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet “Shall I beleeue that unsubstantial death is amorous?” (V: iii). There is also
an echo of Prospero’s great speech in The Tempest: “and like this insubstantial pageant faded | leave not a rack
behind” (IV: i).

There are many other instances at work in Eliot’s poem with one line or word or group of words echoing

another and resonating with other texts. To take another example, in this instance at the end of the penultimate
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verse the line, “The awakened, lips parted, but hope, the new ships” (1.32). In the third act, scene ii, Pericles
believes that his wife (Thaisa) is dead and commits her, to the sea during the storm, but when her casket comes
ashore in Act III scene ii of Pericles she revives.

Now the poem in terms of its formal qualities is a monologue, or has features of the monologue. Examples
of dramatic monologues are Browning’s “My Last Duchess” or “The Bishop Orders His Tomb”. In these
poems a single person, who is not the poet enacts the speech that makes up the whole of the poem and the
specific situation of the critical moment in the poem. This person addresses and interacts with other people
but we as the listener or the audience only know this from the clues which the speaker reveals. Furthermore
“the main principle controlling the parts choice and formulation of what the lyrics speaker says is to reveal to
the reader, in a way that enhances its interest, the speaker’s temperament and character”. In the dramatic lyric
the speech comes “in an identifiable situation at a dramatic moment” as for instance in Donne’s “The
Canonization” or “The Flea” (Abrams 70).

It isn’t a resemblance to form that underpins Eliot’s poem. The implied speaker may be Pericles, the
Pericles in a late play attributed to Shakespeare amongst others [Incidentally the contemporary scholarly
consensus is that although the first two acts of Pericles can be attributed to Shakespeare’s contemporary
George Wilkins, the fifth act is Shakespeare’s] and to its great Recognition Scene, Act 5 Scene 1, in which
Marina is presented to him. Pericles can’t trust his eyes and must convince himself that she is indeed his
daughter, born at sea, long lost, and given up as having been murdered by those in his charge she was left. He
has not seen her for many years; she is now a young woman. “But are you flesh and blood?” he asks her, and
“Have you a working pulse?” (11.154-55).

One allusion leads to another, and it is difficult to not think of another great recognition scene in
Shakespeare, that in act four scene seven of King Lear. Here Cordelia asks her distracted father: “Sir, do you
know me?”. Lear answers “you are a spirit, [ know; when did you die?”” However, Eliot’s poem is not entitled
“Cordelia” but “Marina” and in both Shakespeare’s text and Eliot’s the sea and water dominate. In both too,
reality and spirit or illusion weave in and out of the texts. Eliot’s speaker is searching not negotiating with a
specific person or persons as is the Duke for instance in Browning’s “My Last Duchess”.

The recognition scene and its use as being central to Shakespeare’s late play in which there is the
recognition of a long-lost daughter is referred to by Eliot’s in a 1937 lecture on “The Development of
Shakespeare’s Verse”. In this lecture given at the University of Edinburgh for Eliot the recognition scene in
Pericles is “the finest” among Shakespeare’s treatments of the situation. Eliot wrote that “To my mind the
finest of all the ‘recognition scenes’ is Act V, sc. i of that very great play Pericles. It is a perfect example of
the ‘ultra-dramatic,” a dramatic action of beings who are more than human. Shakespeare’s consummate
dramatic skill is as bright as ever; his verse is as much speech as ever; only, it is the speech of creatures who
are more than human, or rather, seen in a light more than that of day” (I, 773).

Intertextuality or subterfuge, a masking, is found frequently in Eliot’s poems, more so in his earlier output
than in his later poems. Why in this instance of “Marina”, the allusions, especially to theatrical experience and

textuality, what are they, the allusions, covering up, apart from the fact that they become part of Eliot’s
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technique? To repeat, both Shakespeare’s Pericles and Eliot’s poem are pervaded by images of water and
seascapes. In Shakespeare what happens at sea plays a dominant role in Twelfih Night, Antony and Cleopatra
and The Tempest. In these dramas islands provide a refuge and escape from the sea and the perils of the old
world.

A subtext of Shakespeare’s Pericles is work by the late 14th century English poet John Gower. He
appears seven times in Shakespeare’s play which he presents. In Gower’s story of Apollonius of Tyre, found
in the eighth book of his Confessio Amantis, there are perilous seas, ships wrecked on the rocks, riddles,
severed head, incest, revenge, daughters born at sea, drownings, seemingly dead wives, and daughters revived
and so on. All these are present in Shakespeare’s play as is the setting of the bordello the brothel where Marina
works and miraculously retains her innocence. Her innocence is preserved somehow through harrowing
experiences, she escapes from the carnal, she is regenerated and escapes from the topography of violence into
one of peace. As indeed does Eliot’s “Marina”.

Eliot’s poem begins with “What seas what shores”, which as I said is not a question but a statement and

the question mark only occurs in the fourth stanza. The poem is, in places, an escape into memory:

What is this face, less clear and clearer

The pulse in the arm, less strong and stronger —

Given or lent? more distant than stars and nearer than the eye
Whispers and small laughter between leaves and hurrying feet

Under sleep, where all the waters meet (1:107—108).

To paraphrase, what is this place “where all the waters meet”, its touch it smells its taste its space? The return
is to early memory, to early childhood, and may be viewed not as Pericles’, not the rediscovered daughter’s

Marina, but the poets.

3.0 Geocritical Approach and Biographical Context
What about Eliot’s childhood? Well, he spent his formative years only too aware of the power, the majesty,
and the might of waters, born in 1888 in St. Louis, Missouri, a city dominated by the mighty Mississippi. It is
very difficult to describe, to convey, even through visual imagery the size and enormity of this waterway
which runs from Minnesota in the north to its outlet in the sea at New Orleans, crossing and crisscrossing
Middle America. At times it can be enormous, its width that of the English Channel or even perhaps from the
coast of China to the outlying islands of Japan. One of the things that amazed me coming from England and
being brought up alongside the River Thames was how small that river is compared with the vastness of the

mighty Mississippi or the Yangzi.
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Fig. 1. The Mississippi River at St. Louis, Missouri. Source: David Carson/Associated Press (2018).

Reproduced under Fair Use guidelines for academic and research purposes.

But it is not the Mississippi that is referred to in Eliot’s poem. The “water lapping the bow” (1.2) is not that
vast concourse of water which periodically overflows and expands for miles around it. How can I be so definite?

Lines in the six stanza I think give the game away and provide a clue. Eliot writes:

Bowsprit cracked with ice and paint cracked with heat.

I made this, I have forgotten

And remember.

The rigging weak and the canvas rotten (25)

Between one June and another September.

Made this unknowing, half conscious, unknown, my own.

The garboard strake leaks, the seams need caulking. (11.22-28)

Note the use of the first person “I’, this is not Marina or Pericles but the poet remembering that which he has
forgotten, not his early encounters with the Mississippi but with Cape Ann on the coast of Massachusetts near
Boston’s North Shore where every summer his father and mother took him. In 1896 they built a substantial
house on the coast at Easton Point Gloucester Massachusetts. As a boy Eliot foraged for crabs amongst the
rocks on the coast and became apparently an accomplished sailor on the rocky shelves and mists of Cape Ann.
He maintained his own boat and its parts, built and looked after his own rigging and seams and caulking which

I am reliably informed wouldn’t have survived on the Mississippi or wouldn’t be suitable for the Mississippi.
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So, in “Marina” Eliot is returning to these childhood settings off the coast with its mists and rocks and
tricky tides, and bird songs and scents. The sea is an image that dominates Eliot’s poem and Shakespeare’s
play, it should be remembered that Eliot was, in the words of Seamus Perry, “a poet of the sea-from the ‘sea-
girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown’ in ‘Prufrock’ through to ‘The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast
waters / Of the petrel and the porpoise’ of Four Quartets” (Perry 12).® This obsession with the sea has, as I
am suggesting, roots in Eliot’s childhood.

But why the need to remember? Time is irretrievable, the days of youth by the sea-shore and sailing cannot
be recovered. The mighty Mississippi and the Atlantic off Massachusetts and Maine are still there but in any
case, the poet has moved across the ocean, to a new world and to a new life. To try to answer this question we
need to ask what are the immediate circumstances underlying this poem?

Viewed through the lens of geocriticism, Eliot’s perception of maritime space is far from monolithic;
rather, it represents a profound geographical and psychological displacement. The Mississippi River, with its
suffocating inland immensity, functions in his childhood memory as a symbol of inescapable historical and
terrestrial weight. In contrast, the modernist subject requires a marginal aquatic space to cleanse itself of this
mundane burden. Just as the nineteenth-century English Romantics sought transcendence in the reflections of
their local waters, Eliot establishes his spiritual refuge in the maritime experiences off the coast of
Massachusetts and Casco Bay, Maine. The rocky shelves, the treacherous tides, and the “woodthrush singing
through the fog” are not mere physical landscapes; they represent the culmination of a “blue poetics” where
the poet successfully escapes the oppressive inland gravity. Here, the sea ceases to be a violent, devouring
force and instead becomes a sacred site for the retrieval of memory and the awakening of the soul, marking
the ultimate realization of his modernist spiritual homecoming.

“Marina” is one of his ARIEL Poems. Other “Ariel” poems include “The Journey of the Magi”(1927), “A
Song for Simeon”(1928), “Animula” (1929), “Triumphal March” (1931) and the later “The Cultivation of
Christmas Trees” (1954) one of his last poems. Eliot worked for the publisher Faber and Faber as their first
literary editor and a member of the board of directors. He had left banking with its insecurities and found his
home in a job he remained in for the rest of his life.

In 1927, the Faber autumn catalogue announced: “This series of little booklets consists of single
previously unpublished poems each suitably decorated in colours and dressed in the gayest wrappers. It has
been designed to take the place of Christmas cards and other similar tokens that one sends for remembrance’s
sake at certain seasons of the year. Some of the poems have Christmas for their subject: but a genuine poem
is not a thing appropriate only to one season of the year, and any one of these poems with its attendant
decorations would be a joy to read and see at any time, whatever the season might be”.

“Marina” is not a Christmas poem and its illustrative image, that Eliot approved of, is secular not religious.
The poem too deals with resurrection or rebirth, and that which is apparently lost is found. Eliot contributed
six short poems in total, and later used the title “Ariel Poems” when he incorporated them into his own
collections. Published as separate single poems, this pamphlet contains T.S. Eliot’s “Marina” (1930),

published with artwork by the American artist E McKnight Kauffer (1890-1954) as the fourth of Eliot’s
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contributions to the Ariel series of poems. The artwork shows the influence of vorticism influenced by cubism

and futurism and favoring harsh, angular, machine-like forms.

Drawings by E. McKnight Kauffer

Fig. 2. Cover of T. S. Eliot’s “Marina” (Ariel Poems, no. 4), with artwork by E. McKnight Kauffer. Faber
and Faber, 1930

To fully appreciate the impact of “Marina,” one must also examine its bibliographic materiality and cross-
media resonance. Published as the fourth installment of Faber and Faber’s “Ariel Poems” series, the pamphlet
was accompanied by the striking visual artwork of the American artist E. McKnight Kauffer. Kauffer’s
illustrations, heavily influenced by Cubism and Vorticism, favored harsh, angular, and machine-like forms
that actively subverted the traditional, sentimental expectations of a Christmas greeting booklet. This abstract
“maritime art” engages in a fascinating intermedial dialogue with Eliot’s text. The geometric severity of
Kauffer’s visual lines visually echoes the fragmented, modernist syntax of Eliot’s verse. The juxtaposition of
this austere, avant-garde illustration with a poem about spiritual rebirth strips away any residual Victorian
romanticism regarding the sea. Instead, it frames the maritime setting through a distinctly modern lens,
reinforcing the poem’s serious theological undertones and emphasizing the sea as a space of rigorous, almost
mechanical, spiritual reconstruction.

So, apart from the intermediate circumstances of publication and to meet a publisher’s demand what was
happening to Eliot during the summer of 1930, in other words going on in the background to produce one of
his very best poems? Well to answer this question, I hope, I’'m going to undertake a brief biographical
excursion, or voyage.

By the late 1920s he was attempting to escape from a disastrous marriage to Vivienne Haigh-Wood

(1888—1947) whom he married in haste in June 1915. She began following him around London, and he had
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to resort to evasive actions to avoid her. In November 1927 he became a British citizen; in 1928 he took a vow
of celibacy. On 29 June 1927 in Oxfordshire he was baptized into the Church of England, its conservative
wing with its delight in rituals, a far cry from his Unitarian upbringing and family traditions. Religion became
central to his life, he lectured at church meetings and conferences. His Ash-Wednesday poem written
immediately prior to Marina and published five months earlier than Marina is a meditation on spiritual growth
and a dialogue between the self and the soul using religious imagery.

A friend of the Eliot family was Emily Hale (1891-1969) with whom he had formed an apparent platonic
relationship at Harvard during his graduate school years and kept in contact with. Their extensive
correspondence is sequestered at Princeton, at her request, until January 2020. She donated 1,131 letters from
Eliot to Princeton covering the period from 1930 to 1956. She was Eliot’s “oldest friend, his secret love,
confidant, and muse”. According to Eliot’s biographer Lyndall Gordon “Emily Hale was exempt from low
desire. Though not ethereal herself, and not in the least silent as a teacher of speech and drama, she became
the model for silent, ethereal women in Eliot’s poetry” and she “provided a chaste love that could be sustained,
it seemed, indefinitely” (Gordon 16).

Karen Christensen who worked with Valerie Fletcher (1926-2012: Eliot’s second wife whom he married

in January 1957) assisting her editing her husband’s letters in her “Dear Mrs. Eliot ...” commented that:

Eliot’s relationship with Emily Hale, which was kept a secret for more than three decades,
certainly shows his reticence about intimacy. Eliot knew Hale most of his life and wrote that
he’d been, unawares, in love with her when he married Vivien. Their connection revived
after he separated from Vivien and she became his companion (but not his lover). He told
her he could not divorce for religious reasons, but Vivien’s early death, in 1947, brought

them to a crisis. Hale expected him to marry her.®

Don Skemer, the keeper of the Emily Hale-Eliot letters, in his “Sealed Treasure: T.S. Eliot Letters to
Emily Hale” blogs that both saw their reunion, their meeting after many years as a spiritual reunion.®

The recent unsealing of the 1,131 letters from Eliot to Emily Hale at the Princeton University Library
provides irrefutable archival evidence that redefines the emotional architecture of “Marina”. During the
summer of 1930, Eliot was navigating an extraordinary spiritual and personal crossroads. He was desperately
attempting to extricate himself from the psychological wreckage of his disastrous marriage to Vivienne Haigh-
Wood, while simultaneously negotiating the profound implications of his 1927 baptism into the Church of
England and his subsequent vow of celibacy in 1928. It is within this crucible of crisis that Emily Hale—his
oldest friend and secret muse—arrived in England. This highly charged reunion allowed Eliot to project his
deeply suppressed yearning for a “lost and found” love onto the Shakespearean recognition scene in Pericles.
The daughter figure in “Marina,” therefore, transcends a mere literary allusion; she is a composite of spiritual

grace and the ethereal presence of Hale herself. By mapping his private biographical salvation onto Pericles’s
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maritime recovery, Eliot transforms his personal anguish into a universal testament of faith and miraculous
return.

Emily came to England in the summer of 1930. This was a period that Eliot identified Massachusetts as
his real ancestral home and he recalled in his memory sailing off Casco Bay, Maine, and which took on divine
intimations across space and time. In the concluding part of his poem Ash Wednesday (1930) he sees family
figures from that old world beckoning him “to the exiled state for which he is destined”. He then returns to
the present where he must live in exile from the promised land that he sees is still, after all, his inheritance.

To cite Lyndall Gordon “after so many years in London, Eliot said in August 1930, he had to go back to
Massachusetts and Missouri for natural imagery. The setting of “Marina” is Casco Bay, Maine with the fog
in the fir trees that crowd the Maine shore ... It is there, in imagination, that his voyager is ‘awakened’ as the
longed-for call comes through the fog, and suppressed emotion for the long-lost yet familiar woman breaks

out in a cry of recognition” (Gordon 13-14).

4.0 Conclusion
So, to sum up, T. S. Eliot created a personal and literary persona, personably reticent and reserved, one of the
devices he used to so to speak cover up, to divert from personal biographical readings, was the intertextual,
the reference to other texts: in the case of “Marina” to Shakespeare’s late romance Pericles, and to for instance
Seneca.

Of course, Shakespeare’s co-authored drama is set in the Eastern Mediterranean and in the port of what is
today Tyre, a long way, a world apart, from the shores”, the “gray rocks” and “the islands” the “scent of pine
and the woodthrush singing through the fog” off the Massachusetts / Maine coast where he spent his summer’s
sailing as a youth. He has to return to his beginnings to reach his end: as he wrote in Little Gidding he was
“now and in England”. He wrote in 1958 to the academic F.D. Hoeniger (1921-2016) who was editing the

second Arden edition of Pericles:

“Yes, Marina was suggested by the recognition scene in Shakespeare’s Pericles and has to
do, of course, with the same father-daughter relationship. I had no daughter, but the
relationship interested me and, of course, recognition, in my experience, is something that

comes repeatedly in life”. (1:779-780)

It interested him because in re-meeting, in re-awakening, in discovering that which he thought was dead was
alive, he achieved spiritual rest and resolution. I’d place money, odds that the Emily Hale correspondence will
not reveal a daughter or a boy. His poem Marina reveals the sea as a basic place of space and time, and setting
and scent and revelations. As a place where imagination becomes reality and where reality becomes
imagination: as a place where in the words of one of Eliot’s very finest poems “I have forgotten and remember”

(11 23-24).
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But let me conclude with Eliot’s own words. In a letter dated 24 July 1930 he told his illustrator E.
McKnight Kauffer:

The theme is paternity; with a crisscross between the text and the quotation. The theme is a
comment on the Recognition Motive in Shakespeare’s later plays, and particularly of course
the recognition of Pericles. The quotation is from Hercules Furens, where Hercules having
killed his children in a fit of madness induced by an angry god, comes to without
remembering what he has done. (I didn’t give the reference for fear it might be more
distracting than helpful to the reader who did not grasp the exact point: the contrast of death
and life in Hercules and Pericles). I wonder whether this sort of explanation is useful or rather
a bother to the artist? The scenery in which it is dressed up is Casco Bay, Maine. I am afraid
no scenery except the Mississippi, the prairie and the North East Coast has ever made much

impression on me” (1:774).

Finally, Eliot’s friend Aurelia Hodgson (1896-1984)
, the wife of the today largely forgotten English poet Ralph Hodgson (1871-1962) reported that Eliot once told

her that Marina was “the poem he likes best of all that he has written”.
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1.0 Introduction: The Oceanic Turn: Re-imagining the Sea as a Transductive Medium in Maritime
Imaginary
1.1 Hegelian Oceanic Sublime
The “Oceanic Turn” in contemporary humanities necessitates a radical shift from viewing the sea as a mere
void or a surface of transit to identifying it as a transductive medium of memory and life. This change takes
us from the striated logic of continental empires to a topological view of the sea as a self-contained archive.
In his seminal work, The Philosophy of History, G. W. F. Hegel contrasts the sea and the land to define

the ontological conditions of the oceanic turn of the Western history:

The sea gives us the idea of the indefinite, the unlimited, and the infinite; and in feeling his
own infinite in that Infinite, man is stimulated and emboldened to stretch beyond the limited:
the sea invites man to conquest, and to piratical plunder, but also to honest gain and to
commerce. The land, the mere valley-plain attaches him to the soil; it involves him in an
infinite multitude of dependencies, but the sea carries him out beyond these limited circles

of thought and action. (90)

For Hegel, the land—the “mere valley-plain”—attaches the individual to the soil, involving the subject in an
“infinite multitude of dependencies.” In contrast, the sea offers the “idea of the indefinite, the unlimited, and
the infinite” (90). This Hegelian oceanic sublime, which emboldens humanity to stretch beyond limited circles
of thought toward conquest and commerce, established a dominant current in maritime literature during the
age of imperial exploration. As Jonathan Raban notes in The Oxford Book of the Sea, the sea functions as a
“universal literary symbol”—at once romantic, sublime, and violent—adapting its character to the “moon,
wind, and weather” of every age (2). The sea is a medium that is inherently fluid, dynamic, and unstable.

1.2 Kantian Postmodern Sublime

However, when we recognize the Kantian structure of the postmodern sublime through the theories of
Jean-Frangois Lyotard and Fredric Jameson, we are granted a critical lens to examine the sea's metaphorical
historicity beyond this Hegelian model. The circulation of global capitalism transforms the ocean into a space
of inherent contradictions, a shift meticulously argued by Filippo Menozzi in “Blue Sublime and the Time of
Capital.” Menozzi posits that the sea has increasingly become a “field of extraction, resource to be exploited
or waste disposal site” (1). Consequently, the “blue sublime” proposed by Menozzi captures a pivotal
transition: from the blue element as a specific physical space—comprising ecosystems, trade routes, and
disposal sites—to an allegorical perception of the sea as the definitive mark of the globe’s transformation into
a state of “pure temporality” (6).

Modern scholarship has increasingly moved beyond the traditional binary opposition of the terrestrial
and the oceanic, seeking instead a more integrated understanding of their mutual influence. In American Sea
Literature: Seascapes, Beach Narratives, and Underwater Explorations, Shin Yamashiro provides a pivotal

framework for this shift. By comparing Sylvia A. Earle’s Sea Change: A Message of the Oceans with Carl
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Safina’s Song for the Blue Ocean, Yamashiro establishes a three-dimensional spectrum of maritime literature
that traces the evolution of the field from the colonial period to the twentieth century (1-15). Yamashiro

categorizes this spectrum into three distinct yet overlapping domains:

1. “On the sea” (the surface)
2. “By the sea” (the edge or seashore)

3. “Beneath the sea” (the sub-aqueous)

In his analysis of the first two domains, Yamashiro examines the oceanic environment as a holistic entity that
extends far beyond mere maritime activities like fishing, trading, or exploration. He argues against the rigid
dichotomy of the land and the sea, discovering instead how oceanic experiences are fundamentally embedded
within terrestrial life. Furthermore, in his exploration of the third domain—“beneath the sea”—Yamashiro
introduces underwater activities as a new frontier of wilderness and technological landscape. This perspective
highlights the intricate interactions between terrestrial and underwater spheres across American cultural,
economic, and technological developments. Ultimately, Yamashiro posits that the oceanic and the terrestrial
“collide and collaborate” to generate the complexity of American literary experiences and expressions (15).
In his final reflections, Yamashiro offers a compelling metaphor, likening sea literature to a “water tank on a
roof.” While such a vessel may seem to stand aloof and separate from the inhabitants below, the oceanic is, in
fact, “omnipresent and vital to our existence,” perpetually metamorphosing between fluid, solid, and gaseous
states to sustain the very life of the land (121).

In this theoretical and literary context, this paper navigates the maritime imagination as a mechanism of
“fluid” deterritorialization by synthesizing the poetic “Sargasso Sea" of Ezra Pound, the postcolonial counter-
narrative of Jean Rhys, and the geopolitical poetry of the Irish poets, W. B. Yeats and Seamus Heaney. Central
to this study is Gilles Deleuzean conceptualization of the Sargasso Sea—a “sea without a coastline”—as the
quintessential “smooth space” (espace lisse) that disrupts the “striated space” of imperial boundaries. While
striated space is defined by Euclidean grids, legal boundaries, and the metric hierarchies of imperial
administration, smooth space functions as a vector-based field of continuous variation that resists the rigid
containment of empire.

1.3 The Sea as Case Studies of Maritime Literature

By analyzing the sea not merely as a setting but as a mediological archive, this paper identifies the
Sargasso Sea in Pound’s “Portrait d’'une Femme” as a site of intensive preservation. A mediological archive
is a dynamic system of storage where the medium itself shapes the nature of the memory it holds. In Pound's
work, the sea is a “sea-hoard of deciduous things” where the fragments of London’s urban life are shipwrecked
and suspended in the “slow float” of a stagnant consciousness. In this framework, “stagnation” is redefined as
a state of intensive stasis, where cultural debris is kept in a perpetual present and remains untouched by the
teleological progress of the land. This constitutes the “hydraulic archive” of Empire, which is a liquid

repository where identity is no longer owned as a fixed terrestrial asset. Instead, identity is “transduced” from
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the accumulated debris of the metropole. In this study, “transduction” (311) refers to Gilbert Simondon’s
metamorphic process by which information or identity of the individual is converted from one physical state
to another in the “individuation” (297) process.® Specifically, it describes the shift from the striated
metropolitan state to the smooth oceanic state, where objects lose their original utility to become part of a vast,
undifferentiated flow.

This aesthetic of fluidity is further expanded through Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea, where the absence
of a geographical coastline becomes a subversive site of resistance against the rigid, striated grids of British
imperial law. By employing a Venn diagrammatic model of “a sea within a sea,” this paper formalizes the
topological overlap between the continental mainland and the oceanic void. This model demonstrates how the
maritime medium facilitates a profound transductive shift in the subject. This phenomenon reaches its
conceptual apex in the context of Ireland, which functions as a “Smooth Island.” The Smooth Island is a
liminal intersection where the British Isles and the Atlantic Ocean overlap. Through the “Bogland” of Seamus
Heaney and the “Lake Isle of Innisfree” of W. B. Yeats, Ireland is redefined not as a fixed territory within a
colonial archipelago, but as a transductive interface that dissolves the imperial grid into the borderless currents
of the oceanic imaginary.

1.4 Theory and Practice of Oceanic Sublime and Fluid Subjectivity

Following the theoretical inquiry into the oceanic sublime, this paper proceeds through a series of
analytical movements that map the transition from imperial striation to maritime smoothness. The first section
establishes the philosophical foundation of this study. By synthesizing the Kantian “formless” with the
postmodern temporalities of Lyotard and Menozzi, I provide the lens to view the sea as a hydraulic archive.
According to Lyotard, the postmodern sublime involves a confrontation with the “unpresentable” (81) that
disrupts linear narrative. Menozzi further extends this by suggesting that such maritime encounters facilitate
a postcolonial sublime where the vastness of the ocean acts as a medium for unarchived histories. Within this
framework, the sea is not a void. Instead, it is a site where the “negative pleasure” of the infinite meets the
mediological storage of history.

Building upon this sublime framework, the subsequent analysis examines Ezra Pound’s “Portrait d’une
Femme” and Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea. This section explores the “sea-hoard” as a mechanism of
deterritorialization. In this context, the “coastless” subject resists the rigid striation of imperial law and
domestic confinement. This resistance manifests through various forms, from the shipwrecked fragments of
London to the subversive currents of the Caribbean. The final section concludes by repositioning Ireland as
the ultimate “smooth island.” I analyze the horizontal maritime poetics of W. B. Yeats and the vertical,
“bottomless” bog-aesthetics of Seamus Heaney. Arguing that Ireland functions as the definitive transductive
interface between the terrestrial and the oceanic, I propose a new model for the fluid subject. This model
navigates the borderless and “wet” currents of our contemporary digital age, where information flows with

the same non-linear logic as the North Atlantic Gyre.
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2.0 Theoretical Framework of the Oceanic Sublime

2.1 Epistemology: Sargasso Sea as a Mediological Archive

2.1.1 Theory and Practice of the Kantian Sublime and Turner’s Painting
To conceptualize the Sargasso Sea as a mediological archive, one must first navigate the philosophical
evolution of the Sublime. As an aesthetic category that transcends the “persuasive and pleasant,” the sublime
represents a liminal moment where the human subject is confronted by the boundaries of reason and the
subsequent exhaustion of language. This experience is not merely an encounter with overwhelming force, but
a confrontation with a “formless” magnitude—what Kant identifies as das Formlose. In this state, the
imagination fails to provide a finite representation for the infinite, signaling a critical transition from the
striated (form-driven) logic of terrestrial certainty to the smooth (formless) expanse of an oceanic medium.
This sublime encounter functions as a mediological archive precisely because it registers what conventional
representation cannot; it becomes a repository for the unpresentable, archiving the very limits of human
cognition within its fluid depths. In art history, this tension between the representable and the fathomless is
exemplified by Joseph Mallord William Turner’s Fishermen at Sea.

As noted by Tate Britain®, Turner’s nocturnal scene contrasts the “delicate vulnerability of the flickering
lantern” with the “treacherous rocks” of the Needles. Critically, this visual potency serves as a mediological
metaphor: the flickering lantern represents the visible striations of human reason, while the surrounding dark
water embodies the invisible abyss of the oceanic medium. Turner’s masterpiece thus functions as a precursor
to the modern maritime mediological space, where the sea is reimagined not as a void, but as a transductive
archive. It is a site where the “hardware” of terrestrial form is swallowed by the “software” of a bottomless,
coastless sea, effectively transforming the sublime into a mechanism for storing the unarchivable fragments
of historical and cultural memory.

2.1.2 Affective Paradox of Negative Pleasure: Longinus, Burke, and Kant

The sublime is rooted in an affective paradox. Longinus originally characterized sublimity as an
“invincible power” that “tears everything up like a whirlwind,” producing ecstasy rather than mere persuasion
(2). This “whirlwind” logic is essential to the topography of the Sargasso Sea. It is a gyre that does not lead
to a linear destination. Instead, it scatters, suspends, and archives information within its circular flow. Edmund
Burke furthered this by tracing the source of the sublime to “whatever is in any sort terrible” (39). He located
this power in the vast, the dark, and the obscure. The Sargasso, with its “stagnant consciousness” and “sea-
mischief,” fits this Burkean category. It presents a space that is both fascinating and threatening to the “striated”

order of the terrestrial world.
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Fig. 1. Fishermen at Sea exhibited 1796

Immanuel Kant provided the critical turn by distinguishing the sublime from the beautiful based on form.
While the beautiful is connected to the “form of the object” and its inherent boundaries, the sublime is found
in a “formless object” where boundlessness is represented (101-102). This Kantian formlessness provides the
ideal context for the “sea without a coastline.” The satisfaction found here is a “negative pleasure”—a
momentary checking of vital powers followed by a stronger outflow. In the Sargasso, the spectator experiences
this “checking” as the mind fails to grasp the vast “sea-hoard” of deciduous things. The subject is alternately
attracted and repelled by the stagnant depth. Kant’s division into the Mathematically and Dynamically
Sublime is vital for navigating this “hydraulic archive.” The Mathematically Sublime occurs when magnitude
exceeds our powers of comprehension. It triggers “bewilderment and perplexity” as the imagination fails to
present the ideas of a whole. The Sargasso Sea triggers this through the sheer quantity of fragmented imperial
debris—"“strange spars of knowledge” too numerous to organize into linear history. Conversely, the
Dynamically Sublime considers nature as a power (Macht) that has no dominion over us. We recognize our
physical impotence against the boundless ocean, yet this sight discovers in us a “faculty of resistance”
independent of nature.

2.1.3 Blue Sublime

In the contemporary era, this Kantian discourse evolves into that of the “blue sublime.” As Filippo
Menozzi argues, global capitalism has transformed the sea into a space of contradictions. It has become a
“field of extraction, a resource to be exploited, or a waste disposal site” (1). The blue sublime captures the
transition from the ocean as a specific ecosystem to an allegorical perception of the globe in a state of “pure
temporality” (6). This postmodern sublime, viewed through the lens of Lyotard and Jameson, allows us to
examine the sea's metaphorical historicity beyond mere Hegelian conquest. In short, the Sargasso Sea emerges
as the medium of the ultimate sublime. It is a space of “vibration” _a quickly alternating attraction and
repulsion. It is a “smooth space” where the “momentary checking” of imperial progress allows for the
“stronger outflow” of de-territorialized meaning. At the limit of this sublime ocean, the “totalizing thought”
of the archive meets the “impotence” of the individual, resulting in a profound transduction of the modern self.

2.2 Ontology: The Literary Cartography of the Sargasso Sea

2.2.1 Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea
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From the Victorian “meadow” of Jules Verne to the “sea within a sea” described by Ruth Heller, the
Sargasso has evolved from a physical obstacle into a complex, systemic entity. It has become a space that
materializes the narratives of the Anthropocene. In the late 19th century, Jules Verne established the

foundational imagery of the Sargasso in Chapter 11 of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea:

THAT day the Nautilus crossed a singular part of the Atlantic Ocean. No one can be ignorant
of the existence of a current of warm water, known by the name of the Gulf Stream. After
leaving the Gulf of Mexico, about the twenty-fifth degree of north latitude, this current
divides into two arms, the principal one going toward the coast of Ireland and Norway, while
the second bends to the south about the height of the Azores; then, touching the African shore,
and describing a lengthened oval, returns to the Antilles. This second arm—it is rather a
collar than an arm—surrounds with its circles of warm water that portion of the cold, quiet,
immovable ocean called the Sargasso Sea, a perfect lake in the open Atlantic: it takes no less
than three years for the great current to pass round it. Such was the region the Nautilus was
now visiting, a perfect meadow, a close carpet of seaweed, fucus, and tropical berries, so
thick and so compact that the stem of a vessel could hardly tear its way through it. And
Captain Nemo, not wishing to entangle his screw in this herbaceous mass, kept some yards
beneath the surface of the waves. The name Sargasso comes from the Spanish word
“sargazzo” which signifies kelp. This kelp or varech, or berry-plant, is the principal

formation of this immense bank. (Verne 201)

Verne describes the region as a “perfect lake in the open Atlantic” and a “meadow” so compact that the
stem of a vessel could hardly tear its way through it (201). Through Captain Nemo’s Nautilus, Verne
represents the sea as a paradoxical space: a quiet, immovable “collar” of warm water that traps the debris
of the Atlantic. In this Victorian representation, the sea is primarily an obstacle to navigation. It is a “thick
and compact” carpet of seaweed that necessitates a journey “beneath the surface” to avoid entanglement.
This initial framing depicts the Sargasso as a striated space of natural entrapment. It is a silent witness to
the circular currents that surround it, acting as a physical boundary that defines the limits of terrestrial-
based navigation.

2.2.2 Ruth Heller’s Hydraulic Archive: The Sargasso Sea as a Ecosystem

Transitioning from nautical myth to natural mystery, Ruth Heller’s 4 Sea Within a Sea (2000) utilizes
poetic text to deconstruct the myths of the North Atlantic. Heller frames the Sargasso as a biological
anomaly—a warm sanctuary in the midst of the cold ocean where “whirlpool-like currents” are said to
“becalm ships forever” (5). Heller’s perspective shifts the focus from the surface obstacle to the volumetric
depth of the sea. Beyond the myth of the “graveyard of ships,” she illuminates the teeming life beneath the
“huge tangles of seaweed,” including jellyfish, turtles, and the mysterious catadromous migration of eels

(12—15). This shift is crucial for our theoretical framework. By identifying the Sargasso as a singular
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ecosystem, Heller reimagines it as a self-contained medium of life and memory. The sea is no longer a
horizontal barrier to be crossed but a vertical, transductive archive that hosts and preserves the biological
and historical “software” of the Atlantic. Here, the “meadow” is transformed into a Hydraulic Archive,
where the presence of life within the stagnant gyre proves that the “smooth” center is not a void, but a site

of intensive storage and regeneration. The following is the Wikipedia description of the Sargasso Sea:

The Sargasso Sea is a region of the Atlantic Ocean in which four current form an ocean gyre.
This Sea has no land boundaries. It is distinguished from other parts of the Atlantic Ocean
by its characteristic brown Sargassum seaweed and often calm blue water. There are four
currents: on the west of the sea the Gulf Stream; on the north the North Atlantic Current, on
the east the Canary Current, and on the south the North Atlantic Equatorial Current. They
together form a clockwise-circulating system of ocean currents termed the North Atlantic
Gyre. It is approximately 680 mile wide by 2,000 mile long.

(“Sargasso Sea.” Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia).®

ATLANTIC
Ocean

The Sargasso Sea sits in the whirfpool
between four major Atlantic Ocean
currents

Fig. 2. The Great Atlantic Sargassum Belt ~ Fig. 3. Lines of sargassum in the Sargasso Sea

3.0 The Subject as Fluid Medium and the Mediological Archive of Maritime Literature:
Ezra Pound, Jean Rhys, W.B. Yeats, Seamus Heaney
3.1 The Mediological Archive of Empire: Ezra Pound’s “Portrait d’une Femme,” “The
Seafarer,”& “Canto 1I”
3.1.1 Ezra Pound’s “Portrait d’une Femme”: The Mind as the Fluid Subject of the Sargasso Sea
In the North Atlantic’s cartographic imagination, the Sargasso Sea serves as a definitive site of interpretation.
Ezra Pound’s “Portrait d’'une Femme” is a seminal exploration of how the metropolitan wreckage of London
is subsumed into the individual’s internal “oceanic space.” Synthesizing Pound’s Imagist sensibility with
Deleuze and Guattari’s “smooth space” (espace lisse), the poem depicts a subject acting as a fluid medium.
According to Deleuze and Guattari, “striated space” is defined by Euclidean grids and hierarchies, whereas

“smooth space” is a nomadic field of distribution (Deleuze and Guattari 474-500). In the latter space, the mind
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is a rhizomatic expanse where fixed boundaries dissolve, facilitating a continuous process of deterritorialized
accumulation.

Pound establishes the woman’s mind as a non-terrestrial, volumetric geography: “Your mind and you are
our Sargasso Sea” (line 1). While London represents the quintessential “striated space”—a rigid Euclidean
grid of social mores and economic utility—the woman functions as a mediological soil, a generative substrate

where the city’s debris is “swept” and undergoes a profound state-change:

Your mind and you are our Sargasso Sea,
London has swept about you this score years
And bright ships left you this or that in fee:
Ideas, old gossip, oddments of all things,

Strange spars of knowledge and dimmed wares of price. (Pound, “Portrait” 184, lines 1-5)

As a “sea-hoard” and a hydraulic catchment system, the mind receives what the terrestrial world can no longer
employ. Unlike striated land-archives that categorize objects by market value, this oceanic soil archives
through submergence and sedimentation. The metropolis, as an engine of imperial progress, perpetually sheds
its material fallout—"“deciduous things” of “Ideas, old gossip, oddments of all things, / Strange spars of
knowledge and dimmed wares of price” (line 4-5). Like autumnal leaves falling from the tree of Empire, these
fragments lose their teleological purpose and drift into the fluid interiority of the Sargasso-subject. The woman,
likened to this coastline-less sea, represents a deterritorialized accumulation.

Her identity is formed by currents rather than walls; she is a medium through which the “striated” objects
of London lose their teleological functionality to enter a “smooth” state of undifferentiated flow: “In the slow
float of differing light and deep, / No! there be many strange and subtle things” (lines 7-8). The subject does
not merely collect; she provides the anaerobic suspension—the maritime “software”—that ensures the debris
of a fading Empire is perpetually circulated rather than lost to decay. In this context, the Sargasso Sea in the
poem refers to a site of “intensive stasis”—a hydraulic archive where “strange and subtle” cultural memory is
suspended rather than filed. Identity, therefore, is not a territory to be defended but a transductive interface: a
bottomless archive where currents replace walls. In this state of “intensive stasis,” cultural memory is
suspended rather than filed, and movement leads to no terminal destination. Pound mirrors this through “fact[s]
that lead nowhere,” existing as pure intensive presence: “Fact that leads nowhere; and a tale or two, / Pregnant
with wheels; label or fragment of bribe” (line 13-14). This logic culminates in the radical dissolution of the
sovereign self: “Nothing that’s quite your own / Yet this is you” (lines 29-30). This paradox aligns with
Deleuzian “becoming” (devenir). The woman is not a static “being” but a transductive portal where the
“hardware of Empire” is transformed into a collective memory. Pound’s aesthetic reveals the Empire’s
inability to “fence” its own history, as its prized and discarded outputs drift into an unfenced, bottomless
oceanic commons.

3.1.2 Ezra Pound’s “The Seafarer”: The Sargasso Logic of Accumulation of the Maritime Consciousness
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Pound’s translation of “The Seafarer” provides the foundational topology for this metamorphic sea,
depicting the ocean not as a scenery, but as a visceral medium of sensory and existential transduction. Here,

the “Sargasso logic” of accumulation is manifested through the physical endurance of seafarer’s exile:

Bitter breast-cares have I abided,

Known on my keel many a care’s hold,

And dire sea-surge, and there I oft spent
Narrow nightwatch nigh the ship’s head

While she tossed close to cliffs. Coldly afflicted,

My feet were by frost benumbed.
Chill its chains are; chafing sighs
Hew my heart round and hunger begot

Mere-weary mood. (Pound, “Seafarer” lines 4-12)

The subjectivity of the speaker in the poem is etched by the “bitter breast-cares” (1. 4) and the “dire sea-surge”
(1. 6) of the sea. Unlike the “burghers” (1. 29) on dry land who abide in the striated space of wealth and wine-
flushed business, the Seafarer exists in a state of constant displacement, where his very feet are “by frost
benumbed” (1. 9) and his heart is hewn by “chafing sighs” (. 10). This “narrow nightwatch” (1. 6) near the
ship’s head represents the initial stage of the mediological subject: a consciousness that is being “swept” not
by terrestrial debris, but by the raw, “ice-cold” (1. 14) hardware of the maritime environment. The Seafarer’s
identity is thus forged through a radical deterritorialization from the “earth-weal” (1. 68) as he hears naught
“save the harsh sea” (1. 18) and the “ice-cold wave” (1. 19) transitioning from a terrestrial kinsman into a fluid,
oceanic outcast.

3.1.3. Ezra Pound’s “Canto II”: Maritime Poetics of the Sea as the Vertical Hydraulic Archive

Furthermore, “The Seafarer” anticipates the active metamorphosis of “Canto II” by establishing the sea
as a “whale’s acre” (1. 59)—a transductive interface where the dead life of the land is surrendered for the
nomadic potentiality of the “flood-ways” (1. 53) The poem’s climax, where the heart “burst from my breast-
lock” (1. 59) to wander wide over the “mere-flood” (1. 60), signifies the collapse of the sovereign, “fenced”
self in the face of the oceanic sublime. In this hydraulic archive, earthly glory and “earthen riches” (82) are
recognized as “delights undurable” (1. 87) destined to wane and sear. By rejecting the “winsomeness to wife”
(1. 46) and the “world’s delight” (1. 46) in favor of the “wave’s slash” (1. 47), the Seafarer embraces the sea as
a medium of potentiality where the self is stripped of its striated utility. This exile serves as the “pioneer” of
Pound’s maritime poetics, striking inwards and downwards into the “salt-wavy tumult” (1. 36) to safeguard a
cultural memory that remains missing its last terrestrial definition.

The maritime poetics in “Canto II” mark the radical transition from the passive accumulation of the

“Sargasso Sea” in “Portrait d’une Femme” to an active, metamorphic interface where the boundaries between



Journal of Maritime Literature and Culture  Vol. 1, No. 1, 2026  https://www.mlcjournal.com 37

the mechanical and the organic dissolve. Pound depicts the ship—a quintessential tool of striated colonial
capture and “slave money”—as it is suddenly arrested in a “sea-swirl,” a hydraulic disruption that mirrors the
coastless, circling currents of the Sargasso. Through the intervention of “god-sleight,” the rigid hardware of
imperial piracy undergoes a transductive state-change: the “gunwale” becomes a “vine-trunk,” and “tenthril”
replaces “cordage.” This is not merely a mythic trope but a mediological event where the “straight ship” of
commercial utility is overtaken by the fluid vitality of the oceanic medium. As the “ivy in scupper-hole” and
“grape-leaves on the rowlocks” suggest, the ship’s functional identity is subverted, transforming it into a
vibrant, oceanic identity that archives the divine within its very fiber.

Furthermore, this metamorphic interface demonstrates that the Sargasso logic is far from a stagnant void;
it is a “sea-hoard” of potentiality where the shipwrecked fragments of a fading Empire are transfigured into a
collective memory. Just as the Sargasso Sea captures the “deciduous things” of the Atlantic, the “sea-swirl”
in “Canto 1I” acts as a vertical hydraulic archive, refusing the imperial grid. Pound’s aesthetic reveals that the
“software” of the maritime mind—typified by the “grapes with no seed but sea-foam”—ensures that cultural
memory is not filed away in dry, terrestrial cabinets but perpetually circulated in a state of intensive stasis.
Within this transductive network, the subject (Accetes) ceases to be a sovereign entity and becomes the
archival process itself. In this context, the debris of the imperial world is stripped of its commodity status,
emerging instead as a reimagined, oceanic commons that safeguards the unmappable richness of the mythic
past against the “fencing” of history.

3.2. The Coastless Resistance: Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea

3.2.1 Wide Sargasso Sea: Maritime Transduction of Inclusive Exclusion

Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea represents a radical act of “writing back” to Charlotte Bronté’s Jane
Eyre. However, its analytical depth extends far beyond providing a prequel for the “madwoman in the attic.”
The novel depicts a profound process of maritime transduction, where the terrestrial, “striated” order of the
British Empire (embodied by Rochester) violently collides with the fluid, “smooth” subjectivity of the
Caribbean (Antoinette).

The narrative commences in 1830s Jamaica, where Antoinette Cosway exists within a precarious Venn
diagram of identity. As a white Creole, she is “the other” to the English and a “white cockroach” to the Black
community. This position functions as a topological mapping of “inclusive exclusion.” This model finds its
definitive rationale in Marc Shell’s Islandology: Geography, Rhetoric, Politics. Shell defines “Islandology”
as a transdisciplinary study examining the geographical and rhetorical logic of islandhood. He argues that
islands are not merely isolated landmasses but complex intersections of national sovereignty and maritime
fluidity (3), and that an island functions as a “liminal threshold” between the continental “mainland” and the
“oceanic void,” perpetually challenging the legal boundaries of the state (5—7). While Shell does not explicitly
employ the term “Venn diagram,” ® his analysis provides the rigorous framework for utilizing this
mathematical model to formalize his intuition of “half-and-half” identity (3). Antoinette represents this
transductive intersection. She is a subject physically captured within the imperial archipelago yet ontologically

anchored in the deterritorialized currents of the Atlantic. Her childhood estate, Coulibri, mirrors this liminality.



38 Journal of Maritime Literature and Culture  Vol. 1, No. 1, 2026  https://www.mlcjournal.com

It is a space where the manicured garden has reverted to a wild, untamed state—a “smooth space” where

imperial management has failed to take root.

(British Isles)
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Figure IV: British Isles Venn Diagram

3.2.2 Mediological Struggle as a Transduction Interface: Resistance against Naming:

The arrival of Rochester marks the invasion of “striated space” into Antoinette’s life. As the architect of
the coastline, Rochester seeks to define her through the legal and patriarchal grids of the Empire. This is most
violently expressed through his act of renaming her “Bertha.” As a context, Antoinette’s contentment while
staying at the convent is exemplified in the reference to the affirmation of her name: “Underneath I will write
my name in fire red, Antoinette Mason, née Cosway, Mount Calvary Convent, Spanish Town, Jamaica, 1839”

(Rhys 48). Later the following narrative of Antoinette reveals the repeated issue of naming:

When he passes my door he says, “Goodnight, Bertha.” He never calls me Antoinette now.
He has found out it was my mother’s name. “I hope you will sleep well, Bertha”—it cannot
be worse,’ I said. ‘That one night he came I might sleep afterwards. I sleep so badly now.

And I dream.” (Rhys 103)

In fact, Rochester perceives the Caribbean landscape as dangerously lacking in the “roads” and “signposts”
of European reason, feeling menaced by a geography that refuses to be mapped. While Rochester loses himself
in this unmappable terrain, however, Antoinette resists by maintaining her interiority as an indeterminate
medium as a Caribbean. This resistance is rooted in the context of the actual geographical topology of the
Sargasso Sea. Rochester, the embodiment of “continental thought,” views space as an object to be gridded.
To Antoinette, however, the sea is not a barrier but a transductive interface. Here, roads represent the hardware
of striated space—fixed and state-controlled, whereas sea currents are the software of smooth space—shifting

paths that transform without a fixed destination.
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The climax of this mediological struggle occurs in 1999 Norton version of the Part Three of Wide
Sargasso Sea, where the grey stone walls of the English attic—the ultimate enclosure of imperial reason—
collide with Antoinette's vivid memory. The stone at Thornfield represents the Empire's desire to “fence” and
entomb, while the fragments Antoinette carry in her dreams are fragments of the “sea-hoard” of deposited

cultural memory:

I sat there quietly. I don’t know I long I sat. Then I turned round and saw the sky. It was red
and all my life was in it. I saw the grandfather clock and Aunt Cora’s patchwork, all colors,
I saw the orchids and the stephanotis and the jasmine and the tree of life in flames. I saw the
chandelier and the red carpet downstairs and the bamboos and the tree ferns, the gold ferns
and the silver, and the soft green velvet of the moss on the garden wall. I saw the doll’s house
and the books and the picture of the Miller’s Daughter. I heard the parrot call as he did when
he saw a stranger, Qui est 1a? Qui est 1a? and the man who hated me was calling too, Bertha!
Bertha! The wind caught my hair and it streamed out like wings. It might bear me up, I
thought, if I jumped to those hard stones. But when I looked over the edge I saw the pool at
Coulibri. Tia was there. She beckoned to me and when I hesitated, she laughed. I heard her
say, You frightened? And I heard man’s voice, Bertha! Bertha! All this [ saw and heard in a
fraction of a second. And the sky so red. Someone screamed and I thought, Why did I scream?

I called ‘Tia!” and jumped and woke. (Rhys 170).

This final dream reflects her realization that her mind belongs to the Caribbean and the coastless sea rather
than to the English Isles, signifying a total dissolution of the imperial grid. She finally “jumped and woke,”
representing her final leap and awakening which are not mere geographical escapes or acts of self-destruction,
but rather a mediological transduction. To Rochester, the attic was a secure interior protected by a coastline
of stone; to Antoinette, it was a portal already connected to the deep, anaerobic waters of the Sargasso Sea.
Her leap represents the final victory of “smooth space” over the imperial grid—a state where the “Bertha”
construct is discarded, and the subject is reclaimed by the borderless currents of maritime cultural memory.
3.3.The Horizontal Sargasso and Acoustic Smoothness: Yeats’s “Lake Isle of Innisfree”

3.3.1 Ireland’s Islandology as a Smooth Space of Inclusive Exclusion:

The British Empire attempted to transform Ireland into an “Internal Sea,” a controlled basin gridded by
the “striations” of the Anglican Church, the English language, and the plantation system. However, Ireland’s
“Islandology” reveals a persistent rejection of this terrestrial fixity. As a Smooth Island, Ireland invites the
Atlantic’s “Sargasso-like” indeterminacy into the very heart of the archipelago. In Irish maritime literature,
the sea is not a barrier that isolates the island but a reverse medium—a conduit through which the
deterritorialized values of the ocean penetrate the imperial center. While London acts as the “striated”
metropole of order, Ireland functions as the “included exterior.” This site is where the “smooth” logic of the

sea disrupts the “striated” logic of the land, creating a unique Venn diagrammatic intersection where the rigid
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coastlines of imperial certainty are perpetually eroded by oceanic flow. Viewed through a topological lens,
Ireland emerges as the ultimate site of “inclusive exclusion.” It is a space geographically included within the
British Isles yet ontologically anchored in the nomadic fluidity of the Atlantic.

3.3.2 Innisfree as a Smooth Internal Acoustic Sargasso

W.B. Yeats’s “The Lake Isle of Innisfree written in 1890 provides the foundational poetic evidence for

the transition from the striated to the smooth:|

I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,

And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made;

Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee,

And live alone in the bee-loud glade.

And I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow,
Dropping from the veils of the morning to where the cricket sings;
There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,

And evening full of the linnet’s wings.

I will arise and go now, for always night and day

I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore;

While I stand on the roadway, or on the pavements grey,

I hear it in the deep heart’s core. (Yeats 39)

Rather than mere pastoral escapism, the poem represents a radical nomadic flight from the “pavements grey”
of London toward the liquid rhythms of Ireland. The “pavements grey” signifies the quintessential striated
space—fixed, gridded, and measurable. In contrast, Yeats identifies a smooth acoustic space in the “lake water
lapping with low sounds by the shore”. Unlike the directional, teleological noise of the metropole, the sound
of Irish water is a repetitive, non-linear rhythm that exists without a coastline of beginning or end. This mirrors
the primary characteristic of the Sargasso Sea: its lack of a physical coastline, defined instead by the structural
mechanics of the “Gyre.” Yeats’s Innisfree is far more than a mere geographical island. It is rather the “deep
heart’s core,” a space of perpetual internal swirling within the poet’s psyche. Just as the Sargasso Sea maintains
its unique stasis in the middle of the Atlantic, Innisfree serves as a smooth internal space that the poet secures
amidst the rigid, striated space of London’s urban sprawl. If the Sargasso Sea is a “’sea-hoard” that collects the
world’s oceanic debris, then Yeats’s “deep heart's core” can be defined as an “acoustic Sargasso.” It is a
transductive medium that filters out metropolitan noise and archives the rhythmic pulse of nature within the

fluid depths of the self. This theoretical synthesis reveals a profound topological isomorphism.
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Figure V: Gyres by W. B. Yeats

3.3.3 Yeats’s Gyre and Atlantic Gyre: Hydraulic Logic of the Sea

There is a structural resonance between Yeats’s philosophical Gyre—a spiraling vortex of historical
transformation—and the physical Atlantic Gyre, whose currents create a coastline-less sanctuary for the
wreckage of time. Both gyres function as gravitational centers that pull the disparate fragments of existence
into a unified, fluid motion. Within this framework, the “deep heart’s core” operates as an “anaerobic archive”
of the self, preserving the “lapping” rhythms of a de-territorialized identity against the rigid, striated
pavements of the imperial metropole. This process is best understood through Steve Mentz’s framework of
“shipwreck modernity.” Steve Mentz in his Shipwreck Modernity: Ecologies of Globalization, 1550-1719
argues that the sea should not be viewed as a stable surface for imperial transit, but as a site of unpredictable
“vulnerability and flux,” where the shipwreck serves as the foundational metaphor for the human condition in
the face of an unstable environment (xxi). Following Steve Mentz’s framework of “Shipwreck Modernity,”
this space serves as a vessel for the “slow float” of memory.

The shipwrecked debris of urban experience is suspended and transformed rather than lost to decay. The
linear progress of the land is subverted by the hydraulic logic of the sea, allowing for a poetic preservation in
the anaerobic archive untouched by the corrosive “oxygen” of imperial time. The most tangible evidence for
this intersection lies in the biological phenomenon of catadromous migration. Specifically, it is seen in the
mysterious journey of eels that traverse thousands of miles from the freshwater lakes of Ireland to the
Sargasso’s depths. This instinctive pilgrimage across the Atlantic establishes a physical bridge between the
Irish interior and the Sargasso’s volumetric depth. This biological link proves that the “smooth” heartland and
the oceanic medium are part of a single, pulsing network. Through this maritime transduction, the local echoes
of Yeats’s Innisfree are amplified into a global resonance. The Atlantic’s vast fluidity penetrates the very veins
of the island, proving that the Irish imaginary emerges as a “mediological device.” It navigates the borderless
currents of a future where all coastlines have dissolved into the depths of the oceanic psyche.

3.4 The Vertical Sargasso and Transductive Resistance: Heaney’s Bogland poems:

3.4.1 Irish Bog as Vertical Sargasso: Transduction and Radical Deterritorialization

While W.B. Yeats identifies a horizontal smoothness in the rhythmic “lapping” of water, Seamus Heaney
locates a provertical transduction of the maritime imagination within the depths of the Irish bog. In his seminal

poem “Bogland” which is the concluding poem of his 1969 collection Door into the Dark, Heaney redefines
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Ireland not as a territory defined by a “fence” or a rigid coastline, but as a “bottomless” medium that mirrors
the coastless nature of the Sargasso Sea. By declaring Ireland an “unfenced country,” Heaney utilizes a direct
linguistic marker for smooth space, signaling a state of radical deterritorialization where the ground refuses

the “slicing” of the imperial grid.

We have no prairies

To slice a big sun at evening—
Everywhere the eye concedes to
Encroaching horizon,

Is wooed into the cyclops’ eye
Of a tarn. Our unfenced country
Is bog that keeps crusting
Between the sights of the sun.
They’ve taken the skeleton

Of the Great Irish Elk

Out of the peat, set it up

An astounding crate full of air.

Butter sunk under

More than a hundred years

Was recovered salty and white.

The ground itself is kind, black butter
Melting and opening underfoot,
Missing its last definition

By millions of years.

They’ll never dig coal here.
Only the waterlogged trunks
Of great firs, soft as pulp.

Our pioneers keep striking

Inwards and downwards,

Every layer they strip

Seems camped on before.

The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage.
The wet centre is bottomless.

(Heaney, “Bogland,” for T. P. Flanagan)
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Heaney’s bog serves as the decisive antithesis to the continental and American myths of expansion.
Unlike the American prairie—a quintessential striated space defined by linear progress, colonial partitioning,
and the “slicing” of the grid—the bog is reimagined as “kind, black butter / Melting and opening underfoot”
(lines 13—14). This is not a solid foundation for empire but a yielding medium where the terrestrial surface
dissolves into a fluid interiority. By defining this geography as “unfenced,” Heaney identifies a state of radical
deterritorialization. He transforms the Irish landscape into a hydraulic archive—a terrestrial manifestation of
Ezra Pound’s “sea-hoard of deciduous things.” Within this vertical Sargasso, the “hardware” of history—
typified by “the Great Irish Elk” and “bog butter”—is not lost to time but is preserved through the “software”
of the bog’s anaerobic chemical composition. Unlike the continental forest that grows hierarchically toward
the sun, the bog accumulates through seepage alone, acting as a transductive medium that receives the
deciduous fragments of Irish history and suspends them in a state of perpetual “float.”

3.4.2 Vertical Transduction of Bogland: “The Wet Centre is Bottomless”

Applying Marc Shell’s logic of Islandology, the bog functions as a “sea within the land.” If Ireland is an
island situated within the striated circle of the British Isles, the bog represents a maritime medium within the
island, ensuring that the nation's core remains liquid. The poem’s climax—the declaration that “the wet centre
is bottomless” (line 28)—mirrors the volumetric depth of the Sargasso Sea, suggesting that the terrestrial is
perpetually swallowed by the maritime. In this “bottomless” wet centre, the striated surface of history is
perpetually swallowed and dissolved into the smooth depths of cultural memory. This ensures that the Irish
mind remains as unfenced and unmappable as the heart of the North Atlantic. The bog holes, described as
“Atlantic seepage,” act as portals where the local landscape connects to the global oceanic currents. In our
Venn diagrammatic model, the bog is the point where the circle of “Land” and the circle of “Sea” undergo
total transduction. It functions as the mediological archive, embracing borderless oceanic currents to safeguard
a “bottomless” cultural memory. By striking “inwards and downwards,” Heaney’s pioneers do not find a solid
limit or a final definition; instead, they find a maritime medium that resists the finite definitions of Empire.
Ireland, through the bog, becomes a site of infinite interiority, proving that the identity of the island is anchored
not in the soil, but in the fluid software of its own anaerobic depths.

Heaney’s broader cycle of bog poems, including “The Tollund Man” and “Punishment” which were
published in his 1975 collection North, extends the vertical transduction of “Bogland” into a profound ethical
and temporal dimension. In these works, the bog is no longer just a physical site of preservation; it becomes
a “Vertical Gyre” that actively swallows the striated violence of history—the ritual killings and tribal
conflicts—and converts them into the smooth duration of a maritime medium. This reflects a definitive
Oceanic Turn, where the terrestrial “law of the land” is subverted by the “hydraulic law” of the bog. For
Heaney, the bog-bodies are not dead artifacts of a fixed past but are suspended in a state of intensive stasis
within the anaerobic archive. Like the “sea-hoard” of the Sargasso, the bog functions as a mediological
interface that receives the “shipwrecked” debris of human violence and archives it in a “bottomless” cultural
memory, effectively deterritorializing Irish history from its local confines into a global, oceanic resonance.

Furthermore, in poems like “Kinship,” Heaney explicitly reimagines the Irish landscape as a porous and liquid
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entity, describing the bog as a “quick and unfenced” medium that “swallows the gateposts” of imperial
ownership. This linguistic transition from the solid to the fluid mirrors the shift from a striated colonial
archipelago to a smooth oceanic network. By identifying the bog’s “Atlantic seepage” as a source of national
identity, Heaney positions the Irish interior as a transductive interface where the local soil is perpetually
dissolved into the “borderless currents” of the maritime imaginary.

This oceanic turn allows Heaney to navigate the “wet centre” of the Irish mind as an unmappable and
non-teleological space, ensuring that cultural memory is not “filed away” in the dry, striated cabinets of the
state. It remains a living, fluid depth that is perpetually “missing its last definition”—an organic archive
resisting against the fossilized finality of hard coal to remain a soft, transductive medium and yielding its
ancient butter and skeletal elks not as dead relics, but as intensive presences within a bottomless, maritime

commons.

4.0 Conclusion: Toward a Mediological Transduction of the Fluid Subject
The interdisciplinary journey from the striated pavements of London to the bottomless depths of the Irish bog
reveals that the maritime imagination is not merely a literary theme, but a transductive mechanism of cultural
memory. Through the lens of Islandology and Deleuzian spatial theory, this paper has demonstrated that the
Sargasso Sea functions as the definitive hydraulic archive. It is a site where the “hardware” of imperial
history—its legal grids, colonial boundaries, and teleological facts—is shipwrecked and dissolved into the
“fluid software” of a smooth, oceanic medium. The evolution of this maritime aesthetics—from the nautical
myths of Jules Verne to the radical deterritorialization in Ezra Pound and Jean Rhys—marks a definitive
Oceanic Turn in the modern mind. We have seen how the Sargasso's “coastless” nature provides a topological
model for the “Smooth Island” of Ireland. In the poetics of W.B. Yeats and Seamus Heaney, Ireland emerges
as a transductive interface: a “Sargasso of the North” that resists the finite definitions of Empire by anchoring
its identity in the vertical and horizontal currents of the Atlantic. The biological migration of eels and the
anaerobic preservation of the bog serve as material evidence that the Irish interior is inextricably linked to the
global maritime commons.

This paper proposes that the modern self is a “Vertical Sargasso”—a rhizomatic network that archives
the deciduous fragments of experience without the need for terrestrial “fencing.” In our contemporary digital
age, where information flows in borderless, non-linear streams, the logic of the Sargasso Sea becomes more
relevant than ever. The “negative pleasure” of the sublime encounter with the vastness of the archive no longer
results in the impotence of the subject, but in a new form of fluid sustainability. As we navigate the “wet”
currents of a world where all geographical and conceptual coastlines are dissolving, the Sargasso Sea remains
the primary mediological device. It teaches us that the “deep heart's core” is not a fixed territory to be owned,
but a bottomless centre to be inhabited. In this maritime future, history is not a record to be filed away in the
striated cabinets of the past, but a living, circulating depth that remains, in the words of Heaney, perpetually

“missing its last definition”.
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Notes
@Gilbert Simondon, in his seminal essay “The Genesis of the Individual” (1992), challenges traditional ontogenesis by
redefining the individual not as a static result but as a perpetual process of “individuation” (297). To explain the dynamic
mechanism of this becoming, he introduces the concept of “transduction” (311), defined as a physical, biological, or spiritual
operation by which an activity propagates itself from point to point within a given domain, progressively structuring the field as
it moves. In this study, Simondon’s framework provides the mediological basis for understanding how the “shipwrecked”
fragments of imperial history undergo a structural state-change within the Sargasso archive, evolving into a new, fluid maritime
identity.
(2)Tate Britain. "Fishermen at Sea (Commentary)." Tate, 2010, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-fishermen-at-sea-
t01585.
(3)Fig. 1. Fishermen at Sea, exhibited in 1796, the first oil painting exhibited by Turner at the Royal Academy
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/0d/Joseph_Mallord William Turner - Fishermen at Sea -
_Google Art Project.jpg
(#)The following figures are from Wikipedia: Figure II The Great Atlantic Sargassum Belt and Figure III Lines of sargassum in
the Sargasso Sea https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sargasso_Sea
(5Marc Shell, in Islandology: Geography, Rhetoric, Politics (2014), defines “Islandology” as a transdisciplinary inquiry into
the geographical and rhetorical logic of islandhood. Shell contends that islands are not mere isolated landmasses but complex
intersections of national sovereignty and maritime fluidity (3), functioning as a “liminal threshold” between the continental
mainland and the “oceanic void” that perpetually challenges the legal and ontological boundaries of the state (5—7). While Shell
does not explicitly employ the term “Venn diagram,” his analysis provides a rigorous conceptual framework for utilizing this
mathematical model to formalize his intuition of the “half-and-half” identity. In this study, the Venn diagram serves as a
transductive representation of the precarious intersectional identity of the Caribbean, as well as the complex, overlapping
relationship between Ireland and the British Isles, where sovereignty and fluidity coexist in a state of inclusive exclusion.
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:British_Isles Venn Diagram-en (2).png
**#“This paper utilized Gemini 3 Flash for its generative capabilities in translating the abstract into Chinese, refining the
mediological and maritime frameworks, and auditing bibliographic accuracy. While the Al assisted in linguistic clarity and initial

conceptual exploration, all literary analyses, core arguments, and academic interpretations remain original to the author.”
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In an era marked by rising sea levels, intensifying maritime geopolitics, and growing scholarly interest in the
marine environment, the humanities study of the ocean has taken on a new urgency. The emergence of a
distinct research paradigm, Blue Humanities, most prominently articulated by Steve Mentz (2015; 2023) in
Shipwreck Modernity: The Ecology of Globalization, 1550—-1719 and subsequent works, demonstrates a
growing scholarly understanding of the ocean not as a natural backdrop to human history but as a constitutive
force in culture, identity, and knowledge formation. However, despite the field’s rapid expansion, its
theoretical frameworks have largely developed from Western-centric, Atlantic-centric sources. The regional
specificities of non-Western maritime traditions and the diverse media and historical contexts through which

maritime experiences are narrated remain underrepresented in these discussions (DeLoughrey). To bridge this
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gap, this paper proposes the concept of “Blue Story” by analyzing the historical evolution of maritime
narratives in Korean fictions, films, and TV-OTT dramas across the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

The urgency of this intervention is heightened by several concurrent phenomena occurring in both Korean
society and global culture. On the one hand, the recent rise of Korean culture through the global circulation
of Korean fiction, films, dramas have provided unprecedented opportunities for Korean cultural texts to
engage with international humanities discourse in their own context, rather than as exceptional objects of area
studies. This has sparked renewed interest in the ecological and communal dimensions of Korean maritime
traditions. These overlapping cultural, political, and ecological pressures make this a particularly opportune
moment to examine how the sea has been described, imagined, and contested throughout Korean cultural
history.

Korea’s geography makes this consideration particularly crucial. As a peninsula surrounded by the East
Sea to the east, the South Sea to the south, and the West Sea to the west, Korea has always had an intimate
relationship with water. The sea has shaped the landscape of fishing, trade, migration, and military conflict,
serving as both a conduit for cultural exchange and a boundary separating connection and separation. However,
the significance of the sea in Korean culture extends beyond mere geography or economics; it carries profound
narrative significance. Through various eras and media, the sea has served as a space for Korean society to
express its deepest anxieties, memories, and aspirations. Therefore, tracing the historical evolution of these
narratives is not a study of the past; it is a crucial process for understanding how society understands itself
through its stories about the sea.

Despite the wealth of available data, existing studies have fallen short of fully addressing its complexity.
In Korean fiction, maritime themes have primarily been examined within the context of individual authors or
regional traditions. For example, Hyun Ki-young’s approach to the trauma of the Jeju April 3rd Incident in his
novel “Suni Samchon” (s=©]4F< 1978) has not been analyzed within the broader context of maritime
representation. The Jeju term “Samchon” transcends biological kinship; it serves as a gender-neutral honorific
that weaves the entire village into a web of communal solidarity (Hyun 47). In the context of the “Blue Story,”
this term functions as an ethical anchor, linking individuals through shared historical trauma and the mutual
support required for maritime survival. Korean film studies have also approached ocean-centric films like
“Haeundae” (2009) solely from the perspective of genre criticism or social realism, failing to theorize the
ocean itself as a representational space with a historical trajectory. While recent studies of Korean dramas
have begun to focus on the maritime dimension in works like Our Blues (2022), these studies remain
methodologically isolated and fail to account for the long-term flow of maritime narratives across various
media. Crucially, none of these disciplines has effectively leveraged the theoretical resources of Blue
Humanities, resulting in the marginalization of Korean maritime culture from international discourse. Despite
this, Korean maritime culture is well positioned to enrich this discourse.

This paper aims to fill this gap by proposing the concept of “Blue Story,” a historically evolving
framework for maritime narratives in Korean cultural texts. “Blue Story” demonstrates how Korean society

has articulated collective memory, overcome disasters, and imagined ecological and communal futures. “Blue
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Story” is not a thematic category but an analytical framework. It questions not only how Koreans have told
stories about the ocean, but also how the formal, genre, and media characteristics of these stories have evolved
over time, and how these changes reveal the changing place of the sea in Korean social imagination. By
proposing this concept, this paper aims to contribute in two ways. First, it provides a cross-medial and
historically contextualized framework for analyzing sea representations in Korean cultural studies. Second, it
broadens and deepens existing theoretical horizons by introducing non-Western case studies in the study of
Blue Humanities.

This paper develops its argument around three interrelated research questions, each focusing on a
different historical period and medium. First, how did late twentieth-century Korean fiction construct the sea
as a space of collective memory and local identity in relation to state violence and the experiences of local
communities? Second, how did Korean films of the 1990s and 2000s portray the sea as a site of disaster, war,
and maritime labor, and what social imaginaries of crisis and vulnerability did these depictions produce? Third,
how did Korean TV-OTT dramas since the 2010s reinterpret the sea as a space of care, solidarity, and
ecological awareness, and what cultural and political functions did these reinterpretations serve? To answer
these questions, this paper utilizes a research methodology that combines textual analysis, a comparison of
various media genres, and theoretical contexts such as Blue Humanities, memory studies, disaster discourse,
and cultural studies. By synthesizing these analytical approaches, this paper traces the overall flow of Korea’s
“Blue Story” from “the sea of memory” to “the sea of disaster” to “the sea of care and ecology,” and
demonstrates why this flow is important not only for Korean cultural studies but also for global maritime

humanities.

1.0 Blue Humanities: The Oceanic Turn in the Humanities

The theoretical foundation of this paper is grounded in the interdisciplinary paradigm of Blue Humanities,
which has emerged as one of the most productive areas in environmental and cultural studies over the past
two decades. The term is generally attributed to Steve Mentz (“Toward” 997-1013), who proposed the concept
of “Blue Cultural Studies” to reorient humanities research away from its traditional land-centric perspective
and toward a focus on the ocean as a material, historical, and epistemological force in human life. In his
seminal works, including Shipwreck Modernity: The Ecology of Globalization, 1550—-1719 (2015) and 4n
Introduction to the Blue Humanities (2023), he has argued that the sea is not a backdrop to human history, but
rather an environment that actively challenges anthropocentric models of knowledge, agency, and belonging,
disrupting human thought processes. According to his account, the ocean is a space of “ecological
entanglement,” in which the instability of water, characterized by its inability to be bounded, mapped, or
possessed, becomes a productive metaphor and material fact for rethinking human culture in the Anthropocene
era.

Alongside Mentz’s contributions, Hester Blum’s groundbreaking work established a complementary
critical agenda. Blum asserts that “the sea is not a metaphor,” arguing that oceanographic studies should not

reduce the sea to a symbol of transnational mobility but rather attend to the historical, material, and labor
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conditions of maritime life. It has had a profound impact on the field’s methodological orientation (Blum,).
Similarly, Elizabeth M. DeLoughrey’s book, Routes and Roots: Navigating Caribbean and Pacific Island
Literatures, offered an early and fundamental challenge to Eurocentric and Atlanticist tendencies in
oceanographic studies, introducing the concept of “tidalectics” to describe the cyclical and recursive
relationship between land and sea that structures the epistemologies of the Caribbean and Pacific Islands.
DeLoughrey’s “tidalectics,” borrowing from Kamau Brathwaite’s concept (Kamau Brathwaite 1997), explains
the cyclical movement between land and sea as a structural principle of island epistemology, a concept that
holds significant implications for theorizing coastal and island cultures on the Korean Peninsula. The research
of Mentz, Blum, DeLoughrey, and their collaborators has established Blue Humanities as a truly
interdisciplinary field encompassing literary studies, environmental history, postcolonial theory, ecocriticism,
and social science, and through this, theorizes the ocean as an ecological, social, and cultural mediating space.

Yet for all its theoretical richness, Blue Humanities as a field retains a significant structural limitation.
Its empirical and textual archives have been developed predominantly through Western, and more specifically
Anglophone Atlantic-centric, materials. The canonical texts of oceanic scholarship, from Melville’s “Moby-
Dick” to Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” are drawn overwhelmingly from the European and North
American literary traditions, while the maritime cultures of East Asia, South and Southeast Asia, and sub-
Saharan Africa remain largely outside the field’s purview. DeLoughrey’s work represents an important
corrective in foregrounding Caribbean and Pacific perspectives, but the systematic application of Blue
Humanities frameworks to East Asian maritime traditions including Korea’s extraordinarily rich and
historically layered engagement with the sea has yet to be undertaken in any sustained way. This paper seeks

to address that gap.

2.0 Toward “Blue Story”

To theorize the Korean cases, this paper proposes the concept of the “Blue Story,” a term that serves as both
an extension of and a departure from the broader Blue Humanities paradigm. While the Blue Humanities, in
Steve Mentz’s formulation, “comprises a current of scholarly and artistic discourses that foreground human
relationships with water in all its forms” (Mentz 18) by operating at the level of ecology, materiality, and the
long term, the “Blue Story” focuses on the level of narrative and mediation. Specifically, it examines how
specific cultural texts produced in historical moments, by industries and institutions, and for audiences have
constructed the meaning of the sea within the Korean social imagination. Steve Mentz (2023: 18) further notes
that “during the first two decades of the twenty-first century, an early wave of Blue Humanities writing and
thinking has emerged from Anglophone literary contexts, with emphases on Atlantic, Mediterranean, and
Caribbean locations. Writers in the 2020s are widening the focus to engage global, non-Western, and
Indigenous materials.”

“Blue Story” is thus defined as the historically evolving system of maritime narratives in Korean cultural
texts, through which Korean society has articulated, negotiated, and contested the meanings of the sea across

changing historical conditions. The concept has three defining characteristics that distinguish it from simple
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thematic analysis or maritime regionalism.

First, “Blue Story” is inherently historical and genealogical. It insists that the meanings attached to the
sea in Korean cultural texts are not stable or universal but are produced by specific historical conditions, for
instance, colonial memory, civil war, industrialization, democratization, ecological crisis and that tracing the
evolution of these meanings across time is itself a critical act. The trajectory this paper proposes, from a “sea
of memory” in late twentieth-century fiction, through a “sea of disaster” in turn of the millennium cinema, to
a “sea of care and ecology” in contemporary TV-OTT drama, is not a teleological progression but a map of
the social imaginary as it responds to successive historical pressures.

Second, “Blue Story” is cross-medial. It insists on attending to the formal and institutional specificities
of fiction, film, and TV-OTT drama as distinct modes of cultural production, each of which engages the sea
through different representational conventions, industrial logics, and audience relationships. The sea in Hyun
Ki-young’s fiction functions differently from the sea in Yoon Je-kyun’s blockbuster disaster film, not merely
because the authors’ intentions differ, but because the formal affordances and generic conventions of the
literary short story and the commercial disaster film shape what it is possible to say about the sea in each
medium. A cross-medial approach allows the analysis to register these differences while also identifying the
deeper structural continuities that connect maritime narratives across media.

Third, and most importantly, “Blue Story” is a concept rooted in the politics of memory and
representation. It asks not simply what Koreans have said about the sea, but what those narratives have done,
what experiences they have made speakable, what silences they have maintained, what communities and
identities they have constituted or excluded. In this respect, “Blue Story” draws not only on Blue Humanities
but also on the theoretical resources of memory studies, particularly the work of scholars who have analyzed
the relationship between collective trauma, spatial memory, and cultural narrative. The sea in Korean cultural
texts has repeatedly served as a site where national trauma is simultaneously encoded and concealed, where
what cannot be said directly about state violence, mass death, or social abandonment finds expression in the

imagery of islands, fog, and the deep.

3.0 The Sea as Memory and Mourning: Korean Fiction of the 1970s and 1980s

The first phase of Korean “Blue Story” takes shape in the literary imagination of the late twentieth century, a
period defined by the political pressures of authoritarian rule and the simultancous cultural imperative to
recover and articulate suppressed collective experiences. In this context, the sea and the island function not as
spaces of livelihood or leisure but as the primary topography of political mourning, acting as places where
historical violence has been absorbed into the landscape. In these spaces, what cannot be spoken openly finds
expression through imagery, the proximity of water to the dead, and the sensory textures of coastal life. Two
figures dominate this phase, Hyun Ki-young, whose fiction of Jeju Island constitutes the founding document
of modern Korean maritime fiction, and Han Seung-won, whose Namhae (the Southern Sea) fishing village
narratives extend and complicate the sea’s symbolic function in a different register.

Hyun Ki-young’s “Suni Samchon” represents one of the most consequential acts of literary testimony in
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contemporary Korean fiction. Published in the journal “Creation and Criticism” (%2} 2}H] %) at a moment
when direct discussion of the Jeju April 3rd Incident in 1948 remained politically suppressed, the story
inaugurated what would become a sustained literary archaeology of state violence, and its publication cost the
author three days of arrest and torture by the authorities, who recognized the political charge of what Hyun
had dared to put into print. Hyun Ki-young was arrested and tortured for three days following publication, and
upon release he was warned never to write about the massacre again. What makes the text analytically
significant for “Blue Story,” however, is not its testimonial courage but the specific way in which the sea and
the island are deployed as narrative and symbolic structures.

The story proceeds through the returning narrator’s gradual reconstruction of Suni’s fate across the thirty
years since the massacre. This temporal structure is central to the text’s maritime poetics. The sea in “Suni
Samchon” is not a backdrop but a medium of deferred mourning, a space in which time moves differently,
where the dead remain incompletely buried and incompletely known. The island’s coastline serves as the
boundary between the world of living and the world of the unacknowledged dead, a liminal zone that the
narrator must traverse both literally and psychologically to recover what history has submerged. The black
volcanic walls of Jeju, which appear throughout the story’s landscape, reinforce this sense of the island as a
place where human experience has been absorbed into the material environment, where the stone retains what
the official record has erased. Suni’s fate is pieced together from youth to violent death in a field, a patch of
field that literally absorbs human blood and bone, giving it a deep realism and symbolism. The volcanic black
stone walls (doldam) of Jeju, which appear throughout the text, intensify this symbolic function of the
landscape as a material archive of suppressed memory. Crucially, the sea’s function here is not cathartic but
structural, in that it does not resolve mourning but maintains it in suspension, ensuring that the violence of
1948 continues to exert pressure on the present.

This use of maritime space as a medium of unresolved historical consciousness distinguishes Hyun’s
work sharply from the maritime imagery of earlier Korean modernist fiction, in which the sea had more often
served as a figure of romantic yearning or cosmopolitan aspiration. In Hyun, the sea is saturated with political
history; it is a space of what Pierre Nora might call “lieux de mémoire,” (Pierre Nora 1989) sites where
memory crystallizes precisely because living memory has been interrupted by violence and silence. The
concept of “lieux de mémoire” is particularly applicable to the island as representational space in Korean
fiction, insofar as the historical interruption of community memory by state violence is precisely the condition
that transforms the landscape into a site of compensatory memorial significance. The island is not a place one
can inhabit innocently; its geography is a palimpsest, layered with the traces of a past that the South Korean
state had worked systematically to suppress.

Han Seung-won’s fiction of the southern coastal region, particularly the fiction “Ajeaje Baraje”
(o} Ao} A wFglolAl, 1985) set in and around the Namhae fishing communities, extends the sea’s symbolic
range in a different direction. Where Hyun’s ocean is weighted with political trauma and the ethics of
testimony, Han’s sea is organized by the rhythms of labor, seasonal change, and Buddhist cosmology. The

fishing village in Han’s work is a space where existence is understood cyclically rather than historically,
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exemplified by the net cast and drawn, the catch abundant or scarce, and the tide rising and falling. The sea
here does not record political events but organizes a fatalistic relationship to time and contingency that Han
identifies with the Buddhist notion of impermanence, “mujeong”(#1), the indifferent flux of all phenomena.

Yet to read Han’s maritime vision as simply quietist or depoliticized would be to misread it. The fishing
communities of his fiction are spaces of social stratification, gendered labor, and economic precarity; the sea
that sustains them is also the sea that claims lives without explanation or recompense. The dialect of the south
coast, which Han preserves with extraordinary fidelity in his prose, marks these communities as regional,
marginal, and outside the cultural authority of Seoul-centered modernity. In this sense, Han’s maritime fiction
participates in a politics of regionalism, in which the sea becomes a figure for forms of experience and
knowledge that mainstream Korean culture systematically overlooks. While Hyun’s ocean is a site of
suppressed political memory, Han’s represents a site of suppressed cultural memory, which encompasses a
way of life organized by temporal rhythms, ecological relationships, and epistemological priorities that differ
from those of industrial capitalism and nationalist modernization.

Together, Hyun and Han establish the foundational terms of the first phase of the Korean “Blue Story,”
defining the sea as a space of collective mourning, political silence, and regional identity. Their works
demonstrate that in the late twentieth century, the Korean ocean was above all a space of what this paper calls
“deep memory,” the memory that has been forced below the surface of official discourse and that finds
expression not through direct statement but through the mediation of landscape, imagery, and the materiality

of coastal life.

4.0 The Sea as Disaster: Korean Films of the 1990s and 2000s
The second phase of Korean “Blue Story” emerges in the cinema of the 1990s and 2000s, a period marked by
the democratization of Korean society, the traumatic experience of the 1997-1998 IMF financial crisis, and
the rapid industrialization of the Korean film industry into one of the world’s most commercially ambitious
and artistically distinguished national cinemas. In this context, the sea undergoes a dramatic representational
transformation, whereby it becomes a space not of memory and mourning but of acute crisis. In this crisis,
natural, economic, and military forces beyond human control reveal the precariousness of individual lives and
the failures of state and social institutions. The “sea of disaster” that characterizes this phase is produced
through the formal resources of multiple genres, including the war film, the disaster blockbuster, and the social
realist thriller. Park Kwang-su’s “I Want to Go to That Island”(ZL 4 ol 7}l 41T}, 1993) establishes an early
and important bridge between the memory-oriented literature of the preceding phase and the more explicitly
disaster-inflected cinema that follows. The film follows a mainland journalist who travels to a remote southern
island to investigate the legacy of wartime violence, discovering a community that has lived for decades in
the shadow of unacknowledged violence. The island here functions as a kind of spatial archive, which
preserves in its geography and in the bodies of its aging survivors a version of history that the mainland has
preferred to forget. The sea surrounding the island is a figure of enforced isolation, in which the water that

separates the island community from metropolitan Korea is the same water that has preserved their traumatic
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memory intact, keeping it unassimilated into the narratives of national development and democratic progress.
In formal terms, the film’s persistent long shots of the sea, which appear gray, flat, and featureless, function
as visual correlatives of the silence that surrounds suppressed historical truth. This is because the sea here is
not spectacular but oppressive, serving as a medium of enforced forgetting rather than of natural beauty.

The shift toward the spectacular “sea of disaster” is most fully realized in Yoon Je-kyun’s Haeundae
(2009), which holds the distinction of being the first major Korean disaster film and remains one of the most
commercially successful Korean films ever produced, attracting over 11 million admissions in domestic
release alone. (KOBIS®) The film’s narrative is organized around the imminent arrival of a megatsunami at
Haeundae Beach in Busan, the country’s most popular coastal resort. What is analytically significant for “Blue
Story” is not the tsunami itself but the representational logic that governs the film’s relationship to the sea in
the long pre-disaster section that occupies its first two-thirds.

Haeundae begins by establishing the beach as a space of leisure, consumption, and aspiration, being
crowded with vacationers, animated by commerce, and suffused with the pleasures of summer. The coastal
community depicted is sharply stratified, where the local fishermen and service workers who inhabit the
permanent economy of Haeundae are distinguished from the wealthy urban tourists who temporarily occupy
it. This stratification represents one of the film’s central social concerns. Man-sik, the protagonist, is a local
fisherman who has not returned to the sea since he accidentally caused the death of his girlfriend’s father
during a deep-sea expedition four years earlier. His guilt-stricken withdrawal from the ocean sets up one of
the film’s central structural ironies, in which the man most attuned to the sea’s dangers is also the man most
psychologically unable to confront it. This backstory establishes that the sea in Haeundae is never simply a
natural environment but always already a space of moral consequence and social obligation.

When the tsunami arrives, the film’s representational logic shifts dramatically. The spectacular CGI
sequences that depict the wave’s destruction of Haeundae’s coastline, which drew considerable attention for
their technical sophistication, are not merely generic spectacles. They function as a collapse of the social
hierarchies that the pre-disaster section had carefully established, as the tsunami does not distinguish between
tourist and resident, rich and poor, or the guilty and the innocent. While the ocean’s violence is, in this sense,
leveling, the film qualifies this democratic disaster by distributing its sacrificial deaths with considerable
precision. By ensuring that the most socially marginal characters survive and the most self-sacrificing die, the
film follows a pattern that reinforces rather than disrupts the social and emotional hierarchies of melodrama.
(Linda Williams 1991) The sea of disaster in Haeundae ultimately confirms rather than transforms the social
order, offering national catharsis through spectacular destruction while preserving the familial and communal
values it temporarily threatens.

Shim Sung-bo’s Sea Fog (2014) approaches the “sea of disaster” from a fundamentally different direction,
one that is less concerned with spectacular catastrophe than with the slow, structural violence of economic
desperation and moral degradation. The film is adapted from a 2007 stage play based on the true story of the
2001 Yeosu incident, in which 25 Korean Chinese undocumented migrants suffocated to death in the storage

tank of a fishing vessel; their bodies were subsequently dumped into the sea by the crew. In transposing this
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event to the period of the 1997-1998 IMF financial crisis, the film insists on the structural causality between
economic collapse and moral catastrophe, presenting the captain’s decision to take on the illegal commission
not as individual wickedness but as the desperate response of a man whose livelihood has been destroyed by
forces entirely beyond his control.

The Sea Fog of the title is one of the film’s most precisely deployed symbolic elements. The sea fog that
descends on the vessel mid-voyage is simultaneously a meteorological phenomenon and a moral condition, as
it disorients navigation, renders visibility impossible, and fosters an environment where the crew’s moral
compass begins to fail. Cinematographer Hong Kyeong-pyo, working in a very different register from the CGI
spectacle, uses the fog to create a visual environment of claustrophobic enclosure, whereby the open sea,
despite its promise of space and perspective, is transformed into a prison without walls. It becomes a boundless
environment that paradoxically traps its occupants in an ever-shrinking moral space (Maggie Lee®) . The fish
storage tank in which the migrants are hidden, a confined and oxygen-depleted space below the waterline,
figures as the logical endpoint of this progressive enclosure insofar as the sea becomes the literal medium of
death for those to whom it had once promised escape and possibility.

What Sea Fog adds to the grammar of Korean “Blue Story” is a thoroughgoing critique of the structures
of globalized maritime capitalism. The decaying fishing vessel, the indebted captain, the exploited crew, and
the undocumented migrants seeking better lives represent a precarious maritime existence. Together, these
figures constitute a social world organized by economic desperation and the systematic abandonment of the
vulnerable by state and market alike. The sea in this film is not a site of natural disaster but of structural
disaster, a space where the violence of the economic system is concentrated and made visible in its most
extreme form. This represents a significant deepening of the representational logic established by Haeundae
where Yoon'’s film used the disaster genre to stage a cathartic national drama of sacrifice and survival, Shim’s
film uses maritime realism to indict the social conditions that make such disasters not merely possible but

inevitable.

5.0 The Sea as Care and Ecology: TV-OTT Dramas of the 2010s and 2020s

The third and most recent phase of Korean “Blue Story” is defined by what might be called an “ecological
turn” and “ethical turn” in the representation of the sea, a shift from the logics of memory and disaster toward
a sustained concern with the practices and structures of communal care, intergenerational solidarity, and
ecological coexistence. This turn is most fully realized in the Korean TV-OTT drama of the 2010s and 2020s.
As a medium defined by seriality, ensemble casting, and the slow development of character networks, it is
particularly well-suited to depicting the textures of community life and the complex interdependencies that
organize coastal social worlds. The dramas examined in this section share a common representational logic.
In other words, they position the sea not as a threat to survive or a trauma to be processed, but as a medium
through which forms of human and human-nonhuman solidarity become possible.

Noh Hee-kyung’s Our Blues (7-2] €2 =52%) is the most ambitious and analytically rich text of this

phase. Structured as an omnibus drama in which each narrative arc focuses on a different character or pair of
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characters within the overlapping social world of Jeju Island’s coastal community, the series refuses the
hierarchies of centralized protagonism that conventional TV drama imposes. No single story is privileged over
the others, and the community itself, for instance its fish market, its “haenyeo” collective, its fishing port, its
web of long-standing relationships and half-buried grievances functions as the drama’s true subject. This
formal structure is not merely a narrative device but an ethical one. It embodies the principle of equal attention
that the drama thematizes throughout, manifesting as a resolute refusal to rank lives by social utility or
dramatic convenience.

The “haenyeo,” the traditional female divers of Jeju who harvest abalone and other seafood through
breath-hold diving without oxygen equipment, occupy the symbolic and ethical center of the drama. Their
practice is depicted with unusual specificity and respect. The series meticulously documents the preparation
rituals, the arduous underwater labor, the “bulteok,” (the communal warming shelter where “haenyeo” gather
before and after diving) and the deep-seated collective solidarity that sustains their working community. The
“bulteok™ is particularly significant as a spatial figure. Situated at the literal margin of the sea, this space of
female sociality and mutual support allows the harsh demands of underwater labor to give way to the warmth
of shared experience, gossip, generational knowledge, and emotional sustenance. In representing this space
with care and precision, Our Blues makes an implicit argument about the forms of care that are systematically
rendered invisible by the dominant narratives of capitalist productivity.

The figure of Ok-dong, a widowed “haenyeo” whose daughter died while diving, crystallizes the drama’s
thematic concerns with force. Ok-dong’s relationship to the sea is defined by a profound ambivalence; while
the ocean has taken her daughter from her, she nevertheless continues to dive, participating in the collective
life of the “haenyeo” community and drawing sustenance from the ecological and social world that the sea
makes possible. This ambivalence refuses the binary of the sea as either beneficent or destructive; instead, it
presents the ocean as an environment that demands ongoing negotiation, a space in which human beings are
permanently vulnerable and permanently sustained, simultaneously at risk and held by ecological and
communal structures that exceed individual control. Shot with a visual attentiveness that borders on reverence,
the drama’s most powerful sequences are those in which Ok-dong and her fellow “haenyeo” enter the water
together. These scenes figure the act of diving not as labor but as a form of communion with both the
nonhuman world of the ocean floor and the collective body of women who have performed this practice across
generations.

Hometown Cha-Cha-Cha (72VFS- 2Fx}2} 2021) approaches the sea of care from a different angle, one
more explicitly concerned with the conditions of possibility for sustainable community life in an era of rapid
urbanization and the decline of fishing economies. The drama’s coastal village, Gongjin, is presented as a
space that has survived the tourist gaze and the logic of urban development without being entirely transformed
by either. The village eftectively preserves its fish market, aging fishermen, and communal rhythms and values,
even as it opens itself to new arrivals from the city. The tension between these two modes of inhabiting the
coastal environment, that is the extractive, tourist-oriented economy of “Gongjin as destination” and the

subsistence-oriented, communally embedded economy of “Gongjin as home” organizes much of the drama’s
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social conflict.

The sea in Hometown Cha-Cha-Cha functions primarily as a guarantor of communal continuity. It is the
element that keeps the village anchored to its way of life, resistant to the homogenizing pressures of urban
modernity. The daily rhythms of the fishing community, the early-morning departures, the market stalls, the
shared meals of fresh catch, are presented as forms of ecological intelligence, ways of living that are calibrated
to the rhythms of the nonhuman world rather than to the imperatives of capital accumulation. This is a
representational politics that, while romanticizing the fishing village to some degree, nonetheless performs an
important cultural work. It insists on the value of forms of knowledge and practice that industrial modernity
has systematically devalued, and it positions the sea as the ground of a countermodernity organized around
sufficiency, reciprocity, and care.

Taken together, the dramas of this phase reveal a significant shift in the cultural work that the sea is called
upon to perform within Korean “Blue Story.” Where the literary texts of the late twentieth century used the
ocean to mediate suppressed historical trauma, and where the films of the following decades deployed the sea
as a space of spectacular disaster and structural violence, the dramas of the 2010s and 2020s reconstruct the
ocean as what Nel Noddings(1984) might call a “space of caring relations,” an environment in which the
ethical imperatives of attentiveness, responsibility, and mutual sustenance are made visible and affirmed. The
application of care ethics to ecological and spatial contexts has been developed in Joan C. Tronto (1993). This
shift is not merely aesthetic, in that it registers a broader cultural turn in Korean society toward the reassertion
of local ecological knowledge, feminist care ethics, and communal forms of solidarity in the face of the
alienations produced by decades of rapid capitalist development. The sea has not ceased to be a space of risk
and loss; but it has become, in the hands of these drama writers and directors, a medium through which a
different social imaginary, organized by care rather than by competition, by ecological attentiveness rather

than by extractive exploitation, can be articulated and shared.

6.0 Conclusion

The trajectory traced in this paper, from Hyun Ki-young’s island of suppressed mourning, through the disaster-
saturated oceans of Korean blockbuster and social realist cinema, to the caring, ecologically attentive seas of
contemporary TV-OTT drama, constitutes more than a chronological survey of maritime representation. It
constitutes, this paper has argued, a coherent and historically legible narrative genealogy. The “Blue Story”
has been through which Korean society has repeatedly returned to the ocean as the site where its deepest
conflicts, losses, and aspirations find cultural form. The concept of “Blue Story,” as developed here, is not a
thematic label but an analytic framework, and the argument this paper has advanced on its behalf has
implications that extend in several directions simultaneously.

The first implication concerns the internal architecture of Korean cultural studies. This paper has
demonstrated that the representation of the sea in Korean fiction, film, and drama is not a peripheral or
incidental matter but a central and structurally significant dimension of Korean cultural history. The sea has

served, across the period examined here, as a privileged medium through which experiences that resist direct
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articulation, for instance, state violence, economic catastrophe, social abandonment, ecological crisis, find
narrative expression and cultural transmission. To read Korean cultural texts without attending to their
maritime dimensions is to miss a constitutive layer of their meaning. The concept of “Blue Story” provides
Korean cultural studies with a cross-medial, historically grounded framework for recovering this layer, one
that can situate individual texts within the longer arc of a shared narrative tradition that has evolved in response
to the successive historical pressures of the Korean twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

The second implication concerns the relationship between “Blue Story” and the broader theoretical
paradigm of Blue Humanities. Working across many disciplines, Blue Humanities challenges the cultural
primacy of standard sea narratives and promotes disanthropocentric discourses about water ecologies. “Blue
Story,” as this paper has elaborated it, is fully consonant with this ambition, but it pursues it through a
specifically narrative and medial methodology that the broader paradigm has not yet fully developed. Blue
Humanities as a critical practice, especially as written by scholars from the global north, runs an ongoing risk
of being co-opted by imperial maritime histories and racializing ideologies (Foucault; Culler). The Korean
case study offered here represents precisely the kind of intervention needed to counter this risk by
demonstrating that maritime cultures outside the Western Atlantic tradition have generated their own
distinctive narrative genealogies of the sea. These genealogies engage with questions of state violence,
postcolonial identity, gendered labor, and ecological care in ways that the Anglophone canon cannot fully
anticipate or accommodate. Rather than applying Blue Humanities frameworks to Korean materials as if those
frameworks were universal, this paper leverages Korean materials to identify the limits of existing frameworks,
proposing necessary revisions that make Blue Humanities more genuinely global and more attentive to the
historical specificity of non-Western maritime cultures.

The third implication is theoretical, and it concerns the concept of “Blue Story” itself. This paper argues
that Korean maritime narratives evolve along a trajectory from memory through disaster to care and ecology.
It is important, however, to be precise about the epistemological status of this trajectory. It is not a teleological
progression in which each phase supersedes and replaces the preceding one; the “sea of care” that characterizes
contemporary Korean drama does not cancel the “sea of memory” or the “sea of disaster” that precede it.
Rather, the three phases are better understood as sedimentary layers of meaning, each of which continues to
exert pressure on subsequent representations even as new meanings accumulate on top of it. The “haenyeo”
in Our Blues dive in a sea that is simultaneously the site of ecological sustenance and the site of political
trauma, the same water that witnessed the April 3rd violent incident is now the water in which Ok-dong and
her fellow divers perform their daily labor of care and survival. The genius of the best Korean maritime
narrative lies precisely in this capacity to hold multiple temporal layers of meaning in suspension, to make the
sea a space where history and ecology, memory and future, grief and solidarity coexist without resolution.
This is what distinguishes “Blue Story” as a critical concept from simpler notions of maritime thematism. It
attends not merely to what the sea means in any given text but to how different layers of oceanic meaning
accumulate, conflict, and interact across the full temporal depth of a narrative tradition.

What this paper has sought to establish, above all, is that the sea is not a peripheral concern for Korean
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cultural studies but its very core, a space in which the most consequential questions about Korean identity,
history, and futurity have been repeatedly negotiated and contested. “Blue Story” is the name this paper
proposes for the narrative tradition through which that negotiation has taken place, and for the analytical
framework through which it can be most productively studied. In a world where the oceans are simultaneously
under unprecedented ecological pressure and more central than ever to human political and cultural life, the
humanistic study of maritime narratives is not an academic luxury but an urgent necessity. Korean “Blue Story,”
with its extraordinary richness of historical experience and its remarkable range of narrative and medial

resources, has much to contribute to that necessity, which in turn supports the broader project of imagining

more just and ecologically sustainable relationships between human societies and the sea.
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Literary representations of American ethnic minorities, especially indigenous peoples, have long been marked
by cultural and critical ambivalence. Authors often find it difficult to strike a balance in representing folk
culture: while white writers may be accused of catering to colonialism and Orientalist voyeurism, ethnic
minority writers may face charges of self-Orientalism pandering to mainstream curiosity. However, the
distinction between Orientalist and non-Orientalist writing lies not in the amount of cultural details, but in
how it is presented: whether indigenous culture is treated as a cultural performance—gathering or
documenting cultural symbols merely to highlight cultural exoticism—or treated as a dialogical entity
approached with respect to reveal its cultural spirit and vitality. As long as the deep structures of indigenous
culture are grasped and revitalized, and its cosmology is integrated into modern representations, with the
quantity of cultural symbols determined by the nature of the issues explored, Orientalism can be contained
within manageable limits. This demonstrates the deepest respect for indigenous culture and simultaneously
dismantles oppositional thinking of self/other and modern/primitive.

With regard to successful literary representations of Native Americans in the United States, whether in
the works of Native American writers such as N. Scott Momaday’s House Made of Dawn (1968) and Leslie
Marmon Silko’s Ceremony (1977), or in those by white authors such as Gary Paulsen’s Dogsong (1985) and
Jean Craighead George’s Julie of the Wolves (1972), these texts all explore the modern existential predicament
of indigenous existence from the perspective of indigenous culture. In these works, the cultural specificity of
indigenous traditions is inextricably intertwined with the problem novel, constituting a form of cultural
resistance to voyeuristic pseudo-folkloric representations. Simultaneously, they dismantle another myth in
interdisciplinary studies of literature and anthropology—that more cultural details equal greater authenticity.

The criterion for determining whether a work capitalizes on Orientalism lies not in the accuracy of cultural
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details, but in the depth of its engagement with cultural spirit, since living cultures, as dynamic processes,
resist claims to absolute accuracy or authenticity. From this perspective, Dogsong offers an illuminating case,
presenting Arctic indigenous life in a manner accessible to modern readers while simultaneously challenging
exoticist stereotypes. In doing so, the novel enables Eskimo culture to exist as a “living” entity within modern
civilization—one that participates in a shared human community shaped by collective vulnerability, crisis, and

development.

1.0 The Problematics Addressed in Dogsong

For thousands of years, the Eskimos, who inhabit the Arctic Circle, have occupied the lowest rung of North
America’s racial hierarchy. The term “Eskimo,” derived from the Algonquin language and meaning “eaters of
raw meat” and popularized by the French in the sixteenth century, reflects Algonquin cultural superiority.
Because of its pejorative connotations, Inuktitut-speaking communities in Canada have adopted “Inuit” since
the 1970s, with “Inuk” as the singular form. However, not all indigenous peoples of the Arctic Circle speak
Inuktitut. In Alaska (USA) and Siberia (Russia), a substantial proportion of Arctic Indigenous populations
speak Yup’ik, Inupiat, and Aleut. Consequently, the term “Eskimo” continues to be used primarily in the
United States as a general designation for Arctic indigenous peoples, whereas “Inuit” is the preferred term in
Canada. Recent linguistic research suggests that the term “Eskimo” may not originate from Algonquian
languages but rather from Montagnais, spoken by indigenous peoples south of the Arctic Circle, where it refers
to “snowshoe-wearing trappers” and carries no pejorative connotations.

As an ethnic group, the Eskimo peoples are generally believed to have entered the Americas
approximately 8,000 years ago via the Bering land bridge during the Ice Age. Though they adapted to the
harsh Arctic environment, their population has remained small, totaling about 150,000 today across the Arctic
region from Siberia to Greenland (Xie 32). Traditionally, Eskimo societies practiced a nomadic hunting-based
subsistence closely integrated with their natural surroundings. In the absence of agriculture or animal
husbandry, there was little possibility of exclusive control over the means of production or surplus production
necessary for class formation. More crucially, the extreme conditions of Arctic life demanded collective
cooperation for survival. As a result, Eskimo communities maintained Neolithic modes of production and
social relations for millennia, until European commercial whalers and fur traders opened the Arctic to global
exchange and gradually drew Eskimo societies into the commodity economy. In contemporary contexts, wage
labor has increasingly replaced hunting as the sole means of subsistence. Geographic isolation sustained
Eskimo cultural continuity: despite thousands of years of separation across vast distance, different tribes
retained linguistic and cultural similarities. In Canada, the Inuit territory of Nunavut was established across
the three northern provinces, while in the United States the North Slope Borough was formed in Alaska. Rich
reserves of oil, coal, and gas, along with fisheries, tourism, and strategic shipping routes, have made the Arctic
an increasingly contested geopolitical space.

Global economic and political intrusion has posed immense challenges for the Eskimos, who moved

directly from the Neolithic Age to modern society without class hierarchies or surplus accumulation, relying
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on cooperation for survival. The symbiotic relationship between humans and nature, rooted in shamanic beliefs,
has been shattered; subsistence hunting has been replaced by wage labor; and commodities, currency, and
hierarchy have come to dominate daily life. Government-mandated settlements have replaced the seasonal,
small-group camps formed for collective hunting. The widespread use of animal protection laws, hunting
quotas, modern firearms, aerial surveillance, satellite positioning, and wireless communication has rendered
obsolete the traditional Arctic survival knowledge passed down through generations—skills for combating
storms and hunting prey. Increasingly, children are sent to boarding schools, becoming separated from their
villages for long periods and losing their native Eskimo languages. The loss of language signifies a breakdown
in intergenerational transmission, erasing cultural memories embedded in songs and oral narratives. The pain,
confusion, anxiety, and inferiority resulting from this rapid social transformation demand attention and redress.

Against this backdrop, American literature has produced a notable body of Arctic narratives that
foreground Eskimo adolescents navigating cultural rupture and coming of age, articulating their questions and
anxieties from a youthful perspective. Among these works, Dogsong, a recipient of the Newbery Medal for
children’s literature, stands out for the depth of its engagement with such problematics. Its writer Gary Paulsen
is himself an explorer with extensive experience living in the Arctic. He has repeatedly competed in the
Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race, a grueling competition spanning approximately two thousand kilometers, and
has undertaken sustained study of Eskimo ice-field survival skills.

Dogsong is a poetic problem novel rooted in Eskimo tradition and aesthetic. Each chapter opens with an
Eskimo elder recounting episodes from his own past, thereby establishing an omnipresent atmosphere of
indigenous oral culture. The plot unfolds within a material environment defined by scarcity, centering on
survival-oriented simplicity rather than complex emotional entanglements or interpersonal intrigue. There is
no elaborate web of love and hatred, nor deception or conflict among individuals; instead, the narrative focuses
on running across the ice fields and acts of rescue—rescuing those endangered on the frozen tundra, and
rescuing the endangered Eskimo culture itself.

The protagonist of the novel is Russel Susskit, an Eskimo adolescent who is inwardly confused yet unable
to find liberation through formal schooling. To Russel, the Christianity embraced by his father resembles the
delicate rose depicted in religious posters—delicate and beautiful, but profoundly detached from the harsh
realities of Arctic life. He experiences deep depression and emotional distress yet unable to identify the source
of his distress. Having dropped out of school and remained at home, Russel is advised by his father to seek
help from an elderly shaman named Oogruk in the settlement to dispel his inner turmoil. During the long polar
night, the old man tells Russel stories of the past, leading him into earlier times and immersing him in the
ancient wonders of Eskimo civilization. Russel longs to sing the enchanted shamanic songs mentioned by
Oogruk, believing them to possess transformative power. Yet Oogruk tells him that only by living and hunting
like traditional Eskimos, and by forging a responsive, reciprocal bond with animals, ice, snow, tundra, and sea,
can one truly sing songs with magical power.

With Oogruk’s guidance and encouragement, Russel begins training a team of sled dogs and abandons

the rifle, replacing it with a bow and spear fashioned from whale bone and carefully ground stone blades. Day
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by day, Russel gradually masters traditional hunting skills and becomes adept at handling the dog sled.
Eventually, Oogruk asks Russel to take him to a lead—the edge of a fracture in the sea ice—where, facing the
coming of spring, the old man allows his soul to ascend calmly into the sky. In accordance with the shaman’s
final instructions, Russel embarks on a journey toward the far northern reaches of the Arctic. Relying solely
on traditional bow and spear, he hunts caribou and polar bears as he presses onward. Along the way, he rescues
an Eskimo girl named Nancy, who has run away from home only to become stranded in the wilderness.
Carrying the gravely weakened Nancy in search of help, Russel witnesses the sun rise above the horizon as
spring light finally returns; the long polar night comes to an end, and his heart is filled with renewed hope. At
that moment, he seems to undergo a spiritual initiation: a Dogsong bursts spontaneously from his lips. Epic in
scope and rich in content, the song overflows with profound gratitude toward all living and nonliving beings
of the world. Like the shaman’s ascent of the soul, it marks a moment in which the boundaries between human

and world dissolve, and the self becomes fully integrated with the surrounding cosmos.

2.0 The Modern Rearticulation of Ancient Cultures

The novel abounds in Eskimo cultural symbols, yet the writer avoids romanticizing cultural primitivism to
satisfy voyeuristic curiosity. On the contrary, what confronts the reader from the very opening is the decline
of Eskimo culture within a modern American context. Cultural symbols persist, but bear-skin coats are tattered,
the rawhide lashings of the sled have loosened, and the sled dogs themselves have long since been abandoned.
The lifeless atmosphere of the community and the severity of adolescent social problems expose a deep
incompatibility between government-imposed modernization and the harsh Arctic environment. As a result,
the revival of a polar cultural spirit—one forged over millennia through wind, snow, famine, and survival—
emerges as an exigence and narrative promise. Yet this raises a crucial question: how can an indigenous Arctic
tradition be revitalized in a manner that remains accessible and meaningful to contemporary readers?

Paulsen addresses this challenge by successfully giving concrete form to the Eskimo polar spirit and
cloaking it, as it were, in a “modern garment of wind and snow”. Without producing any sense of incongruity,
he allows readers to accompany Russel on his transformative journey from confusion toward clarity and self-
understanding across the Arctic Ocean’s ice fields—a journey that functions as a spiritual coming-of-age ritual.
Consequently, a problem novel that might otherwise have been noisy and embittered acquires instead the
purity of a clear sky after a snowfall. Beneath the ice, however, lies the novel’s concretized spiritual core:
Eskimo shamanic culture. Russel’s breathtaking journey across the frozen wilderness represents a modern
transformation of the shaman’s soul voyage, reimagined within the narrative framework of contemporary
Arctic life.

Shamanism is a special belief system rooted in animism, and in early primitive societies still struggling
for survival, it assumed almost all social functions. Deriving from the Tungusic languages of North Asia, the
term “shaman” means “one who transmits knowledge,” and may also be understood as a “spiritual medium”
(Znamenski 1). During the Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, shamans were often

dismissed in the West as “priests of the devil” and seen as enemies of reason and truth (Flaherty 23). When
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James George Frazer, a pioneer of literary anthropology, divided the development of human civilization into
the ages of magic, religion, and science in The Golden Bough, he placed shamanism squarely within the age
of magic (Frazer 804—05). However, with the rise of Romanticism in the nineteenth century, which emphasized
non-rational qualities such as intuition and imagination, shamans were reimagined as poets, artists, and heroes
of myth (Narby 36-37). From the 1960s onward, Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) developed a psychological
theory of shamanic “ecstasy,” (4) which was later expanded by Michael Harner into “core shamanism” (5—
10). In this view, shamanism is understood as an individual’s entry into an “altered state of consciousness,”
effectively decontextualizing shamanism and generalizing it into a psychological practice that anyone might
perform. Chinese anthropologist Qu Feng points out that contemporary understandings of shamanism are
entirely shaped by Western social contexts, with indigenous cultures excluded from the construction of the
concept itself. He therefore advocates adopting the “native’s point of view,” proposed by interpretive
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1926-2006) (Geertz 55-70), to examine shamanism from indigenous
perspectives and to understand its distinctive social functions (Qu 149).

Eliade’s theory of ecstasy is closely aligned with Dogsong. After entering an ecstatic state, Eskimo
shamans embark on three primary supernatural journeys, depending on the needs of the specific situation:
ascent to the sky, descent into the underworld, and descent into the sea. This tripartite structure is closely
related to the Eskimo way of life, as most Eskimo groups migrate along the coastline, living on land in summer
and hunting marine animals on the Arctic Ocean Sea ice during winter and spring. Whether flying to the
moon—the most important source of light during the polar night—descending into the underworld as the
primary means of exorcising spirits and curing illness, or diving deep to pay homage to the Sea Mother
(Takanakapsaluk), who guarantees success in marine hunting, these journeys are all fraught with peril. The
shamans recount their supernatural experiences to the community, while the people, based on the shaman’s
physical changes during ecstasy—such as death-like rigidity, strange sounds and dialogues, improvised
chanting of mysterious songs, and mimetic movements of diving or flying—attempt to imagine these
extraordinary journeys. Shamanic rituals require specific ceremonies, in which community members act as
both spectators and participants, sometimes joining together in singing, dancing, call-and-response, and
drumming.

Shamanism is founded on animism, and people therefore believe that shamans, as spirit mediums, can
traverse freely between the human world and other realms. For this reason, before becoming a shaman, an
Eskimo must learn mystical languages, including the languages of animals, in order to communicate with
spirits and animals. It is believed that during spirit communication, shamans can understand all languages,
including those of animals, and possess special songs for summoning spirits and animals. After spirit journeys
(séances), Shamans sometimes behave like animals, symbolizing their miraculous transformation into animal
beings (Eliade 99). Before Christianity transformed Arctic belief systems, shamans often enacted various
hunting scenes or battles between good and evil in their rituals. They would wear animal masks and abandon
human form during spirit journeys, assuming the appearance of the animals represented by the masks. In this

way, they vividly dramatized the relationship of (both predation and interdependence) between humans and
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large terrestrial mammals of the Arctic—such as reindeer, brown bears, and mammoths—or marine mammals
such as whales, walruses, seals, and polar bears.

During his northward journey, Russel frequently enters states of ecstasy. In his trance, he imagines
himself as a powerful mammoth, dancing to the rthythm of the drum. In the course of the dance, he transforms
again into his former self from a previous life—a nimble hunter from a thousand years ago—and with a single
turn, he becomes once more a mortally wounded mammoth. Through the solo dance, he continually shifts
between hunter and prey, expressing the Arctic animistic belief in which humans and their quarry can freely
transform into one another, differing in outward form but sharing the same spiritual essence.

In shamanic belief systems, animals hunted by humans are regarded as spiritually equal to humans and
are living beings worthy of full respect. All living things possess souls, and each animal’s soul is called its
inua (meaning “its person”). Alaska Eskimos fashion distinctive shamanic masks modeled on bears, whales,
fish, birds, and other creatures. These masks represent the animal’s inua—the “person” dwelling within each
animal. By wearing such masks, humans symbolically become animals, enabling free transformation between
the two. Eskimo culture abounds with transgressive legends of love and conflict between humans and Arctic
animals such as whales, seals, birds, wolves, and bears.

Humans may hunt and kill the animals for sustenance and clothing, on the condition that they show ritual
respect to the animal’s inua. Under the guidance of Oogruk, Russel learns that after catching birds, one should
place grass seeds in their beaks, and after killing a whale, one should pour fresh water into its mouth (Paulsen
44). An animal’s body, like a human body, is merely the temporary vessel for the immortal inua—a metaphor
especially apt for peoples who wear animal skins as clothing. Just as human souls are given new forms across
generations or through successive reincarnations, slaughtered animals continually return to provide humans
with clothing and food. In gratitude for the generous gifts of the inua, which have sustained human life for
generations through animal forms, people must perform appropriate rituals of thanksgiving.

In his trance-like dream during the journey, Russel travels back thousands of years to a prehistoric era
when mammoths still roamed the Arctic Circle. Accompanied by drumbeats and the repetitive choral
responses of his people, he enters a primordial state of profound harmony with nature. In this state, he forms
bonds with animals, comprehends their language and modes of thought, and dons animal skins to allow their
spirits to inhabit his body. Ultimately, the animal bestows upon him a song, which he later uses to summon
prey. Mircea Eliade observes that every shaman possesses a song that belongs exclusively to him, and that no
one else is permitted to perform it, since each song originates from a unique and irreproducible spiritual
journey (290). This insight helps explain why Oogruk refuses to teach Russel his song, instead implying that
the boy must one day acquire his own through personal spiritual experience.

Because the Eskimo people traditionally lacked both written language and musical notation, chanting in
ritual contexts was largely improvised. Shamans and audiences interacted through rhythmic drumming, whose
regular patterns generated an atmosphere capable of inducing bodily trance and situational hypnosis, thereby
facilitating healing or exorcism. The content of these songs derived from visions and events perceived during

ecstatic states. As narrative “story songs” endowed with rhythm and melody, they conveyed these experiences
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in an easy and engaging manner. Regarded as possessing sacred qualities, such songs were considered unique
and non-replicable, which further explains Russel’s longing for a song of his own.

Chanting constituted an integral part of the shaman’s journey to the spirit world on behalf of the
community, while serving simultaneously as a means of reporting these otherworldly experiences. As such, it
formed an essential part of the tribal collective memory. The uniqueness of these songs, combined with the
absence of written records, rendered them ephemeral, often disappearing with their creators. Yet precisely
because oral transmission was the sole means of preserving tribal history and communal experience, these
personal songs were treated with profound reverence.

Extraordinary events such as natural disasters, famines, and intergroup conflicts were preserved,
transmitted and circulated through songs. Although constrained by rhythm and length, and therefore unable to
convey extensive details, these songs ensured the transmission of essential narrative frameworks through their
memorable melodies. They also allowed ample interpretive space for successive generations, enabling each
to adapt the narratives to contemporary circumstances. In this way, such songs played a crucial role in
preserving and passing down the tribe’s spiritual heritage. From the late nineteenth century onward,
anthropologists and Arctic explorers, including the Danish scholar Knud Rasmussen (1879-1933), began to
document these oral histories, thereby leaving a rich invaluable cultural legacy.

In the communal houses of their villages, Eskimos performed drumming—usually using seal-skin drums
struck with bone mallets—while singing and dancing. Various events experienced by the tribe were reenacted
through these performances. Guided by changing rhythms, the shaman-performer entered a trance-like state
and gradually led the audience into a similar spiritual immersion, producing an experience akin to soul
ascension. Upon the conclusion of these rituals, anxiety and interpersonal tension were often alleviated,
negative emotions released, and psychological balance restored—an outcome crucial for survival under the
harsh conditions of polar night. At the same time, important and unusual events in tribal life were preserved
in collective memory, providing insight into indigenous values and ways of thinking as well as valuable
historical material for contemporary scholarship. Dogsong employs a dream-vision narrative in its depiction
of ritualized dances the young Russel runs across the barren tundra in extreme hunger and exhaustion, he
repeatedly falls into dreamlike states resembling shamanic soul journeys. This approach helps avoid the
narrative, logical difficulties of representing trance rituals in contemporary writing, while the dreamlike nature
of memory also becomes more accessible to modern readers.

As spring approaches, Russel leaves Barrow, the northernmost human settlement in Alaska, and continues
traveling northward across the sea ice. In effect, he is walking away from the sun. This journey into darkness
forms a parallel structure with the shaman’s trance-induced voyage to the realm of their ancestors for exorcism
and spiritual healing. Russel embarks on this journey in order to resolve his inner confusion and to identify
the causes of the decline of Arctic life. Exhausted yet relentless, he runs ceaselessly under the moonlight,
entering a dreamlike state that resembles the shamanic pursuit of knowledge. Generally speaking, after
entering a trance, shamans often encounter the spirits of their ancestors and receive their guidance. They may

also struggle with evil spirits in dreams in order to save the afflicted. When Russel enters his dream state, he
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witnesses his heroic self from thousands of years ago battling mammoths. He experiences familial warmth,
courageous hunting, communal celebrations, shamanic singing and dancing, and devastating famine. This is
a history of the Arctic without written records or clear chronology, preserved only in Eskimo oral tradition.
Through these visions and hallucinations, Russel perceives the spiritual foundation that has sustained the
Eskimo people in their tragic struggle for survival, and recognizes their indomitable spirit, which justifies his
physical journey across the ice through an imaginary or hallucinatory reconnection with history. By tracing
his roots in such a manner, he repairs the broken chain of history—a metaphor of ancestral guidance.

Although misfortune has been a salient feature of Eskimo life, they have also forged enduring resilience.
Today, thanks to modern commercial logistics, the Arctic Circle in Alaska no longer faces the threat of famine.
Instead, people suffer from spiritual confusion and a lack of emotional anchorage. Is survival in a modern
industrialized environment more difficult than facing the threat of food shortages? After Russel captures the
polar bear—the “king of the sea ice”—he has symbolically completed his coming-of-age ritual in the
traditional sense. Moreover, his rescue of Nancy, a runaway girl, on the ice suggests that he will become a
modern-day spiritual shaman. He is thus positioned to contribute to addressing the modern “diseases” of
spiritual disorientation among his people, since one of the shaman’s main roles is to act as a medicine man
and healer. It can be anticipated that Russel’s future quest and service to his community will take place in a
modern, demystified way. Drawing on his understanding of tribal traditions and values, he will work toward
restoring cultural confidence and spiritual strength while adapting to modernization.

One must possess inherent talent to become a shaman. According to Mircea Eliade, those selected as
apprentice shamans are often required to meet certain special conditions and may even exhibit signs of mental
abnormality (33). Russel’s confusion with the present, his aversion to the noisy elements of modern life, and
his curiosity about the marginalized elderly shaman lead him to interact closely with the latter. These traits
endow him with certain qualities necessary for becoming a shaman. It is precisely in this regard that Oogruk
quietly assumes the role of mentor, preparing Russel as his successor. In the former’s traditional conception,
shamanic spiritual and healing powers are inseparable from Arctic traditions. Such powers seem to require
traditional artifacts as mediums. So he encourages Russel to wear traditional fur clothing, such as Arctic
ground squirrel underwear, bear-skin trousers, seal-skin boots, and caribou-skin coats. He also urges Russel
to hunt with traditional bows and spears rather than firearms, and to use dog sleds instead of noisy
snowmobiles.

As Russel gradually masters various traditional skills, Oogruk decides to complete the sacred shamanic
succession ritual before the spring sun dispels the polar night. He asks Russel to pull him by sled to the edge
of the fractured sea ice (the lead), where he passes away peacefully as the faint spring breeze blows. His
passing is silent, sacred, and serene. It is as if he has left this physical shell behind in the snow and ice, while
his soul has ascended to become a celestial eye watching over and protecting Russel’s journey toward the far
north. As Russel turns away from the emerging southern horizon and heads into the depths of polar darkness,
his journey once again forms a parallel with shamanic otherworldly travel. Notably, the author replaces the

mysterious shamanic soul journey with an adventure narrative that modern readers can readily comprehend.
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In so doing, the metaphorical birth of a modern shaman is embedded in a coming-of-age novel that depicts
both harmonious coexistence and constant conflicts between humans and animals. Through the narrative form
of travel, the novel presents a psychological journey from immaturity to maturity, creating an accessible and
effective interaction between inner transformation and external spatial movement. At the novel’s climax,
Russel speeds toward the North Pole with the recovering Nancy. Inspired by a spiritual awakening, he cannot
help but sing aloud a song about dogs, the ocean, the snowfields, the aurora, and the mysterious
interconnectedness of all things in the universe.

Dogsong uses dogs, which are central to Eskimo life, as a starting point, exploring how Eskimo culture
can adapt in the age of industrialization. Drawing on oral tradition and cultural memory, it presents the
shamanic soul journeys as a parallel narrative structure. Under the rising sun, the winding tracks carved by
the sled across the snowfield resemble an ever-expanding musical score, while the racing dogs emerge like
leaping notes upon it, galloping and extending toward an unknown future. Guided by his sled dogs, Russel
finally discovers his own song amid the rebirth of all things. He runs and sings at the same time, praising dogs
and celebrating all living beings in an all-encompassing hymn. This song signifies cultural rebirth and
constitutes the self-song of a new generation. It suggests that Russel has found a path for his people’s future.
Although his song echoes the late shaman’s prophecy, he inherits this legacy only symbolically. By moving
beyond the traditional shaman’s limited role, he reshapes the spiritual power of shamanism. While striving to
preserve the spiritual core of Eskimo culture, he fully embraces the conveniences brought by modern
productive forces, allowing material life to modernize appropriately. Rather than seeking a return to the past,
he endeavors to maintain the integrity of this spiritual essence and integrate it with modern culture, making

Arctic life safer and more fulfilling.

3.0 Contemporary Cultural Predicament of Indigenous Peoples

Because elders in Eskimo communities had shorter life expectancies and the population grew rapidly in recent
decades, young people made up a large proportion of the population in the late twentieth century. By centering
the novel on adolescents, Paulsen not only reveals the social reality of Eskimo settlements but also highlights
the most urgent issues of cultural transformation within these communities. In this sense, the novel represents
a sincere reflection on the future of Eskimo culture and society. Russel’s mother abandons the family, while
his father manages to overcome alcoholism only through a superficial understanding of Christianity. Role
models for children’s development are largely absent in the community, and many adult men exist in a state
of disorientation, which reveal that, after several generations of exposure to white culture, Eskimo culture has
not been smoothly integrated with modern culture. The choices facing young people thus determine the future
of the community. From this perspective, Dogsong can be regarded as a serious novel addressing Arctic social
issues. The death of the last elder in Russel’s community who owned sled dogs and had once served as a
shaman symbolically marks the transition of Eskimo culture into a post-shamanic era.

In practice, shamanistic and other forms of folk belief rely on a form of “field effect” sustained by

collective participation. The greater the number of followers, the stronger the power of psychological
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suggestion. As the community of believers diminishes, the effectiveness of such beliefs gradually declines. As
modern science and institutionalized religion continuously disrupt the continuity of folk traditions and
suppress indigenous practices, the communal “shamanic field” is gradually weakened. Each generation of
shamans feels less powerful than the previous one, while the community increasingly perceives traditional
beliefs as ineffective, which leads to a collapse of spiritual faith.

With the introduction of whale-hunting quotas, Eskimos’ dependence on hunting has steadily decreased.
Meanwhile, the expansion of Arctic air-defense facilities and military infrastructure has shifted the spiritual
and cultural life of Eskimos to Christian churches. Under these conditions, aging shamans no longer believe
it possible to enter trance states to meet the Sea Mother in the depths or to communicate with spirits (silas) in
the sky to influence the weather. Oogruk regretfully tells Russel that earlier shamans could summon birds
from the sky and whales from the deep sea, whereas he, having lived and aged in the twentieth century, no
longer possesses such abilities. What remains are only visible ritual forms such as song and dance, along with
a stubborn adherence to traditional lifestyles (Paulsen 19-21).

Historically, the fur trade and whaling industry introduced by white settlers caused irreversible damage
to Arctic biodiversity. In modern times, noise generated by icebreakers, snowmobiles, and power generators
has further disturbed wildlife, driving scarce species away from human settlements. As a result, no animals
respond to the shamans’ calls and songs within their acoustic range, and the “field effect” has been reduced to
its minimum. Under such circumstances, Oogruk’s role as a spiritual medium becomes obsolete. Rooted in
animism, shamanic culture views humans as part of natural cycles, never elevated above other living beings.
Once humans become detached from this ecological structure, shamanism can no longer function. With the
breakdown of the ecological chain, the psychological foundations of shamanism are likewise destroyed.

Dogsong depicts intense conflicts between old and new value systems within the Arctic human-
ecological environment, as well as profound transformations in perceptions of nature. In this new cultural
ecology, American industrial values attempt to reshape survival patterns that had been embedded in nature for
thousands of years. However, economic models and value systems based on surplus production in temperate
regions are fundamentally unsuited to the Arctic environment, where material resources are extremely scarce.
With the expansion of tourism, oil extraction, and mining industries, the traditional hunting economy that had
sustained Arctic societies for millennia has been thoroughly disrupted. Large segments of the population have
been forced into permanent settlement, becoming low-wage workers in the service and mining sectors, relying
on modern commercial supply chains for food. As a result, hunting is reduced to an occasional recreational
activity to supplement fresh meat. This dramatic shift in economic practices and the emergence of a new work
ethic have rendered many Eskimos unable to adapt, resulting in their dependence on welfare. Social problems
such as alcoholism, drug abuse, abandonment, and domestic violence have intensified, leading to high rates
of crime and suicide among indigenous populations (Pan 204-16).

While education and modern skills training may alleviate the difficulties of social transformation, the
localization of universal education in the Arctic has long been criticized. By copying education models from

other U.S. states, schools in the North Slope Borough have failed to pass on Eskimo cultural traditions.
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Moreover, because indigenous culture has largely been preserved through oral tradition rather than written
records, the passing away of the older generation places this heritage at serious risk of being forgotten and
lost. By excluding Eskimo culture from formal education, schools fail to cultivate cultural confidence among
indigenous youth and are therefore unable to address the cultural identity issues that young people inevitably
face during their formative years. The historical and cultural knowledge presented in textbooks—such as
dynastic changes, political and military achievements, and world wars—offers little relevance to a people who
transitioned directly from a Neolithic mode of existence into modern industrial society and whose collective
memory centers primarily on cycles of abundance and scarcity in hunting resources. Even economic systems
based on surplus production, along with the complex social relations they create, seem distant and unfamiliar
to Eskimo communities. In their collective memory, there is no Cartesian dualistic worldview characterized
by a strict separation between subject and object or by opposition to nature. Consequently, Russel gradually
loses interest in formal schooling and eventually drops out of school. When people are unable to find meaning
in life, they are bound to embark on spiritual exploration. As a result, departure, exile, and constant movement
are recurring themes in Eskimo-related literature. These motifs externalize spiritual seeking in the form of
physical journeys, constructing a narrative structure parallel to the shamanic process of acquiring knowledge
and wisdom.

Dogsong offers a poetic and idealized solution to the educational challenges faced by contemporary
Alaska Native children. Through Oogruk’s oral narratives, traditional skills and ethnic spirit embedded in the
Arctic environment are revitalized. The survival techniques and worldview he imparts to Russel are more
closely aligned with the internal logic of the Arctic ecosystem and therefore provide young people with
genuine knowledge and immense joy—a distinctive form of wisdom cultivated and transmitted through direct
engagement with the physical environment. Returning to tradition restores the dignity of being an Arctic
people and affirms a rare form of value in the age of industrialization: unity between humans and nature rather
than dominance over it. In this way, it helps bridge the gap between formal education and the Arctic

environment.

4.0 Conclusion
Both indigenous self-representation and representations of indigenous peoples by others share a common
concern: reflection on the current state of indigenous cultures. Authors continually trace cultural origins, and
the structures of their modern narratives can often be found in traditional oral forms. This embedded
anthropological framework requires an analytical capacity comparable to that demonstrated by James George
Frazer in The Golden Bough, as well as interdisciplinary thinking—particularly a solid understanding of
anthropological theories and methodologies. In approaching indigenous cultures, writers and literary scholars
alike must strive to approximate what Clifford Geertz describes as the “insider’s perspective” of cultural
bearers. They must immerse themselves in the culture while maintaining critical distance; they must
decontextualize local knowledge by translating indigenous experiences into concepts and modes of expression

familiar to modern readers—rather than merely accumulating stereotypical visual and cultural symbols.
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It is precisely in this respect that Dogsong demonstrates deep respect for Arctic indigenous culture.
Beginning with contemporary cultural dilemmas, the novel first presents the anxieties and struggles of the
younger generation, and then seeks solutions within the Arctic’s distinctive geographical context. Rather than
employing magical realism to fictionalize Arctic cultural history, the author uses the shamanic spiritual
journey—a familiar, collectively remembered narrative form in Arctic indigenous culture—to narrate the ice-
field adventure and spiritual growth of an Eskimo boy. While demonstrating a keen awareness of social and
cultural problems, the novel simultaneously evokes readers’ confidence in the possibility of a successful future
transformation of Arctic culture through poetic expression. Although traditional culture continues to decline,
living conditions improve slowly, and youth education remains inadequate, it is through the tension between

stagnation and growth that the novel creates a powerful “song of life.”
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ideal of transforming mainland China into a maritime China. Following the example of the
Japanese Meiji sages, Liang Qichao’s achievements in ideological enlightenment, political
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AR SCA AR L A, o[ 55 [ S i e i F o R, T Bl “KEHSTRT “AN5H
SRRESLAE” LSRR . MRS i Qlhigge) (Pudiric) SR 7oL«
FERIE” “HUREIRES " N EBRREAEG . GEER R, b bR e 15
SR IR AR R B FRERDUR “ RSO AR B SISz b, R Bt SO T 7T
TSy e Do — BB MVERR A iR X T “UgPescml” M. B, Sedr. (BN AN
BRI AEE AT, A SRR AR A S TR FR RSO RIRE Je i e SCA” IR (GRalFs
335),

FE I, P E R TR R A TR RIS R T “RIRITEIR” MRTEE AR K

o BVERIRAE R VR BRI 3, SN AR A SR IS, P E AR i
XBEE PP RIFET R, FREERIRSTE, @ Tk, @k R KR
B, Oy TR R E RSO X GRS 27-37) . [RFE . YL [RE T LAl i) iR
oo HAMAL)ERE . BRANRRBORGHR T HNRRFE . BEERIRERBEREG K
w, BRFERE (IR SEMH TSR 78 IEM .

AEASHRERREG =TI AR, HEEBNERANKE-TZAR. BRESEE
BRI ZITHAAEREIR. b, arRER. Mt SUT R T Wb rEIESI,: i
R B G Ry SO 5 VE A T 2R R SR A A S A AT TIRANE S (AT fEAE 110-124),
BEAh, XKW S EANE A CNQIE 1T RE 2 b L LS 55U RAB R3S 1N
HhBE A (B (Y 5V R SIS R B A (6], SO ARG R ARILIZ R DB A A

LS AT 2 RGA I = )\ K B 14 Wi SCA A5 21 At H S AT 51 ik R e 2
o 1895 £E & 1945 4 H A RGUAEIUNESCE I EERE b, IRZMILEE T GIEB .
BONE R 5 RIS RS AL =B S A AR LSO R, ik, JeBt
SR BUMIAEAE S BEINAE i E 2 0B R GG T RIAE 7 JE, (HEEM T EL I NS SERAE
HEPE R R M T 3RIKO B e A T AR RO Bk [ AR R A 0 0 Y o VA 5 OO A T R AR B T R St
ARRCL, TR RIRME B

FFT (1894-1943) HiBFRA “BIEEMIER” , QP Z BT SR DU 51E R
TR S RPN . ARR (AT “FHF7 ) R HATERE ES TR, AF 9 S 1 G E 1
FHRKItrIE SRR E MR EAALERKRFGSRZEHRIGGIZZHR . MRERE A%
MPATWRELF, AT ERTIRERE, ETNRBAMEEIT R B2, RESEHIX—RIEH
Ja, RO H CRZINTT . BdiE R= T Am N, AL R R IEE R R Bk fFRTPRIA
R RHUERIRE, ARG, R BEPCE R A T b VRDRTE AL B AT A /N Ui
se4r “OkiE 7, RXMBE T IERE VRS0 TIRE RAMIR _ERRTT AR AR ARKR AT RE
PR RE B B AL S . IEAINIAE (H2KR) T H ) “REEW AT, ENIRZ AR
o PUBETEINS I, B kB INES . ITETTRE, Rig—Fitihiz. (48) 7 JBiEm, #
JERDY U5t R A VERE T bR K . G I E O e Bk, (SR “ERAE7 , th
AKPTCAL T T, RAER A& VKRR RAURPUE RIEE R 5, BIRER
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By EAMERI IS I RGBS T AMA S I S g . BINNX — B RS 2 8 H A5
RO REme, (HAR 2 WAy 38 h EAL G RS RN %« MEZANTRAEE N, A Ndris 5 Rk
IS, TEFE RAGTE e T e il T 0 BRGS0 FIVIE N, NG S G TSR CE R ESEE |
Henli

W5, GEAIENGHPOER BN, EERCNE R R S A LRI BRI R . X R
FESCFDVBHERAN . BRILELSEME SO, 1EMA eI “HERACIZ A )7 AR “ AL B #k
&7 BPEEA (1915-1960) (SElifeds) Ml KA GIEA LI, DUHAARR Efle 7503
TERXENERIGAEN, FHEEFIMRER T 2 LAEFRRRER. & OAEX Rk
i), TEEREAEN R, X—EffHm b7 a, X K AR MR R R 2 T R
A, BRI B R GIEHAS B NEN], N8 s SR B TR Az K. (49) 7 B
NI “HRITESTRN” o SEAERB FEEER, SCPE KRN AEE R AL,
FEURTSF L SO R L A AH 2E I AE I s S RS . A7 LRI T B A R S i sk
BIEMAICIZ, WM EY MRS H R R AE S e DT ENEREEAZ, HER
TEB MR EEE AR O RIEYEN T 2R AIRE 2 F e AN, B R ) 7R kA
“HRmMERE, GKFE? 7 WA 7 SKoKFEE MRS L. CRRERIT AT . AR A E N A
Ao 7 C“HRD BATATRGINE AT L 7 CE T RGUERY, REGR M, MM AT
(70) 7

tTER I SCRSR . S5 AERE G S RART . SR g B % ME. 5IE,
WRERE CREZETR) RO KBRS —— “=MAI7 o B AN FUSEWRAT 23 R I AR B HL A — %)
N, AT AR . =Rk BORRE R e, ANE Y Sk LR BESE B AIER BB AR S,
AT & Fi . S BAMFERRMEAIRS . S2RFRILAEmE MR RE—E. A&
PR 5% AR AR SN A 2B AN T Bl il e fa e 1) 1 AR R Sk o AR LB NS 5, REH
R HAEE (RAEEBAOR/IN TR ¥EFESRZ KD, EHShEERR, HITTHES
TR RAM) By N R SRR R, 375 AR b BRI

Mz AT IR RS B RIE G IET, — AR K ERE . s BiEe i,
PERBONTE R T8 5 RGPS RAE,  DUBRUCRARER I SCA VR, 15 o IR s e SR
ko )5, HEREFMERACIZFE AR TINE, BhEAL, BRSSO LB A . REETAE S
RATIBIET I, A SIS HE S DTG 3 5 0y EE A I e k2%

TN RS EN S G BE R

B 20 20 60 FAUR, S E D2 K B HIT UG WAL R 25 ) Tk R 258 . I —
PR REd, BUA. tha. QUM EE I R A TIRZIAR A, R R ARGt . B
ARVE BRI AN AT ety ok 7 “Fr RS . BEE KM AR Ll G EREAT 8. A
ANTR] Sy R B Y B o e O i AL S ). 55 % i(Anthony Giddens)fi tH, IR AL A K 2
ERPEAE T SCHIRI AR o KR, BURPER A E R VEIE I Tk AR R AR DA U A3 LLA
PRI, SEbr b, Tl SO RN SSE AT EPEATR B R 35 B 2R DL 2 B B RO B, (HIX D
SIS NIRRT AR mE T (SR 282).
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BEEIERMIEE (BFEER) B3, SBEE IR AEEm A M ARB R &S —
&S MERMTE, ZRASEEIIN . SR IRIELEATR L T RFEAE ARG, AR %k
ZRHBHT I ER: MAGERIA N IR 5 5, T EBM B AR ELS. G54
PSR Tl A i N R AR S 0K T LASRZIHL ], FH & A W R AR B Al i 4 H Mg v T A2 35
WA HIEAS ) 5. 5% /K (Martin Heidegger)iR ZI i fa i, fEIARHEM 322 F, ANRUBIRSTHIIE
“TXRATIE” . BT “ RHBHAR CAAAE LA JE Nt AR CAAE R RIZE 77—
RHBREE . APk IR E O AR EE R, T — A IR SR, BRI
f)“BURN” & “EBXRAHE” (KRIUL D. FEEA ST E ., S iRmE .

N FEARDICRIE R ERAGIRIA DL & “21 22t 20” MR SR, “Wlvescih” BUB@ RN
o H 20 40 90 FFAGE, AR IIREIAE H FE A RSRHERE, BT VA I AN [ SO ) E
B, AX—MAERT, GEARTECEUES « kS EZ AR 1R M R
“RLGRAET ARy CREREIE

MNER FARRBEFPIRES Sl 2 R EE R R R RE A K. SIEAEN—AZ U
frax, DUR. IATER. RSS2 /N EFESL R AR Y i o B2« WP i/ i DUR B IR
S L . HAWER) AR SRET BB . HREFRES 2 /NG 2055,
HF A RIS TE RS ATE . VBRI KR VEE SRR AR /NS, AIEFERIAR IR
WEY. RGN EARRERA “TWAE R MEEER” MIRGEM. EafEFs « Bampyim L
f AL B AR PR K VB R N KRR S, MBI E, A JCR TC R AT i 7 ISR A
GEFE, B AT T2 P, QN r/KE i B be s T g, (22 -i5hk%
78) 7 MM FHEA HAAILG, BIERE—VIAEY S FILE] R R M CBR7 . XL
ERBHBIIMERIAEE, 724 TIE R KBS, MR T MR SRS TES), X
W IAE IR “ ARG BRATI R (RS 47D,

oo W/ DENARE I Bk, VR, MEXERENE . 2 BAEE i,
XA 3E BT 22 (10 RAG A T4 I 2 AL I ERR A 75 50 7% BV 2 R e NS Pl & A AR 4
B, RXTLEER—A B IR, AR, U AR, RS BT G A e )
I, AR T AQFERZ RIREM, SKBLT “EK” o £ GAEEIR) RAHESREIESINL, ik
Hid: ‘A BHARNLEN TR, RASSENTA Y SR SCFC 8RN TS, bR A R
¥ BUMEZI B WA RIS AR LA BL RN, (AT LRI IS A B0 Ik iR FRME—
IR L IE, ARl Gl RIES, RUZMBIAC. (79 7 ETEREEGEME
PR Fe v B R M AR 22 OB 2 2 BRI Rl BB ANPRAR . o L« F5 AP BLAORS o o P L4 -
A2 “BEPEAERR AR (R8T 134D IUACSCHIREIERIZ R gk 1 i b . IAFEJF
VO SRRAE IR AR VE A 7 SR PR B 2 W e 0 T PR I 0 5 s Al A o AR T SO IR =L

HbEE, IR S o W ARERMIE AR R 7 & A L SO R, R g 43kl
FESCHE RIS B, AR SO AS T S8 B T X S AR, A 6 T AR W SO T IR E [ T SR A S
I PEE BRI SOE A BTy R I R R . AE AR i 2R A2 — oo R R L, i 5 R 2L
IR SL,  J& ™ BT T7 AL R — AN R AR . BT B « 48 B ve(Arif Dirlik) B — % WL L 45
e “ROMACK B S R E S S2 IS S A E AR FE 4 0T, JF A5 B 4 3R B s 5 8 R A AT
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1, RSO —MAIRAUEIE. (500 7 B% AEME IR REVSHEZE T, & HRN 1B RE 4
SE DI SR BT B AR AR S MR BB S R LT e R L (506 v 2 D BRI E R AL 5 1
TR AL A

o« W BRRIT S I SO RIS . AR BRI SO BN, e B LUK N2
5, KA TERIZANEE R R RS 5 SR E B G W “ BOS R LA TR IRIE R, BTk
U, AR SRATREH, R, RRRZRAETRE N, PR HEE SCA R E AR AL, FRE 2
PRZ IS I 5 305 . TR X QR IR IIBIHSR, USRI . Rty 300 T 5 3
K. (15-16) 7 AAEARRL CORMEZRD A IPRAR SR At i A QO R s £ SR RE W), A58 —IK
TH R 5 — A R 5 R AR 2 SCAk, O SR AT ROSCH I ROA S A Ak e, SHUE R
TR SRS h B B WE . “X TR A AT B BT — > By UG A KAt 4G, IR
Ml JoiRRZE TR RIS, WIT 1 IR CUKI A ARk BOE 25— UORIEE — ik
K25, BRI BT IR RRNE R, 16 SIS ZI5IE, Fril iSRRI AR/ 2™ i
EOKISCH, WA ONIE RE BUR IR S ARG " (15-16). #RARELHAEBALIRE T 80k
BRI B R

R GEEEEDS, BB RSCLRER:, RS TA L e 53 ziE. X
VALK NG, BB GEE AL S0, EAEGEIN. AL 5IRIERREHE 2+, 5E T
WAL SO FUR SRR, EIRBIIRS0Z o G188 A SO AL -

=, 2RENLRGSE S BEBHRESES

YAEBRAERBHLHME, SEEEFECFTNESHEWMETENE L7 i EL. B
B (At DU ) A dr IR N A, I DI AE S RINEES 5 NG SR BN, PR
MTHE BAR DRI BRI T AR Mg ST AR SR, R 7S B ARSI A T Bl
BRIE. FEREE EARAERSIEA, FIRSEFER RS R AN EFATHENSE R YT
AR —EY, BSWFEANRPOE S, WAL CSiREAEY AR EIR BR TR A
SRR G AR SRS, ARRRES TR 7 E BRI .

#R%E/R (Herman Melville) H (AfC). H#E (Daniel Defoe) ) (EVEMMNERIC) F/EME
POIT RSO AR, W T DL IR N NI L7 R OIIBFEIRIER R . BEAE
R R RIS R, RN TR T i SO I E TR, HE A A LA TR, BmER
GEA R EE TN R AESREHEMA, Ry A A ar 5 R IR, X877 Feke
NS0 S BPHEFEMTE A T R0 . AR LAZR J7 STAG RO A ST i v, R PG T i S0
) “AEIR” 5 “Pig” iy e 5 A R RBEESCEEAN TR TR E, B8
TR AR AR “AME” .

B (A ittt ) S5 R4ER (A R A R E M N K S A e B
KFR. T AGESE, AR EAM, B 08 O NRR&E T HAAAEY I 5
i E. HiEZFEshiie, #R/K (René Descartes). FEfE (Immanuel Kant) 5B K JME T E A
PEBRI, 2R N S ARG A, oy R AN RR et A0 B g X — WAL, AR
BAAEER T, 52X, BRI EE. IS (Jirgen Habermas) & &I B B G AL,
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B IIAE T AR, A PERGE AT AN B IR AR T L= AR ARYR . 7R /R 4
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WP SO R AS FERG AR AR B Pl AR AR BIZS BE, IR AG LA RO
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SERC T (AR fnt) CREFE) QL) GRFETEE) GBRIFEDD SEEM. M 1996 4£3] 2008
EIXSAR], BT AR fA T . B EAEAE AR AR BT NRAVELEIR S b, HR g
AR R S A — AR B Rl L4 . I FUR R, Brdidudigye, FiERE, Amaih; B
SRR, (AR Ral, MDA IEL “ 8 BN E SN E B, TN AR AN [ AR AR
RIGRLEZ T, O BAAEE R, (282) 7 METHREERIBHENR. BEE A, Mith 4
i A TCEE AR E RIS 2 . BIGELIE I T G MR SR A G T, EEN A A ER AR
RTHISR, RIS B A AP I S B SEIR . WIREERIATE, BT A e A e N B 2 5
LK), W) TR TR (48). N BYNEEARE W AE, (HIEME MO
Sher, M AAAWEIER SR . BRI E S, KURKE, BEIR. R, . 58—
AR BIRARE, BRI X . (29) 7 WEMMRRGR R, EE S KA R s, H R
Wi, EEEEEERSE, . MAMARSAT DM =2E, MdAEX =EREA LR
TUHFPER S M. NRIRIBIE A TR RS, SRmscB g 5 seai%, HLm
WA TR B LU AR, AR AT R B R 5 S, IR 5 IR R, #R
AR b IR AE A0 AT TR AR PR R A BEAR 1) S R 2 56

W RAMINAEE, B, TR NGB M, (T4 A 7 7R # 2 A B & 2R
WEBIRMIBREE 08, AR AP EWIRTE, AAF 50T kil , B Ar e IESS SR, 75 KUY,
—WIR. N BPEEIEZ], 11 N R R SR SR O — . AT &N E R,
R P R R T N I e ) RS . B (BHREA) BiE CRTWE, WAL,
KRNI, i N AR P Il i = 2R 2 W], =35 MACH e, B3, FilH
AN, EEAt—NN, — S, EREENT AN, (193-194) 7 wHlg Nl B, I
TR, EIEE E AR ORI, SRR ESEE A A, ARG R
fHOiE H A

RR « FEHTEE (karl jaspers) fBH “44b FHUMAF R, JATER A CREG— i mthlss, 74
BREERAgIEWEZ. (37 7 “WHBER A CRAEGERS T AN E =T
OGRS AT XA E R C A2 145 R BAUE T — FiREL I P s in LAER S,
PAUEAGAITE ORI R EE. (27-128) 7 #E, (Ernest Miller Hemingway) (#Z A
5ifg) mAOMBE AR B2 N5 & s 2 BN R B T E—— AT DA SRR AT DA T
Mo T BT R I ARAEIG 2 . A A, B (R ) G0 T — 4 i iR A
TIfE2EIG e b, SRTIAE 2 RS B B2 — AR AR . AN F R 1) SR SR S8 T 1
il “ MNETTRIGRN, XAMGREER—4, WEKBRFTAEEDR—-. (1000 7 HEHETEER A
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Fig 2. A stone tablet from the Song Dynasty, donated by overseas Chinese residing in Japan for road

construction (collected by Ningbo Museum, photographed by the author)
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Fig 3. Monument to the Arrival of Dogen Zan in Song Dynasty (photographed by the author)
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Title: Shan-xing Shui-shi: The Imagistic Symbols in Ancient Chinese Nautical Charts

Abstract: Shan-xing Shui-shi, literally “the flow of water and shape of mountains”, functions as
imagistic symbols in ancient Chinese nautical charts. Compared with Western nautical charts
showing a favour for geometric projection and consistent scale techniques, Chinese nautical
charts, especially the Shan-xing Shui-shi maps, possess distinctive visual and artistic
characteristics. In contrast to the consistent scale used in the Western cartography, Chinese Shan-
xing Shui-shi maps features a multi-scale approach through a logic of “moving perspective”,
which are based on floating vantage point. This approach depicts the terrestrial silhouettes

observed by Chinese sailors from a moving deck during their navigation. During voyages,
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Chinese sailors captured geographical information—such as islands, reefs, and mountain
peaks—and compared these features with the shapes depicted on nautical charts. Rather than
projecting geographical locations onto a two-dimensional surface according to geometric laws,
Shan-xing Shui-shi maps represented the imagistic symbols onto the nautical charts, which is
guided by an imagery-based mode of thinking in China. Thus Chinese nautical cartography
refused the western navigation system which obsessed with fixing the observer’s position within
a rigid geometric grid, and articulates a human-centered and dynamic understanding of space.
Keywords: the flow of water and shape of mountains; nautical charts; imagistic
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conservation, he issues warnings and reflections against technicism, continuing the ecological
wisdom of ancient Chinese thought. Faced with the entangled and conflicting relationships
among sea, humans, and fish, he draws back to traditional Chinese culture, connecting with the
“harmony” philosophy. Through poetic depictions of the sea and species, the imaginative labor
of metaphorical writing, and empathetic perspectives, he achieves a speculative construction of
marine ecological ethics.
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as the giant squid, subtly transforming natural phenomena into literary symbols that embody
familial affection, life, and ecological themes. In its thematic exploration, the novel deeply
inquires into the essence of family bonds, the meaning of life, and ecological symbiosis,
achieving an organic unity between individual emotion and grand universal themes. While
inheriting the literary tradition of Western writings on whales, the work also makes innovative
breakthroughs and presents a unique charm that integrates scientific perspectives with
humanistic concerns. It thus provides meaningful references for contemporary sea literature
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Black slave narratives as a conflicted yet interwoven genealogy. In its discussion of the
American context, the book shows how maritime fiction serves both republicanism and
expansionism, while readings of works such as Moby-Dick illuminate literary premonitions of
national crisis. Overall, the study elevates maritime narrative from the realm of genre fiction to
a paradigmatic site for understanding modernity, imperial politics, and cultural power, while
opening up a space for dialogue with contemporary oceanic writing.
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1.0 The Absence of the Ocean: Blue Silence in Human Discourse

Land has always been the eternal mother of human civilization; the attachment to the soil spans every culture
and time. Yet the ocean—that companion of the land, a treasury of water resources covering seven-tenths of
the Earth’s surface—has equally sustained human survival and reproduction, while long failing to receive the
same depth of attention as its terrestrial counterpart. That we call this planet “Earth” rather than “Ocean Orb”
may itself betray a deep-seated bias within human civilization. On the cognitive map of humanity, land is
center and ocean is periphery—a pattern strikingly evident in cartographic history; land is stable reality, ocean
is the ungraspable Other. This bias pervades the details of cultural history. In The Little Prince, Saint-Exupéry
has the geographer declare that the books recording “choses éternelles” (eternal beings) , like mountains and
plains, are “les livres les plus précieux de tous les livres. ” (the most valuable books of all) (Saint-Exupéry
62). The ocean, with its tides and ceaseless transformations, is excluded from what the geographer deems
worth recording. Though these are but a few lines in a work of “children’s literature,” they reveal the deep
preference within human civilization for stability and graspability. The ocean, because it is always changing,
always refusing to be named or grasped, has long been absent from humanity’s intellectual landscape.

Yet today, this “Other” encroaches upon the terrain of human cognition with the utmost urgency.
Ecocriticism, as the humanities’ primary response to environmental crisis, now exposes a structural gap: from
Thoreau’s Walden to Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac, the canonical texts of ecocriticism are almost
uniformly rooted in terrestrial writing. In the age of globalization, however, the ecological crisis can no longer
be understood at a single scale. Global warming, sea-level rise, species migration, ecological extinction—
these problems transcend national borders, transcend the scale of any single landmass, and transcend the scale

of any single species. When the epicenter of crisis has shifted, the critical gaze has yet to follow.

2.0 A Framework for Dialogue: Tensions and Complementarities between Eco-Realism and the Blue
Turn
It is against the background mentioned above that Sydney I. Dobrin’s “blue turn” acquires its historical
urgency. Today, ecocriticism’s shift from land to ocean is not a sign that terrestrial critique has been exhausted;

on the contrary, it supplements what traditional land-based critique could not perceive by turning toward
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oceanic chaos. Orienting within the blue ocean deepens the geographic and spiritual breadth of human
civilization, breaking through the psychological dependence on “terrestrial stasis” that has long characterized
traditional humanities, and opening a new critical and cultural path toward a hitherto unimagined mode of
existence. Blue Ecocriticism and the Oceanic Imperative (2021), read alongside Adrian Ivakhiv’s Shadowing
the Anthropocene: Eco-Realism for Turbulent Times (2018), constitutes an essential ontological and
epistemological exploration. Dobrin’s work is a systematic diagnosis, revealing the structural causes of “land-
based prejudice” in traditional ecocriticism and asking why the ocean has been so long absent. Ivakhiv supplies
a perspective tracing the origin. His “process-relational ontology” erects the modern philosophical foundations
for understanding the ocean, revealing how the capitalist logic of “disconnectibles”® severs a dynamic
relational world into static objects that can be possessed, exchanged, and discarded. Together, the two books
point toward a core proposition: a crucial dimension of the ecological crisis is not the scarcity of resources but
the rupture of relations.

Dobrin’s and Ivakhiv’s theories are not naturally compatible. Each attends to a different scale: the former
concerns representation and belongs to the path of cultural studies; the latter probes ontology, emphasizing
events, relations, and becoming, and belongs to the path of philosophical ontology. Yet juxtaposing the two
books reveals a double-layered structure underlying the mechanism of the ocean’s absence: Dobrin’s
“ungraspable” ocean and Ivakhiv’s “process-relational ontology,”® “scale literacy” and “hyper-event,”
“cultural memory apparatus”® and “iconophilia” share deep connections—namely, “why the absence exists”
and “how absence is constructed.” The ocean’s absence is, in fact, an inevitable product of the capitalist
“disconnectibles” logic that severs relational networks. These concepts will be elaborated in the sections that
follow.

The two books also exhibit an internal methodological tension: Dobrin attends to “the constructedness
of representation”; Ivakhiv explores “the generativity of the world.” Dobrin’s “submersive epistemology”
finds ontological grounding in Ivakhiv’s philosophical system: if the world is constituted fundamentally by
events rather than static objects, then “submersion” is not merely an epistemological posture but a response
to how reality itself operates. Only within such an ontological framework is it impossible for cognition to
maintain exteriority; it must occur through participation and immersion. The “scale literacy” argued in Chapter
Two—a call to cultivate the cognitive capacity to move between multiple scales—resonates with Chapter
Three’s use of Timothy Morton’s “hyperobject”® concept to redefine the ocean: the ocean is at once a
perceivable object and a “hyperobject” that vastly exceeds the scale of human perception. This directly echoes
Ivakhiv’s “hyper-event”: “an event that triggered chain reactions, which in turn rearranged agential relations
operating on multiple spatial and temporal scales” (Ivakhiv 216). The two are expressions of the same
phenomenon within different ontological frameworks: the former, taking “object” as its unit, emphasizes
trans-scalar distribution; the latter, taking “event” as its unit, emphasizes generativity and relational networks.
Dobrin, by tracing the transformations of oceanic imagery across different media, advances the concept of the
“cultural memory apparatus” (Dobrin xiii). Ivakhiv, drawing on Latour’s “iconophilia,” articulates a

philosophical framework for understanding the movement of the image—respecting the image’s propagation,
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transformation, and reinterpretation across different contexts, rather than worshipping or possessing the image
itself. It is within this tensely complementary framework that the present analysis unfolds, treating the
theoretical dialogue between the two books as a productive foundation for understanding the philosophy of

ecocriticism’s “blue turn.”

3.0 Dobrin’s Blue Reboot: The Mechanism of Oceanic Representation in Culture

Dobrin’s chief contribution lies in recasting the ocean’s absence from ecocriticism not as an accidental
oversight but as a structural symptom. Greg Garrard’s observation that ecocritics adopt “green”—a term
grounded in terrestrial ecological features—as the symbol of environmental politics (Dobrin 3), and
Glotfelty’s critique of how the word “landmark™ is deeply embedded in ecocritical thought (Dobrin 5)—these
details collectively expose the disciplinary unconscious of traditional ecocriticism: from its very inception,
ecocriticism took land as its self-evident ontological center and suspended the ocean beyond its horizon. Steve
Mentz identifies the fundamental challenge: “The basic challenge the ocean always poses: to know an
ungraspable thing” (Dobrin 11). The ocean’s ungraspability is both the cause of its absence and the truth that
its absence conceals: the human knowledge system has long evaded everything that cannot be measured,
named, or fixed.

Through six progressively layered chapters, Dobrin constructs a conceptual apparatus for revealing this
mechanism of absence. The “cultural memory apparatus” stands at its core: from Herman Melville to Rachel
Carson, from Jacques-Yves Cousteau to contemporary ocean documentaries, these texts and images are not
neutral representations of the ocean but media that shape the way humans perceive it. The “cultural memory
apparatus” determines how the ocean is constructed, distorted, or obscured in literature, art, film, and
technological representations such as Google Ocean. The “submersive epistemology” overturns the pursuit of
solidity and certainty characteristic of land-based thinking, emphasizing instead a fluid, corrosive mode of
thought that dissolves terrestrial thinking’s solidity—"“a neologism that compounds submersible and
subversive to suggest not merely fluidity and depth but also the corrosive potentials of thinking” (Dobrin 11).
“Scale literacy,” echoing Clark’s Ecocriticism on the Edge and its discussion of “derangement of scale,”
reveals that the ocean is the paradigmatic site of such derangement: humans struggle to forge effective
connections between individual actions and global consequences (Dobrin 91). The introduction of the
“hyperobject” concept redefines the ocean as simultaneously a perceivable object and a hyperobject that vastly
exceeds the scale of human perception. Chapter Five’s “protein economy,” using shrimp as its case study,
discloses how marine organisms are absorbed into global capitalism’s protein supply chain, grounding abstract
epistemological critique in concrete political-economic analysis. Yet Dobrin’s diagnostic power runs parallel
to the limitations of his analysis. His discussion remains primarily at the level of cultural representation and
media criticism, with insufficient attention to the structural reasons behind the ocean’s absence. Why does the
modern human mind structurally exclude the “ungraspable”? Why can the logic of “disconnection” so

thoroughly sever humanity’s perceptual bond with the ocean?
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4.0 Ontological Roots: Ivakhiv’s Process-Relational Framework

Ivakhiv’s philosophical thought provides a structural perspective for understanding the ocean’s absence. In
Shadowing the Anthropocene, Ivakhiv follows Peirce’s triadic categories to organize the book into three
progressively deepening themes: “objects/events,” “body—mind action,” and “images/common worlds.” These
are not isolated chapters but a complete “logo-ethico-aesthetics” system that moves from ontology, through
perception, to the reconstruction of action and ethics. At the heart of his ontology is a critical transcendence
of object-oriented ontology (OOO). Ivakhiv argues that the fundamental unit of the world is not the static
“object” but the dynamic “event,” contending that reality is essentially a relational process of becoming. The
“realness” of a thing lies not in its isolated existence but in its connections with countless other events. Ivakhiv
synthesizes Whitehead’s concept of “prehension” with Peirce’s triadic categories to form a “process-relational
ontology” capable of grasping both “being” and “becoming” simultaneously. The critical edge of this ontology
is uniquely valuable in an era when plastic waste and electronic refuse permeate the globe. Ivakhiv astutely
observes that treating things as “disconnectible” (Ivakhiv 27) is the philosophical projection of capitalist
commodity logic—commodities are designed to be exchangeable, possessable, and disposable
“disconnectibles,” while the production processes, labor relations, and ecological costs behind them are
deliberately obscured (Ivakhiv 27-29). Descartes treated animals as “machines”; Newton treated the universe
as a “clock.” This tradition of mechanical materialism sought to disassemble the world into independently
analyzable parts, furnishing the philosophical foundation for capital’s logic of “universal resource-ification,”
yet it cannot address the problem of “relationality”: the interdependencies within ecosystems, the feedback
loops within climate systems—these are invisible within a mechanical framework, just as the ocean is absent
from traditional ecocriticism. For understanding the ocean, this ontology possesses formidable interpretive
power: the ocean is not a static, mappable “object” but a “relational field” woven from countless “events.”
What is called modern thinking has yet to free itself from the tradition of mechanical materialism and still
habitually severs the world into “disconnectibles.” The ocean—an existence that refuses to be severed and
cannot be grasped in isolation—thereby becomes a blind spot in the human cognitive system.

Building on his ontology, Ivakhiv proposes a path from philosophical cognition to bodily event. The
second part introduces the Buddhist mindfulness tradition (Shinzen Young’s system), translating abstract
philosophical ontology into an actionable “body—mind” practice: training the capacity to perceive dynamic
events through the three sensory fields of “seeing, hearing, and feeling.” In traditional epistemology, the senses
are often regarded as passive channels for acquiring knowledge; for Ivakhiv, however, they are the primary
means by which humans actively participate in the world’s “prehensive” activity. This shift is particularly
important for oceanic perception—the ocean’s essence can only be experienced dynamically and bodily, never
captured through static conceptualization. The third part draws on Latour’s “iconophilia” to address
multicultural conflict and construct a “common world” capable of accommodating nonhuman actors and plural
claims. Within this framework, the ocean is both a wellspring of “images”—appearing across cultures as

99 ¢

“pathway of life,” “dwelling of deities,” “treasury of resources,” “bridge of communication,” “destination of

the dead”—and a site where meaning is continuously reproduced through the movement of images, becoming
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a bridge that connects the divergences among human civilizations.

Ivakhiv names this system “shadowing”—a cognitive posture of perpetually approaching but never
possessing. By turning “ocean” into a crossed-out “ocean,” one acknowledges the limitations of human
language and of humanity itself: human cognition is forever “approaching” rather than “possessing” the
“events” embedded in complex relations; what humans perceive as “ocean” is a “shadow” glimpsed through
the gaps, not “ocean” itself. This article, too, deliberately adopts this epistemological humility: the inquiry
into the ocean’s absence does not terminate here in a closed conclusion. What we can do, perhaps, is only this:
to continue approaching, and to honestly acknowledge that perpetual distance.

From the perspective of eco-realism, the ocean is not merely a flowing physical space but a dynamic field
of relational processes. The ocean should not be viewed as a passive backdrop or resource repository; rather,
it is an agential “actor” that participates in shaping human civilization and the Earth’s ecosystems. The ocean’s
ungraspability is, on one hand, the cause of'its absence, and on the other, it exposes humanity’s severed attitude
toward its own relationship with the environment. Compared to the direct, visible changes on land, oceanic
changes are far less intuitive, and the consequences of ecological destruction often reach humans only after a
significant delay. Yet humans have selectively forgotten: through the chain reactions of ecosystems,
foundational damage to the ocean ultimately punishes humanity itself through progressive bioaccumulation.
This is precisely what Ivakhiv calls a “hyper-event”: the Fukushima nuclear disaster’s destruction of marine
ecology, for instance, will travel through ocean currents and the water cycle to affect the entire planet’s aquatic
ecosystem, and in turn the humans who depend on water for survival. This event reveals the ocean’s “relational
essence” in the most brutal fashion: humans believed they could “disconnect” nuclear waste from the ocean—
seal it in containers, sink it to the deep sea, affix “Do Not Touch” labels. But the ocean responds through its
currents: nothing is truly “disconnected.” The Fukushima event is not an isolated “object” but a convergence
of countless “events”—earthquake, tsunami, technological failure, political maneuvering, media narrative,
and more. Dobrin, drawing on Clark’s “derangement of scale,” provides a powerful explanation for this

phenomenon.

5.0 Limitations and New Horizons: Casting Off from Two Theories
Both books, to be sure, have certain limitations. Dobrin acknowledges that “I cannot provide ‘indigenous
methodologies’ in this project” (Dobrin 51); his text primarily explores ecocriticism from a North American
and Western perspective, leaving itself open to the charge of overlooking how colonial maritime history has
shaped the construction of oceanic meaning. His analysis largely remains at the concrete level of cultural
representation, with insufficient treatment of the structural causes—the ontological and epistemological
reasons—for the ocean’s prolonged neglect. Ivakhiv’s “process-relational ontology,” while emphasizing
relational generativity, risks neglecting the ocean’s materiality and politicality. To view the “ocean” purely as
a “relational field” weakens the explanatory power of the blood and fire of imperial expansion, the slave trade,
and colonial violence. His emphasis on body—mind cultivation can easily slide toward a “personalized

)

ecological ethics,” attenuating both the political character of the ecological crisis and the organizational
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dimension of responses to it. Indeed, one cannot ignore the internal tension between Ivakhiv’s theory and the
ocean’s ‘“‘ungraspability”: is deploying a theoretical system to grasp the “ungraspable” ocean not itself a
paradox? When Ivakhiv’s theory is used to redefine the ocean as a “dynamic field of relational processes,”
that very redefinition constitutes a form of possession. The possessive cognitive impulse that the humble
posture of “shadowing” guards against returns, shadow-like, in the very process of theoretical construction.
This is not a rhetorical problem that can be dissolved by saying “theory is only a shadow”; rather, it points to
a substantive predicament rooted in humanity’s own limitations: any attempt to furnish a systematic
framework for the “ungraspable” is internally contradictory with its own epistemological premises.

Capturing depictions of the ocean from a diversity of civilizational perspectives is the first step toward
fundamentally altering humanity’s longstanding neglect of the sea: this is also the methodological expression
of oceanic studies’ intrinsic commitment to connection, fluidity, and cultural pluralism. When Western
oceanic scholarship encounters the limits of its perspective, Chinese scholars gain a distinctive space for
intervention: Zheng He’s maritime voyages, the oceanic economic traditions of Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Fujian,
the literary imagination of overseas realms in Flowers in the Mirror, the transoceanic spread of the Mazu
faith—these accumulated resources constitute a cultural repository distinct from the Western “conquest of the
ocean” narrative, awaiting incorporation into the horizon of blue ecocriticism. Take the folk custom of Song
Wangchuan (“Sending Off the Royal Vessel”) in the Minnan region as an example. In Wangchuan culture,
the ocean is at once the source of livelihood, the sacred abode of deities, a perilous domain of the unknown,
and the necessary passage homeward. This complex “oceanic imagery” cannot be reduced to “resource” or
“threat”—it simultaneously accommodates awe, gratitude, supplication, and farewell. The core logic of this
ritual is neither “utilizing” the ocean nor “worshipping” it, but establishing a sustained relationship with it on
the premise of acknowledging the ocean’s ungraspability. This is at once what Dobrin identifies as a “cultural
memory apparatus” and a practical enactment of Ivakhiv’s “iconophilia”: neither worshipping the ocean nor
conquering it, but learning, through long cohabitation with the sea, to respect its ungraspable “movement.”
This is perhaps precisely what Western blue ecocriticism still lacks: an oceanic ethics not premised on
“grasping.”

Despite these limitations, the scholarly contributions of both books cannot be overlooked. In the
interactive dialogue between Dobrin’s “blue ecocriticism” and Ivakhiv’s “process-relational ontology,” a new
paradigm capable of grasping fluidity and relationality is constructed. This paradigm reveals that a critical
driver of the ecological crisis is not the “resource scarcity” or “environmental pollution” of the conventional
view, but “the rupture of relations”—the rupture between humans, the rupture between humans and
nonhumans, the rupture between humans and environment, the rupture between humans and the future. The
key to solving the problem lies in “the repair and reconstruction of relations.” Through “body—mind cultivation”
one rebuilds the capacity for perception; through “iconophilia” one rebuilds multicultural dialogue; through
the broadly connected “common world” one rebuilds an ethics of action—grounded in the intimate solidarity
of every person, every life, and every nonliving entity—to establish a more inclusive, non-anthropocentric
ecological regime capable of addressing the systemic predicaments confronting the entire ecosystem. In this

sense, the framework resonates with the concept of “a community with a shared future for mankind.”
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When, then, will ecocriticism truly meets its own ocean? Through this juxtaposed examination of the two
books, this article has excavated a philosophical framework for oceanic ecocriticism: Dobrin tells us that the
ocean is absent from ecocriticism, while Ivakhiv reveals the deep reasons for that absence, constructing a
three-layered interpretive framework that moves from cultural phenomenon to ontological positioning, from
representation to becoming, thereby elevating ecocriticism’s “blue turn” from empirical critique to a
philosophical reorientation of ecological epistemology. Dobrin writes at the end of his book: “My intent here,
then, is to urge ecocriticism to take to the sea” (Dobrin 229). When should we do so? Ivakhiv, too, supplies
an answer: “There is no better time for action than now” (Ivakhiv 229). When ecocriticism encounters the
ocean, this will be not merely a disciplinary turn but a harbinger of human thought’s liberation from isolated,

fragmented mechanical conceptions toward a more mature systemic vision.
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Notes

(DFor the term “disconnectibles,” Ivakhiv offers a definition grounded in his critique of “object”: “In other words, there is value
in distinguishing between disconnectibles—which this book will call objects—and the processes out of which those
disconnectibles arise, within which they move, and to which they return” (Ivakhiv 27). The crux of the disconnectible lies in
those entities that present themselves as “things” detached from relational networks—object-forms that enter new contexts and
are manipulated as independent units.

(2)Process-relational ontology holds that reality is constituted by continuously productive relational processes; existence is not
static substance but a dynamic process of perpetual becoming through relational interaction. As Ivakhiv writes: “The tools I
apply are those from the philosophical tradition I identify as ‘process-relational’ . . . a view that takes reality to be ceaselessly
creative, semiotic, and ‘morphogenetic’ in the sense that its forms are perpetually being generated through the relational acts of
its constituent members” (Ivakhiv 18).

(3)Cultural memory apparatus refers to those culturally produced texts and media that exist in material form; they not only carry
memory but themselves participate, as memory, in the generation and circulation of cultural imagination (Dobrin xiii).

(#)“Hyperobjects are things that are massively distributed in time and space relative to humans.”, according to Timothy Morton.
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