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Editor’s Note

From the Latin traicio—“to throw or cross over”—a trajectory is a path we draw 
across spaces, time, and our notions of being. Trajectories help us situate chaos 
and the capricious, forging an unspooling connection from our autonomy, and 
bridging gaps between what is hidden and what we know. Existentially, a trajec-
tory is personal identity, the narrative constant with which we weave our disparate 
experiences, shaping and manipulating our past, our present, and ourselves. 

We dedicate this issue to the complexity of human trajectories, hoping to 
prompt questions that elucidate the ways we map our lives. What truths, for 
example, can we draw from the histories we construct for a stranger, conceal 
from a long-lost friend, or pass down through generations as family legacy and 
legend? How does the scienti#c method shape our approach to literary analysis, 
and how can art interrupt collective memories of war or established narratives 
of country? Looking to the future, we wonder how social media complicate our 
movement through space, and at the futility of progress within a closed system. 
!e following entries explore how trajectories illuminate our worlds, and remind 
us that, regardless of where we are—spinning through the universe or stranded 
on a desert island—in the end, we need only ask: Where are we going next? 

As always, I am completely indebted to Anamesa’s editorial sta' for sacri-
#cing study time and leisurely weekends to make this issue a reality. I am most 
especially grateful to our Editorial Director, Rodrigo Ferreira, who invariably 
came through with the ideas, the energy, the brilliance to save the day. 

On behalf of everyone behind Anamesa, I invite you to join the conver-
sation sparked by our e'orts. !ese voices from the graduate community are 
grounded and liberated by the dialogue that interdisciplinary juxtaposition 
empowers, and we encourage you to read, question, challenge, and contribute. 
Above all, we hope you enjoy. 

— Elizabeth Crawford

A man moves through time. It means nothing except that, 
like a harpoon, once thrown he will arrive. 

—Anne Carson, Autobiography of Red
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Poetry

Chris Santiago

Island En Passant

!e piano I built from memory
while stranded on a desert island.

First I had to realize I needed it,
the rest was mostly guesswork.

In the end I had something new
of bark, bamboo, and grass—

a ramshackle, a shamble, reeds
in rows like maps of muscle.

It was too heavy to move, so it stayed
going gray in the sun and wind,

silent a&er I was rescued
except for the living things it later housed,

startled by their own in#nitesimal steps:
music the stars would make if they

were as small as they looked.
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Hill / Wild Beasts 
Fiction

Kerry Hill

Wild Beasts

Magda called it “the coast,” said, “let’s go to the coast,” as if we did 
it o&en, as if there were a house and a sailboat waiting there for 
us. I didn’t bother to tell her that Savannah practically is the 
coast; clearly she wanted the trip to have drama and glamour, 

envisioned stretches of white sand and Coronas. In her car, she put on a B-52s CD 
and let her dark hair whip around her face while she drove. I rode with my knees 
pulled up to my chest and watched civilization unravel as we traveled east.

Now I know it was a rescue mission, but at the time I was living like I was 
newly blind. When she called, she skipped the typical questions you ask someone 
you haven’t seen in months. “Wren,” she said, “while I’m down here visiting my 
folks, let’s go camping.” Her voice was too bright. “!ere’s this island out there—
feral horses, armadillos, loggerhead turtles. I’ve got it all set up, a camping spot 
reserved. It’ll be just the two of us—we need it.” And then, when she arrived, she 
stood in the middle of my mother’s living room, stork-like and looming. Some-
thing about her had changed, matured; it had been almost a year since we’d actu-
ally been in the same room together. Our contact had dwindled to the occasional 
email and sporadic text messages.

She’d propped her #sts on her hips and let her gaze rove around; she seemed 
to see everything. She had become, in a sense, enormous, as if she needed more 
air than anyone else. She commanded, possessed.

A drawing I’d done was lying on the co'ee table. It was a sketch in pen of 
a praying mantis, nothing I cared about, and the lines were wobbly-looking. It 
looked as though it could have been sculpted in wire.

“Of course you still draw,” Magda said, examining the mantis. When she 
looked up, she was smiling. “I’m glad.”

Maybe she was relieved. !at’s how it seemed, as if she was checking to make 
sure nothing had changed too much in her absence, even though we both knew 
that everything had changed. She was looking at my hair, then at my bitten nails 
and shredded cuticles. “Still a nail-biter,” she said, nodding.

!rough the whole drive she talked. She told me all about her life in Boston; 
she told me about her boyfriend Jake, who was still in Toronto. When a pause 
lasted too long, I jumped in with another question.

In Boston, she said, she never needed to use her car. She biked, usually, and 
it had strengthened her legs—she had the quads of a speed skater, she joked. She’d 
#nally gotten used to the winters and the snow. Jake was going to move to Boston 
as soon as he had the money. Before Christmas, certainly.

“Are you happy?” I asked her.
!ey were very happy. “We’re never going to be long-distance again,” she 

said. “Not for more than a month, tops. And when he moves down, we’re going 
to adopt a dog.”

How complete it sounded, how #nal. !ey’d share a bed and a dog and prob-
ably get engaged before too long.

“He wants a big wedding,” she admitted. “We could go to the courthouse for 
all I care.”

So many things had happened to her. Boston, learning Mandarin (“just be-
cause”), cooking classes, acupuncture. Nine years. What had I done in that time? 
I’d moved from Savannah to Los Angeles to Atlanta and back to Savannah, made 
friends and lost them, gotten up in the middle of the night to go for walks, won-
dering where I’d be next, forgetting to eat, then deciding not to—developing new 
habits, new fears. A psychiatrist in Los Angeles prescribed me Lexapro. It made 
me dizzy and one morning I woke up at the bottom of the stairs of my apartment 
complex with a split lip and a black eye. I subleased a room in a condo from a man 
who’d gone to Peru to become a shaman, and when he came back I moved again, 
closer to the beach. But I wasn’t there long; I wasn’t anywhere long.

At one point I thought maybe I’d go back to school, #nish, really become 
an artist. Maybe I’d go to Maine and live in a yurt in a forest. In Atlanta I moved 
in with Gene and he taught me how to smoke cigarettes, how to play the drums. 
!ere were phases while we lived together, one where all I drank was whiskey, 
I didn’t wear underwear, I slept through the day and worked at night. !e em-
ployees at the gas station across the street were constantly kicking drunks out 
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“Only by boat!” she said again.
I smiled at her. “Sounds remote. Romantic,” I joked.
Her cheeks were $ushed and the spray of freckles across her nose and fore-

head stood out like bits of gold glitter. For a moment she looked like she had in 
high school, when we #rst became friends.

She laughed and got out of the car, and we grabbed our bags from the trunk 
and headed for the ferry ticket o"ce.

We stayed in the car for the #rst few minutes of the ferry ride. It was the same 
car she’d had in high school—her grandmother’s old Buick, a luxury sedan with 
deep, prune-colored leather seats and automatic windows. Besides replacing the 
cassette deck with a CD player, Magda had kept it the same. 

When the island came into view, all the passengers crowded onto the star-
board side. !e island was not quite twenty miles long. Its interior was dense 
with maritime forest, bordered by blinding white beaches and what looked to be 
periodic stretches of mud $ats. Magda consulted the brochure she’d picked up at 
the information desk and read that the island was protected by the National Park 
Service, which did not interfere or meddle with the local wildlife, and that the 
Spanish missions, now in ruins, dated from the 16th century. Her voice was a low 
hum, and I had to strain to hear it over the sound of the water against the boat 
and the seagulls crying overhead. Looking out to the island, I shaded my eyes with 
my hand. A wild horse galloped across a stretch of beach, heading for the cover 
of the forest.

On the island, a park ranger gave us a map that led us to our campsite in 
the forest. !e light was dappled and so& when it peaked through the lacy trel-
lis formed by the live oaks and hickories. !eir branches twisted and snarled in 
all directions, seeming manic and deformed, and between the many trees were 
bunches of palmettos with their wide green faces and razor-edged leaves.

We found our campsite, number nine, hidden amongst gnarled oak trees at 
the end of a little path. A&er putting our food in the lockbox—a birdcage-like 
structure on a post #ve feet o' the ground to protect it from hungry creatures—we 
pitched our tent. I spread out on my sleeping bag, feeling drowsy from the ride, 
but Magda was standing outside the tent with the map in her hand and a kite 
tucked under her arm.

“!ere’s an old cemetery nearby,” she said. Sandy paths had been cleared 
throughout the thick forest, and several times we saw armadillos scuttle across 
our path. By standing still, hardly breathing, we were able to spot whitetail deer 
in the distance. Spanish moss hung down from the tormented branches of the live 

a&er they’d foul up the bathroom, and strange men walked down the sidewalks, 
swinging their arms and spitting at invisible enemies. !e man who lived next 
door—in all the time we lived there, I never saw him—screamed all night. I’d hear 
him when I came home from the bar where I worked, and his voice was like metal, 
inhuman. I’d press my ear to the wall and hold my breath.

I felt like that a lot, like I was holding my breath and then having to let it out 
all at once.

I didn’t tell Magda any of this, how it had gotten to the point where some-
thing in me popped. It was like a bubble, but so much came gushing out of that 
little hole, all this stu' inside me I forgot was there. It #lled me up and su'ocated 
me from the inside. I didn’t know my own name, didn’t care; I didn’t know words. 
I slept #tfully, in spurts, like a dog. I lived without eating, looked without seeing, 
fucked without feeling.

I didn’t tell her how, a&er Gene and I broke up, I had come slinking back, 
broke and sick, to my mom’s house in Savannah. My dad had sent me the cash for 
the ticket, thinking I’d come to him in Raleigh, but I couldn’t stand his wife and 
she didn’t care for me either. It hurt, tricking him, but I didn’t let myself think too 
hard about it—I told myself I would make it up to him later, somehow.

My mom wouldn’t watch me too closely. I didn’t think of it like that at the 
time, but later I realized that was part of what drove me to her. She was still in the 
little house where we’d lived with Dad, though it was darker, damp with mold. I 
woke up itchy and sneezing every morning, groggy no matter how much I’d slept.

My mother’s hair was still long and gray, coarse like a horse’s mane. She and 
my father had always been old. !ere were rows of African violets on the kitchen 
windowsill, potatoes hanging in a wire basket, hairy with eyes and tendrils. A 
stone birdbath was broken and #lled with moss in the backyard. !ere was the 
same peach-colored carpet throughout the house, the same crack in the living 
room ceiling, shaped like a whale. I sprawled on the sunken couch and watched 
the light drag across it. My bedroom was nearly empty, as I’d sold what I could 
before moving out years before. One of the cats had grown attached to the old 
armchair by the window, and she looked at me, eyes narrowed, as if it was her 
room now and not mine.

�

“!e island is only accessible by boat,” said Magda. We pulled into a gravel park-
ing lot and she cut the engine, propped her sunglasses up on her head, and turned 
to look at me.
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cold. I was tired; although for weeks I’d gotten over ten hours of sleep each night, 
my sleep was constantly interrupted by the intrusion of some vision—some spec-
ter—in my room. I hadn’t said anything about it to anyone because I knew they 
would just think I was crazy. !is seemed like a good time to tell Magda some-
thing, anything, about what had been going on since we’d last seen each other. She 
was probably wondering and hadn’t #gured out the right way to ask, and there 
were so many di'erent things to pick from, so many things I could try to say, but I 
couldn’t open my mouth. When she turned and began to walk toward the water, to 
where the sand was wet and hard, I followed her, trying not to wince as we crossed 
a span of tiny broken shells, sharp and delicate like shards of tile.

Our feet soon became red and raw, but we took turns tossing the kite into the 
air and holding tight to the strings. !e wind swept it up in its arms and it dove 
and sailed and danced, pulling like a dog on a leash. !e sky beyond was #lled 
with pale gray clouds. I thought of a trip I’d taken to visit my grandfather’s sister, 
Jo, who lived on a rocky island o' the coast of Washington. Everything seemed 
gray there, and we’d gone for walks and looked for feathers and eaten chowder. 
And then I thought of my grandfather, how when I’d stood beside his bed in the 
nursing home he had looked at me with eyes that seemed like they’d never seen 
anything.

“I’m tired,” I said. “Let’s go back.”
!e whole way back I watched her. Something was di'erent; for a little 

while she didn’t speak, and when we got back to the campsite, her voice was so&. 
She unpacked some things from the car but her motions were light, her hands 
seemed to barely touch anything. I helped her, pulling the bag of charcoal out of 
the trunk, placing the $ashlights and the lantern on the wooden picnic table. She 
$oated around, arranging, her hair swaying behind her. For a while we sat at the 
table and listened to the ecstatic cries of birds we couldn’t see, the shu(ing of 
small creatures moving through the brush. But before too long she was restless 
again.

We walked back to the beach where, beyond the rolling, silent dunes, the 
sand was littered with dri&wood, porous and contorted into skeletal shapes. We 
walked side by side, occasionally picking up pieces of wood to take back to the 
campsite for our #re. !e corpses of horseshoe crabs lay belly-up on the sand. 
I knelt beside one of the desiccated bodies and examined its $aking insides, its 
many legs and its exposed innards. 

“Did you know,” murmured Magda, squatting beside me, “that horseshoe 
crabs are more closely related to spiders than crabs?” She reached out and 

oaks, creating a sense of spookiness, but the light was still so&, romantic, tinged 
with the green of the leaves overhead. No one else was around, and the only sound 
was of an occasional woodpecker or songbird.

“C’mon.” She smiled and prodded my foot with hers. “Let’s take advantage 
of the daylight.”

She led me down a poorly blazed trail to the cemetery. !ere was a four-
foot-tall stone barrier surrounding about ten headstones of di'erent sizes, some 
shattered and some lopsided. !e names and dates, so&ened by erosion and moss, 
looked like #ngernail indentations in modeling clay. I enjoy cemeteries, old ones 
in particular, and the silence that hangs about the crooked headstones, silence 
that’s more than silence, heavy, laden with voices and names. I hung my arms 
over the wall and strained to read, but all of a sudden, there was a rumbling in 
the ground, like a train approaching, and I heard what sounded like many people 
bursting out of the forest.

Two wild horses stood just to our le&, staring with their solemn black eyes. 
!eir robust bodies were covered in scars and blemishes. When I reached to 
scratch the side of my nose, they bolted. !e gray one skipped down the side of 
the hill in the direction of the beach, and the brown one galloped right past me, so 
close I could hear his heavy breath and was hit by a breeze in his wake, a sweaty, 
fusty smell.

“Let’s follow them,” Magda said, and set o' through the forest, ducking to 
avoid the sharp palmettos. Every so o&en she would pause and squint. “I think 
they went this way,” she whispered, and we began to head toward the beach.

But the beach was abandoned, not a horse in sight. She didn’t care, just laid 
the kite down and began to attach the string and tail. She and Jake were into kites, 
she said. He had several; they were big, colorful things, like exotic birds, and di"-
cult to $y. He built them, too, the way his father had taught him when he was a kid.

!e kite was almost triangular and the way its corners curved back into 
points resembled the wings of a diving hawk. A&er attaching the string and taking 
o' her sneakers, Magda rose and looked at me. “Ready?” she asked. “Might want 
to take your shoes o'.”

I could feel her watching me when I crouched to untie my laces. My knees 
were wider than my calves and my arms had withered to sticks. Even a&er stand-
ing up, burying my feet in the sand, I knew she was inspecting my body. I unrolled 
the sleeves of my over-shirt so that they covered my wrists.

In this moment, when we stood facing each other and I wondered if she had 
the nerve to say what she was thinking, the beach seemed especially wide and 



8 9

Anamesa / Fiction Hill / Wild Beasts 

hungry, I never want anything. I’m full of tiny holes, like a sieve, everything dripping 
through and out of me all the time. But I couldn’t do anything but stand up, #nd a 
cigarette in my purse, and light it.

“I thought you quit smoking,” she said, but it was so quiet that I could pretend 
not to hear.

I felt as I had at my grandfather’s funeral. I was seven, and I approached the 
casket briskly, not realizing what was inside—“what” and not “who” because I was 
startled to see a sti', waxy replica of my grandfather lying there, thin-lipped and 
rouged. !e lights were too bright, the silence growing.

!is was a similar feeling, then, an almost embarrassed feeling, the aware-
ness—we both felt it—that we’d made a mistake. We’d tried too hard, and it would 
have been much better if we hadn’t tried at all.

!at night as we got ready for bed in the campground’s bathhouse, I sat on 
the toilet and, looking through the open stall door, watched her lean in toward the 
mirror, dabbing at her eyeliner with a cotton ball.

“Ugh, this stu' is so hard to get o',” she said, glancing at the $ecks of black 
on the cotton.

“It looks nice on you,” I said, though once we were under the $uorescent 
lights, I’d seen the gap between the liner and her eyelashes and had felt terrible for 
noticing that she hadn’t applied it well.

She turned and smiled at me. Her eyes were red from being rubbed, making 
her look as if she’d been crying. “!anks, Wren. I realized recently—anyone can 
look like Kim Kardashian if you know the right tricks.” !en she looked back at 
her re$ection and pressed her lips together.

I felt so tired. I thought I could fall asleep there, sitting on the toilet with my 
shorts around my knees.

!e silence continued to grow. Beetles scuttled along the $oor. Everything 
was damp.

When I crawled into the tent behind her, I realized I had forgotten my pillow. 
If Magda noticed, she didn’t say anything. It was di"cult to fall asleep, listening 
to her faint whistling sleep-breath and the cicadas roaring in the trees, with my 
denim jacket balled up under my head.

In the tent that night I thought about all the things I could have said, ques-
tions I should have asked her: if she still liked Boston, what she was reading, if 
there was anything or anyone from home she missed. I thought about the #erce 
tug of the kite as it rose above me, so high that it made my neck ache to watch it, 
and how determined Magda had looked as she pulled with her right hand and 

touched some of the curled, claw-like legs. Her hand slipped underneath the sti' 
tail with its serrated edge, lingered there, and then gently $ipped the crab over.

!e crab’s brown carapace reminded me of a battered helmet. Around the 
edges it was chipped away and some kind of white, crusty oceanic growth had 
fused itself in the shape of tiny rings onto the smooth brown surface. Even though 
the crab was dead, had been dead long enough to be tossed around and battered 
by the ocean, it seemed like it might come alive, swish its blade-like tail back and 
forth, and then scuttle down the beach.

“!ey’re considered living fossils,” she said. !en she stood and began col-
lecting the dri&wood she’d found, and in a louder voice said, “I think we have 
enough now.”

At the campsite, Magda served homemade cornbread and canned chili she’d 
heated in a pot over the #re. We sat at the picnic table, cracked open two beers. 
Magda’s skin was pale gold in the $ickering light from the #re, making her look 
younger, newer, more like she had in high school. She eyed me, watched me pick-
ing at my cornbread. Raising her bottle, she said, “I can’t believe I found this stu' 
down here. I thought you could only get it up North—it’s brewed with jasmine.”

“It’s good,” I heard myself say.
She was looking into the $ames. “Wren,” she began. “Are you all right?”
My stomach cramped. “What do you mean?”
“You know. Are you okay? I don’t—okay, don’t take this the wrong way, but 

you just seem—” Her voice faded.
I didn’t know what to say. I could never #nd anything to talk about anymore, 

it seemed; too much time had passed. I had become unhappy and Magda’s hap-
piness had multiplied, so that she had become a person who was content to sit 
by a camp#re and drink jasmine-brewed beer, and I was surrounded by gray fog, 
shrinking a bit more each day.

“You can talk to me,” she said. I couldn’t look at her, but she had turned to 
face me. “It’s been a long time and we haven’t been great at keeping in touch, but 
that doesn’t mean you can’t tell me anything.”

I shrugged and took a sip of my beer; my throat was lined with sandpaper. 
“I don’t know.”

She sighed.
Telling her that we could talk about it later, or that I just needed to think 

would have been enough, and though it was maybe the most obvious thing, I 
didn’t think of it. !ere just seemed to be too much. I’m never hungry anymore, 
I wanted to say. I could have grabbed her shoulders and shaken her. I’m never 
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“I don’t know.” !e struggling horse seemed to have sunk a bit lower. It still 
held its neck high and tense, and its lips were drawn in tight.

!en she put her hand over her mouth. “!ey say they don’t interfere with 
the wildlife. Do you think—”

We stood there for about a minute, watching the dialogue between the sink-
ing horse and the other two. She was so close I could feel her breath along the rim 
of my ear. !en her breath caught.

“Wren.”
I turned to look at her, and her eyes were round and wild. “!e tide. When 

does the tide come in?”
!e other horses were picking their way back into the forest, ducking un-

der the low-hanging swaths of moss. Out in the mud, the trapped horse quieted, 
drawing its tail close to its hindquarters and looking away from the island as if it 
had heard Magda’s question.

“Let’s go,” I said, and took her hand.

then her le&, expertly steering the kite’s movements. I fell asleep, heavy like a sea 
lion with my belly full of #sh. I dreamed about my great-aunt Jo, about living with 
her on her island, nubby sweaters and chamomile tea and saltwater ta'y, heavy 
black galoshes by the back door. On the pier, gritty men hauled huge cages of 
lobsters up from the sea, and gray-green foam $oated in patches like moss on the 
water’s surface, the luminous bodies of whales passing silently underneath. !ere 
was a sound like the grinding of metal or far-o' brakes that pulled the dream 
away in wisps, and I found myself back in our tent. It was just dawn, and the light 
#ltering in through the canopy of the maritime forest and then through the tent’s 
nylon screen was hazy. !e sound continued.

I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep. I got up carefully, afraid I’d wake her. 
But Magda, curled on her side with her hair half covering her face, only sighed 
and clenched a #st.

I traipsed into the forest, through curtains of mist ornamented with dragon-
$ies—I thought maybe it was some enormous bird of prey, or a prehistoric mon-
ster. I was still waking up as I trudged along in my sneakers and pajamas.

I came to a place where the forest thinned and ended, and the sky was a sheet 
of gold. !ere were the mud $ats, vast and pale brown, a slick wetland. !e surface 
was lined with the static ripples of bedding planes, and about #&y feet in was a 
horse, chest-deep, tossing its head and swishing its tail.

!e crunching of twigs made me look to the le&, where the border of shore 
and forest curved. Two more horses—safe on dry land—were watching the stuck 
one. !ey stomped and pawed at the dirt—feeble movements of protest. One 
turned its head as if waiting for someone to come, then glanced back, raising 
its head.

!e horse in the mud pressed its ears $at and nickered. Its eyes rolled to re-
veal the whites, and its nostrils $ared. It snorted and rocked forward slightly, but 
it wasn’t able to move, and the sound it made tore at me—it was a sound I’d never 
heard before. !e muscles in its chest worked and pulsed like a tangle of hearts.

Something touched my shoulder and I jumped. Magda stood just behind me, 
her mouth slightly open. “Sorry,” she whispered, but she wasn’t looking at me. Her 
hair was frizzed and tangled like a great black cloud, and her bloodshot eyes had 
little bits of crust in the corners. “Oh my god.”

!e horses on the shore were snorting and stomping. “Look,” she whispered 
again, and pointed at them.

“I know.”
“What happened? Should we do something?” 
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understanding of the various regimes of perception of the world that have suc-
ceeded each other throughout the ages.”4 !e traject is mobile embodiment, or 
movement-being, which shuttles between the subject and object. Together they 
form a phenomenological trinity that is made up of the corporeal relations be-
tween movement, rest, speed, and slowness.

As is the case in the comics described above, a body’s velocity is only the 
starting point for de#ning trajectivity. In seeking to recover the kinesthetic power 
of the body, Virilio reformulates experience as arriving through movement. Phi-
losopher John Rajchman explains that Virilio’s concept encompasses “a dynamic 
view of the body, according to which movement or trajects constitute our corpo-
real space and make us who [we] are.”5 Rajchman contends that trajectivity comes 
prior to objectivity and subjectivity. It is thus from movement that meaning is 
mined, and it is from movementality that identity is constructed.

Trajectivity is therefore the ontological condition of the nomad, whereas sub-
ject and object are the categories of the sedentary city dweller.6 Virilio warns that 
the di'usion of technological mediation, of inescapable interfaces and ubiquitous 
computing, threatens to evacuate the body of all but the most basic relation to tra-
jectory. !ere is a real danger that the “being of movement from here to there” will 
become unceremoniously replaced by the being of real-time, real-place mediated 
telepresence. Sociologist Sherry Turkle quotes a fourteen-year-old boy who attests 
to this fact: “Don’t people know that sometimes you can just look out the window 
of a car and see the world go by and it is wonderful? You can think. People don’t 
know that.”7 For this boy, as for Virilio, the experience of trajectivity is becoming 
less of a question as it becomes less of an option.

How did we get here? What regimes of perception, infrastructures of becom-
ing, and systems of organization have progressively evicted trajectivity from the 
phenomenological trinity and replaced it with a static depiction of movement-
being? !e growing prevalence of location-based services for internet-enabled 
mobile phones o'ers one explanation for the ongoing transformation of mobile 
subjectivity. !e use of such media a'ects the ways in which movement and 
identity are experienced, associated, and de#ned. !e “check-in” demonstrates 
this present logic of “trajecti#cation,” wherein trajectories in physical space are 
rendered into digital objects that stake out the territory of identity. !is digital 
documentation and modeling of movement is embedded in a circuit of capital-
ist accumulation that returns in both digital and physical realms as customized 
advertisements and tailored commodities. !us, the check-in is integral to the 
continuous cycle of accumulation predicated on mobile identity formation.

Within this new ideal network of space and time all events took 
place; and the most satisfactory event within this system was uniform 
motion in a straight line, for such motion lent itself to accurate rep-
resentation within the system of spatial and temporal co-ordinates.1

A dotted line marks the circuitous path of Billy in cartoonist Bil Ke-
ane’s !e Family Circus. As he treads through the untroubled streets 
in his yawning suburb, passing between clusters of blithe children, 
the dashed path charts his trajectory. We become voyeurs of this 

trajectory, which marks both the passage of time and the movement of a body. Yet 
there is more to the dotted line than movement. Billy amasses meaning through 
his meanderings. His “carefree peregrinations” map a'ective states, social interac-
tions, and connectivity.2 When the line dips through a dream and Billy awakes to 
aching extremities, we understand that it describes more than mere mobility. Billy 
has been rendered into his route without losing his expressivity. He has become 
the embodiment of “trajectivity.”3

Trajectivity

French architect, urbanist, and cultural critic Paul Virilio de#nes the traject as the 
path or journey. “Between the subjective and the objective,” he writes in Open Sky, 
“it seems we have no room for the ‘trajective,’ that being of movement from here 
to there, from one to the other, without which we will never achieve a profound 



14 15

Anamesa / Nonf iction Drummond-Cole / On the Dotted Line

Mobile telephones are increasingly equipped with GPS and RFID that enable 
them to serve as instruments of spatial orientation and tracking. Each time 
location services are enabled through a mapping or social media app on a 
smartphone, the device is located in physical space by some combination of 
satellites, cell phone towers, and Wi-Fi access points that transmit radio signals 
and use “triangulation to determine the device’s location based on its distance 
and direction.”10

Internet-enabled mobile phones that serve as logistical media—tracing, 
tracking, and orienting the device in physical space—are fast becoming ordinary 
objects in the United States. !e Pew Research Center reports that as of Janu-
ary 2014, ninety-one percent of American adults had a cell phone and #&y-#ve 
percent of American adults had a smartphone. As Figure 2 shows, smartphones 
and tablets have been rapidly adopted in the United States since 2010. !e Pew 
Research Center further notes that location-based services constitute a signi#-
cant component of smartphone use. According to this research, seventy-four 
percent of adult smartphone owners get directions or other information based 
on their current location, thirty percent say that at least one of their accounts is 
currently set up to include their location in their posts, and twelve percent use 
a geosocial service to “check in” to certain locations.11 Gordon and de Souza 
e Silva con#rm that location-based services not only represent a growing ap-
plication of smartphones, but also “comprise the fastest growing sector in web 
technology businesses.”12

Logistical Media

Cartoonist Bil Keane anticipated the proliferation of personal technologies for 
spatiotemporal tracking when he disclosed the secret source of Billy’s trajectog-
raphy as a battery-powered backpack (Figure 1). While the dotted line may, at 
#rst, resemble the blips on a radar screen—which Keane, who served in World 
War II, would have been familiar with when he debuted the motif in 1962—the 
marked path is actually revealed to dispense from a storage well within a wearable 
electronic device.8 Today, Billy’s backpack is realized in Radar, Global Positioning 
Systems (GPS), and Radio Frequency Identi#cation (RFID), three examples of 
what Judd Case calls “logistical media.” Logistical media are used to track trajec-
tory and mine movements for social, economic, and military applications. Case 
explains that logistical media

intrude, almost imperceptibly, on our experiences of space and time, 
even as they represent them. !ey are devices of cognitive, social, 
and political coordination that are so fundamentally communica-
tions media that they intersect and envelop much of our lives without 
conscious awareness. Lighthouses, docks, global positioning systems, 
temples, maps, calendars, telescopes, and highways are just a few of 
them. In modern terms logistical media are at once bureaucratic and 
militaristic. !ey intersect issues of social organization, power, and 
economics.9

Fig. 1: Battery-powered, wearable trajectography Fig. 2: Adult gadget ownership over time
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as the determinative truth of their being. Moving about the world is given social 
value by its communication through online networking platforms.

A study of ninety-two undergraduate students conducted by Pempek, Yer-
molayeva, and Calvert found that social networking was not only in$uential in 
the formation of identity, but that these identi#cations were increasingly tethered 
to preferences for various media and material goods. !e authors conclude,

Social networking sites allow emerging adults to construct pro#les 
and engage in activities that re$ect identity markers. While friend-
ships, romantic relationships, and ideology remain key facets of 
adolescent development, it is #tting that in the digital age individual 
media preferences have also emerged as playing an important role in 
students’ expressions of who they are.18

!is statement resonates with Rajchman’s formulation of trajectivity, that “trajects 
constitute our corporeal space and make us who [we] are.”19 As locative media 
become a larger segment of existing social media platforms, the position of bodies 
in physical space will come to serve a greater purpose in identity and subjectivity 
formation. Stripped of all but the most super#cial a'ective relations, trajectiv-
ity will come to occupy or stand in for social position. !e physical world will 
undergo its digital doubling. Whatever is captured by status updates, tweets, and 
especially the check-in will mark out a territory of curated digital identity.

!e adage “you are what you eat” is taken to the extreme and multiplied by 
services like Instagram, the online photo-sharing social media platform, where 
the logic of correspondence is extended to include you are where you go, you are 
who you know, you are what you see, and—most disconcertingly—you are what 
you buy. Each picture, post, and check-in represents a position in physical space 
captured and transformed into the landscape of mediated identity. !e location-
based social networking site Foursquare exploits this logic most explicitly with its 
“mayorship” mechanic,20 in which a user is crowned mayor of a particular location 
if they check in to that location the most number of times over a period of sixty 
days. Foursquare has thus e'ectively constituted a game of position that exploits 
movement in physical space and equates it with sovereignty over a digital domain.

Selling Routine

Jennifer Abelson, CEO of the marketing #rm Abelson Group, predicts that the 
future of location-based services will be in advertising: “!e ability to serve rel-
evant ads based on a person’s location will be massive.”21 A recent forecast by BIA 

Turn On, Check-In, Reroute

If Timothy Leary’s slogan, “turn on, tune in, drop out,” expressed the counter-
cultural ethos of North Americans during the late 1960s, today we could substi-
tute the phrase “turn on, check-in, reroute” to designate the conventional user 
of mobile social media.13 !e “check-in” function common to platforms such as 
Foursquare, Instagram, Twitter, Google+, and Facebook is an example of “self-
reported positioning.”14 !e positioning function utilizes the logistical media de-
scribed above in order to locate the device in physical space and append this loca-
tion to the content of a post or status update within a digital media platform. !e 
check-in, therefore, builds a digital repository and a map of trajectory while also 
composing a social map of identity. We turn on our devices, check in to a location, 
reroute our trajectory in physical space, and begin the cycle anew.

!e status update itself must be considered a precursor to GPS-enabled self-
reported positioning. Status comes from the Latin stem stare, which means “to 
stand.” Today status connotes both social and emotional condition. However, the 
word’s origin indicates that status has also always been related to standing or posi-
tion in physical space. !e status update, for which the tweet is but a variant, is an 
expression of state, manner, or attitude that also communicates physical position. 
One necessarily makes a status update from a particular locality, i.e., from where 
one stands. Expanding on the lexicon advanced by Virilio, and bringing him into 
dialogue with French philosopher Michel Foucault, we can describe the “check-
in” as an example of “trajecti#cation,” or turning oneself into a trajectory.

Trajectification

In the a&erword to Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow’s Beyond Structuralism 
and Hermeneutics, Foucault clari#es the goal of his scholarship from the preced-
ing two decades. “[I]t is not power,” he writes, “but the subject, which is the gen-
eral theme of my research.”15 Foucault identi#es three threads from his research 
that correspond to three modes by which human beings become transformed 
into subjects: scienti#c inquiry, dividing practices, and “the way a human be-
ing turns him- or herself into a subject.”16 In the English-speaking world, this 
third means of subject formation has come to be called “subjecti#cation.”17 While 
Foucault demonstrates how people come to recognize themselves as subjects of 
sexuality and associate this sexuality with their subjective truth, the term trajecti-
#cation suggests that with self-located positioning, mobile social media users are 
not only transforming themselves into trajectories, but are regarding trajectory 
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/Kelsey echoes Abelson’s prediction. According to their report, “U.S. local media 
ad revenues [will] grow from $132.9 billion in 2013 to $151.5 billion in 2017.”22 

Driving this growth will be online and digital advertisements customized by loca-
tion-based digital information.

!e outline of a feedback loop is therefore materializing between advertising, 
identity, and location-based media. Users of mobile social media present infor-
mation about their habits of travel, consumption, and interests. !is information 
is captured and the data is mined. !e information is then used to tailor adver-
tisements and customize products to the preferences and locations of individual 
users, a&er which these products and services are broadcast through the social 
media platforms, and the cycle begins again. Although the foundation for such a 
cyclical process of consumption has long been in development, the opportunities 
for targeted accumulation and consumers’ involuntary enrollment in the process 
of commodity valorization have never been as prevalent or as public. !e sheer 
quantity of data available to companies is unparalleled in history, matched only by 
the computing capacity for parsing that data.

!e locative aspect of the present media power has major implications for 
trajectory. As the cycle described above moves from infancy to a full-$edged and 
far-reaching economy, it will have the ability to put the route into routine, prescrib-
ing the commoditized path through the city optimized for an individual user. 
As Gilles Deleuze’s prescient “Postscript on the Societies of Control” asserts, “the 
conception of a control mechanism, giving the position of any element within an 
open environment at any given instant (whether animal in a reserve or human 
in a corporation, as with an electronic collar), is not necessarily one of science 
#ction.”23 !e widespread, elective use of locative media has demonstrated the 
e"cacy of Deleuze’s description. Trajecti#cation, quickly becoming the norm, has 
reconstituted each user of geosocial media as a route and reduced what remains of 
trajectivity to the carefully guarded province of mediated identity.

As each pause in our trajectories is reported, the dots of the line move closer 
together. !e space between each dot—the encounters, a'ective relations, con-
nectivity, and ephemeral impressions—gives way to a detailed modeling of move-
ment in the segmented space of digitized social presentation. !e body becomes 
a straight line: fully discernible, trackable, traceable, and perhaps even program-
mable. !is is the great dream as well as the great nightmare of location-based 
social networking. It is the dream of every government and corporation. It is the 
nightmare of those who would struggle and resist trajecti#cation.
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ransom  

struggling against #ction. 

his mouth aches with unsaid words like rotting #llings. he chews shred meat on 
back teeth. the rest of his bones have disappeared and he is thick from the middle 
with unabrubted mass. he swallows and lets the unchewed bits scrape down his 
esophagus. the damage it makes is unorganized, loose—but temporary: a safe self-
mutilation. taste of iron and blood. 

he imagines making alliances with other men—sitting at tables and casting cards 
with side glances, smoking and urinating in turns. he could remain there, taci-
turn—no longer anonymous but not yet known, his unshaven face a well-made 
mask.

he boosters up from his chair to catch sight of himself in the mirror near the door. 
no recognition. he has no history. frank blank stare, empty glance. angles and 
proportions the only math. (no history to speak of.) 

he’ll start with now. you do not think that he will play cards. 

frank alone, without.

he feels a sort of hateful tenderness, something so contradictory that it must be 
truth itself.

at the end of the street there’s an empty pool—no fence—lot gutted around it. it 
sits among cracked cement and brick, blue belly beacon in the muck. if you lay 
down at the deepest part, back against the cement, imagine that the cold indigo 
water covers you completely and renders you silent.

he must #ght against this, begin now. frank in con#dence with forced isolation, 
and the strength of its strings, which, untied now, leave no purpose for his hands, 
his arms. 

think of a mole rat. blood and warmth bleached out, a squirming ghost, digging, 
looking up. 

ransom:
he is on the inside and the shi& is empty. mostly what strikes you are the things 
that are irreparable, a measure beyond salvation. frank—he wants nothing but to 
sleep. one eye short of a pair, one limb short of reaching. but he cannot sleep. this 
is the lot of a man with no agency. lost because he cannot make a map anymore.

as he comes upon the meeting spot, he pictures you slumped over a walker, strug-
gling against #ction, its story a brick wall, heavy even on cement. 

frank empty canvas blank screen.

his #ngertips would each be low $ames if he could carry in his hands the #re that 
he has in his chest.

his eyes rake the dim room. for a moment, only, to see his own eyes behind 
his own eyes, just the dark shells and their promise: that when again they were 
opened, everything would be just the same.

he is falsetto, June leaf, three o’clock dawn, he is everything you remember.

you cannot reach him, though he is intermittently near. he makes his knees wide 
to climb the steps close enough behind you, but it is never close enough. what 
simple machines we are, but with no hope. our arms only reach so far around—
not enough to hold on, not enough to measure the interval between you (here) 
and frank (there), on the stairs.
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frank in his whitewashed kitchen. this is the only room, it seems, without narra-
tion. he opens the refrigerator to golden light. is it you or is it me? he whispers to 
himself. much too long o' to bed with all his words on,
 
in the meddling chair, 
on the high shelf,
all the photographs running together—
made friends without him, 
a lock-jawed camaraderie.

surrounded but alone.

frank wakes up, he’s on the page.

and if frank should walk down the street and the birds happen to take $ight be-
hind him, don’t confuse this with romance. everybody looks simple in pictures.

frank is small. he wakes up to a piercing noise whose source is invisible. his #rst 
thoughts are thoughts of disorientation. he arises and notices his surroundings, 
as if for the #rst time. 

frank wakes up in red hook, brooklyn. inside he counts the decades of humming 
among the yelps of task and its counterfeit. he runs his hands along the deluxe 
shapes of his wrought-iron regret. just another day with the same sun that doesn’t 
warm. 

frank cold hands empty palms.

frank wakes up in red hook, brooklyn, sun. just like any other day. everything the 
same, everything out of place. he looks around, searching for the mislaid thing, 
the broken edge or thieving angle.

everything the same. 

frank unwraps himself and steps inside. he is on the page, he’s really there, you 
think.

a house $y lands on his arm. he can’t claim dominion, this home not his home, 
these things not his things. 

a cobweb animates itself.

a phone is ringing—its metallic sound seems to come from far o', from just on 
the other side of a thought he was forming. he cups his ears against it. 

he watches the days played out like jade #sh against a white-bottomed tank, 
starved for simplicity and only steeped in twisting muscle shapes, their ghost 
forms just memories still a bit too wet to look at. you remember that what we 
call ghosts are just those ruptures between the word and the name. names falling 
short, like bridges or bodies. 
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Nolan / To Mariel, Whom I have Not Met
Poetry

Tonight when I come in, just for a little while,
I will pretend I didn’t write this
just for her. Maybe I will order soup
and make conversation and maybe
an introduction, because introductions
usually lead to conclusions,
but conclusions are not always black and white, 
not always right away. 
Maybe if it goes well
I will take my pen and on my napkin
write Mariel, I’d love you,
and keep the napkin in my pocket for later,
because strong words like love are not
always for introductions, and because
Mariel, I would.

Sean Nolan 

To Mariel, 
Whom I have Not Met   

Imagine her dancing in the shadow of a cathode ray,
the vacuum tubes glowing
a broadcast in monochrome
while a dreadnought strums a front porch serenade,
mahogany, spruce, a honeyed soprano,
the moon a #lament,
the #rmament electric,
her swaying #gure incandescent
against a palette of swirling silver-grays.
Mariel, I’d love you to know me.

What a surprise it would be to meet her!
Like #nding a bull#ght in the toy box
in your childhood bedroom, or a chime-colored
morning splitting the rain-dull drone
of November. Mariel, you are
a mural dressed in unsung melodies 
I’ve always known, 
your eyes speak a thousand languages
and sing a thousand more;
when you cross my vision
I cross myself, I ache with
a nostalgia I never knew I had, and
Mariel, I’d love you to know.
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Wilhelm
from the series "ere Will Be Live Dancers

Archival inkjet print

Mo Costello
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Slim
from the series Vitamins For Troubled Hearts

Archival inkjet print

Maxi
from the series Vitamins For Troubled Hearts

Archival inkjet print

Mo Costello
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Poetry

Woman in a White Cube
Still from single channel video, 7:32

Elizabeth Shores

Nancy Ross
Alopecia

I came to Mexico. I had two bald patches on my head where my hair had fallen 
out, each patch the size of a Canadian loonie. Alopecia is the medical name. In 
Toronto, where I had been living, I worked as a secretary at a theater company. I 
broke up with my boyfriend. I went spiraling down. Alopecia. Bald patches. What 
do I do? 

!e psychiatrist at the University of Toronto health services says to me, I think 
you should take medication. I say I don’t want to. And then at the end of the ap-
pointment she says, I think you should reconsider your decision. 

I dyed my hair platinum blond and got it cut short. A guy who sometimes cut my 
hair saw me on Bloor Street and later he said I looked like an unhappy lesbian. 
A&er the brown roots started coming in, I went to see him and he dyed my hair 
brown for me. !en the brown started fading. My hair turned slightly greenish. 
 
In Mexico, I lived with a host family on Circunvalación Providencia in Guadala-
jara. My Mexican mother, Rosa María, made my breakfast every morning: toast 
and tea. A&er breakfast I would walk or take the bus to school at the Normal, el 
centro para extranjeros. 

I take Spanish classes and classes on Mexican history and literature. I #nish one 
class and then take another. New students arrive at Rosa María’s house. !ey need 
the maid’s room I have been sleeping in. I move into the family TV room and 
sleep on a pull-out couch. 
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A&er I have taken all the classes available at the Normal, I start to teach English. 
In the #rst class, I meet Alfonso. He asks me what I do a&er I #nish teaching and 
if I’d like to go eat lunch with him.
 
Was Sor Juana a freak? Am I a freak? In her autobiography, Sor Juana says she cut 
o' her hair so as not to be a'ected by vanity. 
 
Rosario Castellanos wrote that her stepbrother shaved o' her hair, leaving her 
head completely bald, smooth, shiny. 
 
When I was little, my mother used to drag me to get my hair cut at the salon at 
10th and Sasamat. Always a pixie cut. I would cry. I wanted long hair but my hair 
would get out of control. I didn’t know how to take care of it. It would start to look 
wild. 
 
I wanted braids. Like Stephanie Nicolls. I cried. I wanted long braids like her. I met 
her in sixth grade. I saw her riding her pony. She had two long braids. !at night 
I cried, I want braids like Stephanie Nicolls. 
 
In Mexico, at Rosa María’s house, my hair started to grow back. I started to write 
poetry, in Spanish.

Sara Garzon Vargas

Pictorial Proto-Indigenismo
A Strategy for Building a Mestizo Nation

The #rst decades of the twentieth century saw an increase in political 
and anthropological awareness for the indigenous people in Mexico. 
!e need for economic progress and modernization of the new re-
public required the establishment of a Mexican national identity that 

would generate unity and economic prosperity. In 1920 President Álvaro Obregón 
and his Secretary of Public Education, José Vasconcelos, started #nancing public 
art projects to help establish a visual language that could reinforce the meaning 
of “Mexicanidad.” !e use of indigenous #gures and iconography helped idealize 
the native past as a strategy to root the new Mexican identity within a power-
ful cultural heritage, while simultaneously rejecting Europe’s cultural hegemony. 
!e multiple appropriations of the indigenous aesthetic for the consolidation of 
a national identity in Mexico can be considered a pictorial proto-Indigenismo 
because, although it paradoxically denied the indigenous people agency in the 
nation-building project, it proved inspiring to the development of more concrete 
indigenist movements throughout the hemisphere.

Whereas there existed a genuine e'ort to embrace the pre-Hispanic past on 
which to build the greatness of Mexico’s heritage and its new mestizo race, this 
was a particularly selective narrative that simultaneously rejected and discrimi-
nated against the indigenous communities. José Vasconcelos’s highly renowned 
essay “!e Cosmic Race” is a perfect example of the sentiment of the Mexican 
dominant class toward the Indigenous and their role in the new Mexicanidad. 

33
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art forms. [ . . . ] In the last resort, however, the o"cial indigenismo 
promoted by Gamio sought to incorporate indian communities into 
the national society of Modern Mexico.6

Although Gamio highly valued the iconography and architecture of the native 
past and advocated for the redemption of the Indian, he shared Vasconcelos’s 
perspective and recognized Indian folklore as an obstacle to the progress and 
modernization of Mexico. In the article “Las Patrias y Nacionalidades de la 
América Latina,” Gamio himself stated, “the indian will continue cultivating his 
pre-Hispanic culture, unless he is encouraged to gradually, logically and sensibly 
incorporate himself into contemporary society.”7

Many artists and intellectuals of the time recognized that there were two 
racial heritages in Mexico—mainly the Indian and the Mestizo. !is notion of 
the bi-cultural makeup of Mexico furthered, complicated, and contradicted the 
historical narrative that was being forged, especially through the government’s 
public mural project. !e lack of the Indian’s self-representation in the consolida-
tion of Mexicanidad hints at the complexity of establishing an identity founded in 
an imagined cultural heritage that rejected the Indian nation while appropriating 
and romanticizing its image. Brading’s analysis of Gamio’s text also highlights the 
exclusion of the Indian in the nation-building project by noting how, “indeed, by 
reason of their isolation and multiplicity of languages, most indians could not be 
de#ned as Mexicans, since these races still conserve their own nationality, pro-
tected by family and language.”8 !is recognition of multiple native nations within 
Mexican territory a"rms the marginalization of the Indian in the formation of a 
new mestizo nation.

Manuel Gamio’s anthropological and archaeological achievements were cru-
cial in understanding the conditions of the indigenous communities throughout 
Mexico, but his support for the revitalization of traditional cra&s was also essen-
tial in inspiring a return to the indigenous aesthetic as a cultural di'erentiator 
from the international avant-garde. Together with artists like Gerardo Murillo 
and David Alfaro Siqueiros, Manuel Gamio admired the forms and styles of the 
pre-Hispanic era as they re$ected a truer and more original Mexican essence. In 
his 1922 manifesto entitled “Declaration of Social, Political and Aesthetic Prin-
ciples,” Siqueiros claimed, 

!e noble work of our race, down to its most insigni#cant spiritual 
and physical expressions, is native (and essentially Indian) in ori-
gin. With their admirable and extraordinary talent to create beauty, 
peculiar to themselves, the art of the Mexican people is the most 

Vasconcelos’s claim that the mestizo race was superior to all races only encour-
aged the Indian to assimilate while simultaneously rejecting his sovereignty and 
cultural autonomy. 1 Likewise, many liberal positivists saw the existence of native 
people and their “primitive” lifestyles as opposing progress and anachronistic in 
nature. !e project of integration towards mestizaje thus became the main ap-
proach to the Indigenist discourse, which then de#ned the visual historical narra-
tive of the new Mexican Republic.

!e Spanish conquistadors were, to a great extent, able to establish their 
colonial authority by destroying indigenous religious beliefs and structures of 
power, and thus their aesthetic and symbolic language.2 !e break with the native 
culture—together with the vestiges of racism against the Indian—allowed indig-
enous people only to imagine a new national identity based on a highly roman-
ticized notion of the past, through reconstructing the heroic Aztec #gures and 
symbols of their great civilization. !e public art projects in the form of murals 
and exhibitions funded by the government, more than supporting the arts, were 
meant to disseminate among the populace the meaning of being Mexican and 
promote a sentiment of union to the Republic. With these objectives in mind, the 
content conveyed through public commissions clearly outlined a highly imag-
ined historical narrative that sought to connect the romanticized past with the 
potential of a progressive and modern present.

An important #gure of the beginning of the twentieth century was the Mexi-
can anthropologist Manuel Gamio who, through his studies of pre-Columbian 
art and architecture in Teotihuacán, helped structure the idea of indigenismo. 
Manuel Gamio studied at Columbia University under Franz Boas and was the #rst 
Mexican to receive a PhD in archeology.3 Gamio’s groundbreaking contributions 
to anthropology de#ned the theoretical and practical approaches to indigenismo, 
providing signi#cant tools for social reform.4 Besides his expansive research in La 
Población del Valle de Teotihuacán (1922), Gamio is most renowned for his book 
Forjando Patria, published in 1916. Gamio’s interest in native life and culture was 
crucial in generating a new appreciation of pre-Hispanic artistic and aesthetic 
achievements.

In his article “Manuel Gamio and O"cial Indigenismo in Mexico,” David A. 
Brading summarizes Gamio’s objectives of indigenism by stating, 

!e achievement of Manuel Gamio was to reinstate Anáhuac as the 
glorious foundation of Mexican history and culture thus reversing a 
century of liberal scorn.5 Equally important, he rejected neo-classical 
canons of aesthetic judgment and demanded a revaluation of native 
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he depicts a group of indigenous people carrying campasuchil $owers—typically 
used for the Day of the Dead celebrations—on a boat across the Xochimilco Ca-
nal. !e Mexican tradition in this painting depicts the Indigenous as the carriers 
of tradition and ritual, informing the cultural practices of the mestizo. While the 
style of painting in La Ofrenda may be understood as social realism, it diverges 
from its conventions by making use of the impasto in a way that points to qualities 
of Impressionism.12 It is important to note Herrán’s use of symbolism in giving the 
#gures a sense of melancholy and lamentation for the dead. Herrán was known 
for utilizing allegory in a manner that moved away from the strict conventions of 
realism and naturalism, thereby providing his representations with vivid yet in-
triguing qualities that would nonetheless idealize and romanticize the indigenous 
people and their culture.13

!e idealization of the Indian 
#gure and incorporation of the Meso-
american iconography can be clearly 
appreciated in Herrán’s painting titled 
El Flechador of 1918 (Figure 2). In the 
painting, the #gure is set in a loose 
position aiming a bow and arrow to-
wards the right. !e body of the boy—
although facing the viewer—stands 
in contrapposto, a pose that Herrán 
portrays here not as threatening, but 
instead employs to demonstrate and 
highlight the boy’s “exoticism.” !e ex-
otic is reinforced by the way in which 
the #gure is wearing a typical loincloth 
and an Aztec headdress while stand-
ing in front of a golden background decorated in Mesoamerican engravings. !e 
compositional elements, together with the artist’s particular palette, provide an 
excellent example of the kind of fabricated and picturesque visual representation 
that would e'ectively demolish stereotypes of barbarism from the Mexican indig-
enous past.

In 1911, following a series of upheavals against the antiquated teachings of 
the National School, students pushed for a transformation in the academic cur-
riculum, in which Gerardo Murillo would be highly in$uential.14 Amidst this en-
vironment, Murillo commissioned a public mural project to decorate the new 

 Fig. 2: El Flechador, Saturnino Herrán, 1918

wholesome spiritual expression in the world and this tradition is our 
greatest treasure.9

!e return to an authentic artistic foundation was a way to radically reject the 
in$uence of Europe and assert something uniquely Mexican, such as its indig-
enous past.

A contemporary of Gamio, and one of the #rst artists to explore indigenism 
in Mexico, was the painter Saturnino Herrán (1887–1918). Highly renowned and 
admired for his contributions to modernist art in Mexico, Herrán is one of the 
#rst, if not the #rst painter to reject the neoclassical style in representing the native 
people.10 In 1907, Saturnino Herrán started working as an illustrator with the pio-
neer archeologist Leopoldo Batres in Teotihuacán.11 !e archaeological work that 
was being developed at the time signi#cantly helped foment an appreciation and 
revaluation of the Mexican pre-Hispanic past in a way that would foster national 
pride for cultural traits that were legitimately “Mexican.” Herrán’s work in Teoti-
huacán and his illustrations of Mesoamerican murals had a de#ning in$uence on 
this aesthetic sensibility and, consequently, his indigenist approach. Herrán, like 
many students of his time, was a fervent believer in the Mexican nation and was 
interested in establishing an authentic Mexican essence. 

Although Herrán was academically trained, his compositional choices were 
unique and revealed his awareness of the European avant-garde. A good example 
of this new attitude is Herrán’s painting La Ofrenda of 1913 (Figure 1), where 

Fig. 1: La Ofrenda, Saturnino Herrán, 1913
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!e Open Air Schools’ anti-academism pedagogy encouraged artists to 
use their own environment as inspiration for subject matter and as a medium 
through which to discover their own stylistic expression.17 !e schools targeted 
children and indigenous people as it was believed that both groups possessed  
“inherent artistic talent.”

!is revolutionary framework for teaching artistic practice, although highly 
criticized, helped bring forward discussions about the integration of native people, 
the rural environment, and those elements of life that are authenticly Mexican. 
Artists of the school were free to explore form and technique, thus encouraging 
not only oil painting and drawing but also printmaking.18 !e Open Air Schools 
transformed the arts of Mexico, cultivating a generation of artists who, in later 
years, would become important advocates for the social function and value of the 
arts—artists such as Fernando Leal, Fermín Revueltas, and Leopoldo Mendez.

Fernando Leal’s woodcut prints 
are representative of the attitude that 
the Open Air School brought to the 
arts of Mexico and his own contri-
butions to the creation of a pictorial 
Indigenismo. Leal joined the Open 
Air School at the age of twenty and 
became a strong advocate of collec-
tive art projects.19 In later years Leal 
taught at the National School and was 
Director of the Centro Popular de 
Pintura Nonoalco, a center dedicated 
to making art accessible to the work-
ing classes.20 

Two of Leal’s iconic woodcut prints portraying indigenous subjects are India 
and Indio and Maguey. !e print India (Figure 4) showcases an Indian woman 
looking down as if melancholic. Static, the woman is dressed in “typical” indige-
nous garments and carries a bag over her shoulder as if displaced from her home-
land. !e woman, the focus of the picture, is situated in the forefront, while in the 
background is a depiction of a colonial town juxtaposed with a grand mountain-
ous landscape emblematic of Mexico. Separated by a spacious middle-ground of 
nature and mounds, the indigenous woman seems isolated and estranged from 
the Catholic church and colonial architecture behind her, perhaps referencing the 

Fig. 4: India, Fernando Leal, 1920 

Palace of Fine Arts and show his belief in the importance of supporting Mexican 
artists. Saturnino Herrán submitted to this commission a proposal for a mural 
triptych titled Nuestros Dioses, which would have been the artist’s most ambitious 
undertaking had it not been for his unfortunate, premature death. !e iconic pre-
paratory drawings not only allude to Herrán’s exposure to Mesoamerican painting 
but also reveal the artist’s fervent nationalism. 

!e triptych mural Nuestros Dioses (1914–1918; Figure 3) conveys a group of 
indigenous men in a procession worshipping the Aztec Goddess Coatlicue on the 
le& panel (Appendix 2), while the right panel depicts a similar worship procession 
of Spanish conquistadors and Christian missionaries (Appendix 3). Coatlicue, 
powerful and dominating, is placed in the central panel (Appendix 1). !e mural 
triptych has been widely discussed as an allegory of the process of mestizaje and 
the fusion between native and Spanish religious belief systems.15 Herrán’s pre-
dominantly indigenist subject matter and highly symbolic compositions, such as 
Nuestros Dioses, mark the beginning of a purely Mexican modernist language that 
sees both the indigenous #gure and Mesoamerican iconography as de#ning ele-
ments in #nding an authentic Mexican essence.

Another project initiated during the years of the Revolution that explored 
the heightened awareness of the indigenous population was the foundation of the 
Open Air Schools. Highly in$uential cultural agents, such as artists Gerardo Mu-
rillo, Adolfo Best Maugard, and Alfredo Ramos Martínez (who was Director of the 
National Academy at the time), pushed this initiative forward as an educational 
alternative to the National School’s Academic pedagogy. !e aim of these schools 
was to create a particular aesthetic representative of all social classes that would 
re$ect a renewed interest and fascination with indigenous groups and peasants in 
rural areas. !e school also served the e'ort of reevaluating the popular arts and 
encouraged the revival of pre-Hispanic iconography and folkloric traditions.16

Fig. 3: Nuestros Dioses, Saturnino Herrán, 1918
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!e #rst government-funded murals were the ambitious projects done at the 
National Preparatory School, and then at the Secretariat of Public Education, 
where several artists addressed current social issues while creating a visual nar-
rative legitimatizing Mexican history. 23 !e impetus of nationalism at that time 
was the creative force for much of the early murals of these artists, including the 
renowned Diego Rivera.

Diego Rivera returned to Mexico in 1921 a&er spending fourteen years in 
Europe. Shortly a&er his return, Rivera’s new interest in local traditions and folk-
lore inspired him to travel throughout the country, where he visited numerous 
indigenous and pre-Hispanic sites.24 !is experience informed much of the visual 
imagery and symbolic language he used throughout his murals, especially since 
it was not until the artist returned to Mexico that he #nally developed his own 
artistic style. Invited to the mural project by José Vasconcelos, Rivera’s mural com-
positions and depictions of the Indian provide insight into his attitude towards 
the Indigenous and their alleged cultural backwardness.

!e narrative of Rivera’s murals in the Secretariat of Public Education is vast 
as it focuses on di'erent layers of Mexican life. !e panels, divided to convey 
rural life, the working classes, and others, depict important historical events such 
as the Revolution. !e murals also show di'erent folkloric traditions and indige-
nous practices, such as the Yaqui Deer 
Dance, the Ribbon Dance, and the 
Day of the Dead celebrations. What 
is interesting to notice, though, is the 
consistent way in which Rivera depicts 
the Indian subject. In the panel titled 
La Fiesta del Maíz (Figure 6), located 
on the western wall of the #rst $oor, 
Rivera portrays a group of indigenous 
people, most likely a family unit, pre-
paring for the festivities. !e cross in 
the center of the panel is a hybrid sym-
bol created using sugar cane and corn 
leafs, and alluding to both the cross of 
Christ and the corn itself, which signi-
#es an important source of life in na-
tive cosmology.25 With the exception 
of a little girl on the right side of the     Fig. 6: La Fiesta del Maíz, Diego Rivera, 1924

lack of cultural connection between 
the pre-Hispanic past and modern 
Mexico. !e artist, whether con-
sciously or not, reveals the persis-
tent dichotomy between native and 
modern Mexico, which thusly chal-
lenged the idea of a uni#ed nation. 
On the other hand, Fernando Leal’s 
Indio and Maguey (Figure 5) depicts 
an indigenous man in the le& corner 
of the print wearing a large som-
brero and a serape with character-
istic geometric shapes. As in India, 
the Indian man in the print looks 
down to avoid directly confronting 

the viewer. !e #gure stands next to a maguey plant, which is commonly used to 
produce tequila and is a symbol of Mexican culture. Leal’s depiction of the Indian 
represents indigeneity through a series of Mexican stereotypes (serape, sombrero, 
and tequila) to expose what the artist could have believed constituted Mexico’s 
cultural heritage.

In addition to Leal’s active support for the Open Air Schools, he is also con-
sidered one of the founders of the Muralist Renaissance, as he participated in the 
#rst government-sponsored murals. However, in contrast to Saturnino Herrán’s 
and Fernando Leal’s approach to Indigenismo, the Mexican Muralist “Big !ree”—
Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros—would trans-
form the indigenist discourse by politicizing the indigenous subject as part of a 
social revolution that o&en equated the Indian with the working-class peasant.

!e Mexican Revolution was an incubator for the need for social reform that 
would consequently shape an entire generation of artists. With President Álvaro 
Obregón’s rise to power in 1920, the arts of Mexico took an unprecedented turn 
with the patronage provided by his administration.21 In$uenced by the artistic 
discourse and indigenist wave that was gaining impetus in the #rst decades of the 
twentieth century, Obregón’s administration saw the need for a campaign that 
could educate and reinforce the sense of cultural heritage, political union, and the 
imperative of modernization that could guarantee economic prosperity.22

!e most widely discussed manifestations of the government’s campaign 
were the mural commissions that gave step to the Mexican Muralist movement. 

  Fig. 5: Indio and Maguey, Fernando Leal, 1922 
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funded monumental murals and their grand, nationalistic narratives proved to be 
highly in$uential in other parts of the hemisphere. !e appropriation of the indig-
enous aesthetic became a powerful signi#er for many artists in the Andes, where 
the indigenous presence was, and still is, very dominant but also subordinated by 
the ruling mestizo class. A slightly di'erent but parallel movement inspired by 
indigenismo is the Chicano Muralist movement in the U.S.A. While evolving from 
a similar strategy, the Chicano Muralist movement developed under completely 
di'erent circumstances. !e scholar Guisela Latorre elucidates how the walls of 
el barrio were appropriated by community artists to establish the Chicano nation 
within the larger dominant American culture when she states,

As far as the Indigenist iconography in Chicana/o muralism is con-
cerned, certainly the indigenism upheld by the Mexican muralist had 
a profound e'ect on how Chicanas/os devised their own Indigenist 
imagery. !e fundamental di'erence, however, rested on the fact 
that Indigenism for Chicanas/os has not been an institution sup-
ported and endorsed by o"cial ideologies, but a more introspective, 
self-a"rming, and radical discourse occurring at the margins of the 
mainstream and one that sought to decenter hegemonic notions of 
nation and sovereignty.29

 With this a"rmation we see how the pictorial proto-Indigenismo engen-
dered in Mexico gave rise to radically di'erent manifestations, which, in all cases, 
carried an undercurrent of nationalism. !e use of the Indian subject and the 
idealization of the pre-Hispanic past both shaped a visual language that helped 
reinforce not only an identity, but also served to legitimize these nations as sov-
ereign and authentic. However, the lack of Indian self-representation within the 
widely discussed indigenismo reveals how vestiges of racism cultivated during the 
colonial era were still very prevalent among the liberal progressives of the time, 
who embraced and supported the idea of the “cosmic race.” 

Today, Indigenismo is widely discussed in reference to early twentieth-century 
Mexican art, especially since it was through the image of the Indian that many art-
ists were able to break ground and take part in the international avant-garde. It is 
not possible to speak of Indigenismo only as a movement, as it was even more so a 
strategy by which artists were able to dispute accusations of barbarism and reinvent 
a pre-Hispanic past in the imaginations of both local and international communi-
ties. However, Indigenismo as a strategy quickly proved to be a double-edged sword. 
On the one hand, Indigenismo reinforced a series of expectations that bound the 
arts of Latin America to picturesque and exotic depictions of its native heritage, 

panel, all individuals depicted are looking down or facing backwards, making it 
impossible to recognize them as individuals with agency. 

!e Indian’s direct confrontation of the viewer is consistently denied by the 
artist, not only in this panel, but also in three other Diego Rivera paintings, Mes-
tiza Maya, Tehuana, and El Baño de Tehuantepec. All together this demonstrates 
how the Indian’s lack of agency in his or her own self-representation is equivalent 
to his or her exclusion from the nation-building project.

Within his work, Diego Rivera developed a modern stylization of the human 
#gure, which relied heavily on the picturesque. His romanticized depictions of 
Mexican rural life, along with his palette and stylized compositions, ultimately re-
veal a paternalistic attitude towards the Indian person and his or her role in form-
ing the new Mexican identity. In his essay “Cuauhtémoc Regained,” Christopher 
Fulton thoroughly explains this attitude when he asserts, 

Almost all artists, however, were reluctant to portray the indian as a 
motive force in the development of the nation, and only rarely did 
they glorify speci#c historical #gures from the ancient world. !is 
neglect may be partly ascribed to Vasconcelos’ direct persuasions, 
though it was also the result of a shared sense that national progress 
is invested in the mestizo population, and that indigenous subjects are 
passive spectators of or at most auxiliaries in Mexico’s triumphs and 
achievements.26

Hence, the murals reveal the Indian’s marginal position within the new modern 
Mexico and uncover the contradictions of the pictorial indigenist strategy.

!ese monumental murals manifested the government’s intention to gen-
erate cultural union, and helped reinforce these pictorial narratives as historical 
truths and collective memory through their grandeur. !e scholar Alicia Gaspar 
de Alba eloquently states, “Memory, then, the missing link between the past and 
the future, is what must be restored.”27 In this sense, restoring memory through 
recounting historical episodes was vital in constructing a Mexican identity. How-
ever, the past transgressed by the trauma of the conquest had to be restored and 
idealized in order to create pride in the cultural heritage of the mestizo nation. 
Restoration, then, involved referencing mythologies, histories, and ideologies by 
which the incorporation of the Indian subject—as well as appropriations of Meso-
american iconography—would serve to reinforce the meaning of Mexicanidad.28

!e new sensibility toward the situation indigenous communities faced 
brought about social concern for the integration and role of the Indian in the 
emerging national discourse of the twentieth century. !e success of the publically 
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while on the other, it made evident the prejudice of the “backwardness” of the 
Indian, which was problematic for liberal positives advocating for modernization 
and progress. !e evident contradictions in the attitudes of artists and intellectu-
als towards their native communities in post-Revolutionary discourse points to a 
fundamental challenge in the consolidation of a national identity that promoted 
union in the Republic. Hiding behind the façade of popular arts and local tradi-
tions, the Indian’s lack of recognition and agency in the nation-building project 
further alienated these “marginal” communities from modern day Mexico. 

Appendix 1: Preparatory drawing 
for center panel of Nuestros Dioses, 

Saturnino Herrán, 1914–1918

Appendix 2: Preparatory drawing for le& panel of Nuestros Dioses, 
Saturnino Herrán, 1914–1918

Appendix 3: Preparatory drawing for right panel of Nuestros Dioses, 
Saturnino Herrán, 1914–1918
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Fiction An old wooden trestle bridge crossed over the mouth of the river where 

it met the sea. !e bridge was built in the late 1800’s for a tourist trolley that 
carried passengers from downtown Santa Cruz to the boardwalk at the beach. 
!e tracks actually ran in front of the boardwalk along the beach and then up 
and over the trestle bridge heading south to Capitola. And it was to the trestle 
bridge that my dad took me for the #rst time, when I was eleven, to watch the 
steelhead start their run up the river. We sat with our #shing poles, our legs and 
feet hanging over the sides, talking quietly, when a shimmering $ash of silver 
turning deep blue suddenly appeared over the water like wet lightning striking 
from wave to wave. 

Again a sense of wonder #lled my mind, as I was taken back to an earlier 
time as a child standing in stooped fascination over a rain-gutter puddle, watch-
ing the play of sunlight and water making ripples appear and disappear over the 
puddle’s surface. Wondering if the bubbles rising up were perhaps from gold#sh 
beating their #ns like wings or from a thrown stone skipping once, twice, three 
times to shore. Only to feel the sorrow in the discovery that their true source 
was the worms that had been surprised by the rain and lay wriggling, drowning 
in the storm’s abyss that, only a moment ago, was just a rain puddle and a child 
captured by the ripple fascination. !en, not thinking or knowing why, watching 
my hand reaching down to the white bodies and red veins of the worms, to li& 
them out one by one and lay them gently on the green grass.

!en I hear my father’s voice again, calling me back to the trestle bridge and 
telling me of the mystery of the steelhead, that powerful calling to return to the 
source of $ows, the unhesitant obeying of the inner force that is found within 
us all. He called it “nature’s dance,” the dance of water and light returning home.

One night Dad took me down to the trestle bridge and pointed out the con-
stellations above us. He drew pictures with his #ngers and told me stories of the 
animals and people in the sky. He showed me how to #nd the North Star in the 
Big Dipper to use as a guide if I ever got lost in the dark and couldn’t #nd my way 
home. He told me of the rain that was the earth weeping for her children, of how 
he saw gravity as the love of the universe making stars above and souls below.

 I asked him then what stars were and he said “souls reborn,” and I asked 
him what souls were and he said they were really stars alive on earth, but for 
some reason people just didn’t see. I asked him “Why not?” and he said because 
it seemed that people believed more in words than in their own light. I didn’t 
understand him then, but I remembered watching the rain falling down one 
morning from my bedroom window and seeing Dad standing naked out in a 

Brad David Neily

!e Ripple Fascination

“!e eye has evolved to respond to
the kind of light most available on earth.”

It was the eve of the last steelhead migration up the San Lorenzo River. 
A&er the $ood of ’55, the Army Corp of Engineers had come in and chan-
neled up the banks with dirt, rock, and chunks of concrete. !e river began 
slowly choking up on its own sand and silt, and soon sandbars appeared 

like little islands dotting up the back of the river. During the winter storms, the 
seagulls huddled on them in little groups, looking like church congregations gath-
ered outside on front lawns a&er Sunday morning prayer services. But no bells 
rang, and the resting pools and spawning grounds of the steelhead continued 
slowly vanishing under the mud, their locations forgotten in time like steps stolen 
from ancient ladder bridges that somehow linked the past to the future and the 
future to the past.

!e #rst to notice the diminishment of the steelhead were the #shermen. 
!ey held rallies at the town clock and public fountain across from the downtown 
post o"ce protesting their concern. A report was #led by the Corp that said it 
would cost too much to move the stores and houses built along the riverbank. 
And so nothing was done. !e sandbars grew larger, the seagulls kept meeting and 
praying for rain, the steelhead continued their struggle against the currents, and 
now, time. !e bells remained silent, and the river slowly $owed to death.
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!e sun was just beginning to light up the horizon and I wondered then 
what would happen when the steelhead found their way blocked by the sand and 
couldn’t return home. I imagined that it would be like nature suddenly working 
in reverse, the sun suddenly becoming black, the moon turning blood-red, the 
world without light. !en I felt the strange sensation of becoming awake in my 
own dream and watching myself leaning over the trestle bridge rail and cupping 
my ear, trying to hear the murmurs of the river mouth speaking silently to the sea.

!e wind pushes my hair back, a black whisper moving through trees, some-
where near and far away, as if calling someone’s name from an underwater canyon, 
but I just can’t quite hear it over the pounding of the ocean, the touch of a wet 
breeze upon my skin, watching my body $oating above the trestle bridge. I am a 
diver suddenly suspended in an ocean chasm, a star rising and $oating above the 
earth now, turning with the moon and the sun in space all at the same time, be-
yond time, no time. Gravity as the love of the universe beating beating beating as 
the poetic heart of the universe whispering to us all without words that there is so 
much more than what appears to our human vision, that little bit of eyelight busily 
mapping out some errant detail that misses the silent passing of light in us all. 

Suddenly I am a child again, caught in the ripple fascination, a fallen leaf 
rippling downstream, endlessly searching yet never knowing the source of $ows. 
Stopping the world and freezing time into one concentrated moment as my eyes 
are drawn back to the sun that isn’t a sun anymore but is a blue ball of living 
lightning connecting and piercing through my open eyes and touching every cell 
in my body until I am connected, $oating in space as the sun, the earth, and the 
moon. !is pyramid triangle and I, surrendering the eye, captured and connected 
by the ripple fascination, becoming what I was and ever will be: the dance of water 
and light returning home.

#eld by our driveway, his arms raised toward the clouds and his red hair turning 
brown as he yelled “STOP!” over and over again.

!en Dad went down to Big Sur to #sh, and when he #nally returned home, 
he told Mom and me about following a glowworm upstream deep into the forest. 
And getting really cold, he followed this small ball of blue light that strangely ap-
peared and led him to a deer’s den where he lay with them to get warm. He told of 
#nding an elder man and woman living in a teepee on top of a mountain, and how 
time had stopped and the earth turned into a copper cone with the sun on top and 
the moon on the bottom. !en Mom was crying as the police and some other men 
came and just took Dad away. Mom was le& just holding me and telling me she was 
sorry, so sorry. She didn’t want me to worry but Dad was sick and was going to the 
hospital. But no one knew how long because no one knew what Dad was sick from.

And so the steelhead season began and I was going alone for the #rst time 
without Dad. I remember peering out through my window into the early morning 
and sitting by the kitchen woodstove to warm my clothes as I got dressed. It was 
about a three-mile hike down to the trolley bridge. I walked along the railroad 
tracks illuminated by the moon into shiny black ribbons disappearing into the 
murky fog ahead. Fog, the cold color of grey surrounding you completely that 
gives the eerie sense of moving forward and backward at the same time. 

In Santa Cruz, the fog had a consistent pattern of movement, thick in the 
morning until mid-a&ernoon when the sun would #nally burn through to reveal 
a clear day of coastal mountain redwoods and the blue ocean of Monterey Bay. 
!en around four in the a&ernoon, the fog would start creeping back in, laying 
in wisps of white grey clouds low to the ground, smoothing out the corners of 
quaint Victorian houses built right on the San Lorenzo’s cli' edge. !e fog seemed 
to embrace and transform them into grotesque caricatures of grinning wooden 
skulls rather than quaint little rows of brightly colored beach houses. Below them, 
the railroad tracks and trestle bridge met at the river mouth. !at’s where the best 
#shing was, Dad had told me, where the river met the sea and undercut the banks 
into pools where the steelhead rested before beginning the voyage up to their 
spawning grounds.

!e stars were still out, white tacks holding back the night into loose folds, 
a black parachute suspending the moon by invisible silk threads. I could barely 
make out the vague forms of #shermen below, hearing their low urgent voices 
dri&ing up as pieces of conversation—someone cursing something about a hung 
line, a can of worms lost, sudden bursts of laughter muted into gurgles and swal-
lowed up by the river mouth.
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Non!ction Materials:

In addition to my primary text, I consulted three theoretical texts in conducting 
my experiment:

1) Mikhail Bakhtin’s “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel” from 
!e Dialogic Imagination
2) Franco Moretti’s Graphs, Maps, Trees
3) Edward Said’s Orientalism

I began my project with a thorough reading of my primary text. “!e Lascar” is a 
short yet complex narrative poem, which moves its protagonist through a range 
of emotional extremes and across a varied geographical landscape. My research 
question emerged out of this initial reading because I noticed that the text is 
punctuated with moments of intense a'ect and meticulously detailed descrip-
tions of time and landscape. I immediately thought of Bakhtin’s concept of the 
chronotope2—“the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships 
that are artistically expressed in literature”3—and was able to identify ostensible 
features of both the idyllic and the road chronotope in “!e Lascar.” However, 
my preliminary interrogation of these features revealed that Robinson’s poem 
does not straightforwardly adhere to either chronotope. 

Upon realizing this inconsistency, I decided it would be helpful if I could see 
the way the Lascar moves through the poem. Moretti’s method of constructing 
maps of literary texts seemed an apt way to aid my visualization. Not only did 
Moretti’s experiments in mapping provide a precedent which I could emulate 
and alter to suit my own inquiry, his conclusions outlined what literary maps 
can do: ideally they can be “more than the sum of their parts: they will possess 
‘emerging’ qualities, which [are] not visible at the lower level.”4 I hope that by ex-
perimenting with maps of “!e Lascar,” the data I continue to gather will provide 
‘emerging’ insight into the text’s divergence from typical idyllic or road chrono-
topes. Brie$y, the idyllic chronotope is a static and insulated time/space rela-
tionship, self-su"cient and idealized. It is most commonly rural, and Bakhtin 
identi#es four primary sub-idylls, which are frequently found in combination: 
the pastoral love idyll, the agricultural idyll, the cra&-work idyll, and the family 
idyll. !e road chronotope, conversely, is one of chance and movement. It is the 
time/space of intersecting class, religion, race, age, etc., where such oppositions 
collapse and the course of time is fused with a projected course of space. Of-
ten the road chronotope is employed metaphorically to represent the passage of 
time, of a life, of history. 

Wendy Byrnes

Mapping Mary Robinson’s 
“!e Lascar”

A Literary-Scienti!c Inquiry

While recent literary theory was turning for inspiration towards 
French and German metaphysics, I kept thinking that there was actu-
ally much more to be learned from the natural and the social sciences. 

—Franco Moretti, Graphs, Maps, Trees

Question:

In the introduction to Graphs, Maps, Trees, Franco Moretti proposes three in-
novative and controversial approaches to literary history and criticism: “a trio of 
arti#cial constructs—graphs, maps, and trees—in which the reality of the text un-
dergoes a process of deliberate reduction and abstraction.”1 While Moretti does 
not claim to perform purely scienti#c work, his borrowing of scienti#c models 
in order to produce reduced and/or abstracted constructs from literary materi-
als allows critics to pursue new lines of inquiry and to see the elements of text 
under analysis in, at times, surprising con#gurations. In this report, I take up 
Moretti’s challenge to apply scienti#c methodologies to literary analysis. Employ-
ing the basic scienti#c method, I perform three literary mapping experiments on 
Mary Robinson’s lyrical tale entitled “!e Lascar” in order to answer the follow-
ing question: How does the Imperial context of Robinson’s poem bolster and/or 
complicate Bakhtin’s concept of chronotope?
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this map in order to fully assess whether or not Robinson subscribes to what Said 
calls a “vision of reality whose structure promoted the di'erence between the famil-
iar (Europe, the West, ‘us’) and the strange (the Orient, the East, ‘them’).”7

My second map (Figure 2) illustrates the relationship between time and space 
in “!e Lascar.” !rough my close readings, I observed how the text explicitly marks 
the passage of time by stating the position of the sun. I began this map by simply 
plotting mentions of the sun onto the solar cycle of one day; only a&er I complet-
ed this did I realize the Lascar’s “Pilgrimage” (line 88) marks the #nal twenty-four 
hours of his life. He sets out when “!e morn had scarcely shed its rays” (line 85) 
and dies just a&er “the Sun begins to rise” (line 277) the following day. Once I es-
tablished the temporal parameters of the narrative, I plotted its key events along the 
circular timeline. Since the second stanza of part two is a dream, I placed it outside 
the movement of time because it technically belongs to a di'erent chronotope (for 
this I propose a dream chronotope). I noticed that the most devastating events of the 
narrative occur at noon and midnight, so I decided it might be helpful to also plot 
emblems of a'ect onto the map. !e blue droplets represent the occurrence in the 
text of tears or sighs or groans, and the red droplets represent blood. I labeled the 
day and night halves of the map according to Robinson’s diction: “A day / Of dready 
Sorrow” (lines 1–2) and “O! Pitying Night” (line 37).

Figure 3 plots the Lascar’s pilgrimage (the road chronotope) explicitly in the 
landscape, with attention to the boundaries, buildings, and natural features of the 

One of the major di'erences between the idyll in “!e Lascar” and in Bakhtin’s 
formulation is that the character moving through and within the idyllic landscape 
is not tied to the idyll “by the age-old rooting of the life of generations to a single 
place.”5 !e Lascar is transplanted into the picturesque, beautiful, rural idyll of the 
poem; he is violently removed from the land he identi#es with in the way Bakhtin 
describes. Because of this fact, I consulted Said’s Orientalism and believe his insight 
into the ways in which “such locales, regions, geographical sectors as ‘Orient’ and 
‘Occident’ are man-made”6 in order to generate arti#cial cultural hierarchies—with 
Western culture at the apex and exotic “other” cultures as inverted or backward ver-
sions of this pinnacle—can aid my analysis of the data my maps provide. 

Hypothesis:

!e hypothesis tested in my literary mapping experiment is as follows:
“!e Lascar” disrupts traditional chronotopes in an orientalist fashion. Speci#-

cally, the text depicts the oriental landscape as an inversion of the occidental and, 
therefore, presents the introduction of an oriental #gure into an occidental land-
scape as destructive. 

Procedure:

In order to test my hypothesis, I #rst generated a map that would bring into relief 
any contrast between the text’s portrayal of England and of India. By compiling the 
$ora, fauna, and other landscape features attributed to both nations in the poem, I 
generated Figure 1. Using only Robinson’s diction, and the phrases the narrator and 
the Lascar use to describe both locations, including the countries’ outlines, I created 
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!e plants, animals, and landscapes attributed to England surprised me when 
isolated within my map. I noticed the following:

• Humans in England (when both narrator and Lascar speak) are almost al-
ways described according to title or occupation (Lord, Pastor, Swains, Porter, 
Trav’ller).

• !e Lascar calls English people “monsters” (line 252) and “Christian savage” 
(line 37), but he also calls England “this smiling land.”

• Of all the animals mentioned (Owlet, bat, Lark, insects, $ocks, dogs, #erce 
Masti'), only those that have been domesticated by humans (dogs, Masti') 
present the Lascar with any danger. Also, the only ones who cannot $y are 
domesticated.

• !e woods are described repeatedly as “shelt’ring” (lines 200, 213).
• Urban space (City) is referenced twice in England; also a village. Neither is 

attributed to India.

Figure 2
With my preliminary observation of a contrast between sympathetic landscape 
and unsympathetic human #gures arising from the juxtaposition in Figure 1, I 
turned to Figure 2. !e additional element of time brought several intriguing 
features of the text into relief:

• !e pilgrimage lasts the duration of one solar cycle. !e Lascar’s appeal at 
the close of his opening lamentation sets up the ironic pathos inherent in 
his demise: “!en wherefore cruel Briton, say, / Compel my aching heart to 
stay? / To-morrow’s Sun – may rise, to see – / !e famish’d Lascar, blest as 
thee!” (lines 81–84). “To-morrow’s Sun” sees only further su'ering for the 
Lascar, and ultimately his murder.

• All tears, sighs, and groans occur when the sun is in the sky.
• !e Lascar is turned away from the Lord’s house and from the church at 

high noon. A traveller stabs him at midnight. !e worst su'erings occur at 
temporal extremes. Blood is only referenced at these times.

• !e occurrences of “blood” at noon are twice associated with the Masti', 
who is “eager to bathe his fangs in blood” (line 132) and “eager to scatter 
human blood” (line 152).

• Tears and sighs cluster around the purpling hours of dawn and twilight; 
liminal times.

landscape he encounters or traverses. I began mapping with the #rst narrative 
movement (a&er the conclusion of the Lascar’s opening lamentation [lines 1–84]), 
when “from the City’s den he ran” (line 86). Again, I retained Robinson’s original 
diction and spelling in my labels. 

Observations:

Figure 1
With regard to the $ora and fauna attributed to India (in the voice of the Lascar), 
a few things are noteworthy: 

• Both the “tow’ring aloes” (line 43) the “broad palm Trees” (line 45) provide 
a place where “Sun and Shade delicious blend” (line 46); moreover, aloe has 
long been used to alleviate pain associated with sunburn. 

• !e “Banyan tree” (line 69) is distinguished by the way its branches drop 
shoots to the earth, which in turn thicken and bolster the parent branch, 
thus evoking an image of familial strength. 

• !e “wavy Ganges” (line 66) is of deep religious signi#cance to Hindus, who 
make pilgrimages to its banks in order to cleanse themselves of sin.

• “Tanyan” (line 65) is a variant spelling of Tanghan, which is a small yet re-
markably strong horse native to Tibet and Bhutan.

• !e only references to the presence of humans are “Parent” (line 42) and 
“mother” (line 65).
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the Lascar. !e Lascar’s tragic life is not a simple narrative of an alien in an in-
hospitable environment; rather, his su'ering throughout is the result of human 
callousness. !is contrast between natural and human-made threats in England is 
epitomized by the presence of a single threatening non-human animal: the Mas-
ti'. !e #erce guard-dog is not naturally aggressive toward the Lascar; humans 
have trained it to be so. 

Additionally, while the presence of camels, tanghans, aloes, palm trees, and 
banyan trees all emphasize the exoticness of India, none are inaccurately located 
there. Although my intuition suspected I would #nd at least one of these objects 
was not native to India—speci#cally, I believed the aloe tree only occurred natu-
rally in Africa—they all, in fact, are indigenous to south-east Asia. While Robin-
son does conjure an image of di'erence, she does it accurately and speci#cally, 
without generic, sweeping Orientalist symbolism. 

Observing all these words and phrases in abstraction, removed from the nar-
rative $ow, I noticed there is a strong motif of family (explicitly in the mention 
of parent and mother, but also symbolically in the Banyan tree) and of traditional 
religious pilgrimage (the Ganges) embedded in the Indian landscape. !ese fea-
tures indicate the idyllic chronotope can be located in the far-o' India of “!e 
Lascar.” !e interweaving of a tree and a river with familial cycles and cyclical 
patterns of human migration conforms to Bakhtin’s third distinctive feature of the 
idyllic chronotope: “the conjoining of human life with the life of nature, the unity 
of their rhythm.”8 !e text, however, resists a simpli#ed identi#cation of India-as-
idyll in my map of the Lascar’s “Pilgrimage” (line 88), which notably leads him to 
a riverbank, onto an English landscape.9 Viewed this way, Robinson’s poem enacts 
a destruction of the idyll in favour of a transnational sensibility. Where I expected 
to create a map revealing imperial orientalism, the text instead generated a trans-
national deconstruction of geographically conceptualized binaries.

When I re-plotted this data onto a temporal map, my hypothesis was chal-
lenged yet again. !e assumption that produced my hypothesis was that the Las-
car’s destruction resulted from his character violating Bakhtin’s conceit that “in 
the idyll, as a rule, there were no heroes alien to the idyllic world.”10 Attention 
to the convergence of time and space throughout the poem, however, exposed a 
di'erent pattern entirely. Upon noticing the concentration of signs of su'ering 
during daylight hours, I returned to the text and isolated descriptions of the sun. 
I found the following adjectives describing the sun: “Sickly” (line 4), “gaudy” (13), 
“temper’d” (19), “broad” (78), “hot” (170). !e word “night,” by contrast, is only 

Figure 3
While the previous map emphasizes the cyclical nature of the Lascar’s pilgrimage, 
Figure 3 treats the journey as linear. !is alternative abstraction of the major plot 
points reinforces my observations sparked by the previous maps, and also accen-
tuates new features:

• Firstly, a visualization of the Lascar’s path makes it clear that he avoids 
densely populated areas. He $ees the “City’s din” in the two enjambed open-
ing lines of his pilgrimage (lines 85–86), and the villagers only come across 
his corpse when they have exited the village boundaries in the #nal stanza. 

• What appeared in the previous maps to be a failure of the general English 
population’s sensibility is revealed on this map to be a series of institutional 
failures (emblematized by the Lord [state] and the Pastor [church]). !e 
Lord’s home represents “all the pride of State” (line 126), while the church is 
characterized as a place “where Religion smil’d around” (line 202). 

• !e Lascar is refused entry into both of these spaces: #rst, by a literal Porter 
and a domesticated guard dog, then by a Pastor (gate-keeper of Protestant 
religious experience?). He is, however, o'ered shelter by Nature, as repre-
sented in the text by the woods. 

• His “Pilgrimage” ends by a river, mimicking the movement of the Hindu 
pilgrimage to the Ganges.

Analysis:

How does the data gathered by abstracting temporal and geographical space from 
the text inform my attempt to situate “!e Lascar” within discourses of chrono-
tope and orientalism? Firstly, Figure 1 refuted the #rst assumption of my hypoth-
esis—that the text depicts the oriental landscape as an inversion of the occidental. 
I expected to uncover a marked contrast between Orient and Occident in these 
maps, but my results were actually far more complex and interesting than a simple 
binary. Rather than portray India as a backward or wild inversion of the English 
landscape, Robinson draws subtle parallels between the two. While geographi-
cally India and England are depicted as possessing di'erent plants/animals/land-
scapes, the signi#cance of this di'erence is overshadowed by a di'erent contrast 
within the map of England. !e text does not suggest that the Lascar (an “oriental” 
element) does not belong in the English landscape. Rather, the English landscape 
(“this smiling land”) is quite hospitable to the Lascar. Like the aloe and the palm 
tree in India, the dew and the trees in England collaborate to soothe and protect 
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requires interpretation and, therefore, does not automatically produce analysis. 
Rather, this experiment in what I’ve termed “literary-scienti#c inquiry” has prov-
en that modes of abstraction can generate far more nuanced and, indeed, accurate 
analyses of original text than literary analysis alone because the scienti#c method 
emphasizes antagonizing one’s own assumptions. !e cyclical nature of scienti#c 
investigation, the perpetual testing and re-testing until a de#nitive conclusion is 
reached, precludes forced interpretations. Generating and reading literary maps 
forces the critic to launch her or his criticism from subtle evidence present in the 
text, which might otherwise have been obscured by the critic’s preexisting theo-
retical frameworks. 

NOTES
1 Franco Moretti, Graphs, Maps, Trees, (Brooklyn: Verso, 2005), 2.
2 Recognizing that Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination treats novels and not poetry, I be-

lieve his theories can be productively applied to poetic texts. Robinson’s Lyrical Tales 
blend the genre of lyric poetry with that of the tale, meaning that they are driven largely 
by narrative. While chronotope might not be a useful category of analysis for a standard 
lyric poem, it can prove productive for a lyrical tale.

3  Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination (Austin: Texas UP, 1982), 84.
4  Franco Moretti, Graphs, Maps, Trees, 53.
5  Bakhtin, Mikhail, The Dialogic Imagination, 225.
6  Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1994), 5.
7  Ibid., 43.
8  Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 226.
9  See Figure 3.
10  Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 231.
11  The full passage reads as follows: 

“!e breezes kiss’d his sable breast, 
While his scorch’d feet the cold dew prest; 
!e waving $ow’rs so& tears display’d” (lines 173–5).

12  Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 245.

once preceded by an adjective—“pitying” (line 36). I also noticed that the “Suns” 
as characters with agency in this text are “Europe’s Suns” (line 75). So, while in 
isolation “Europe’s Suns” may appear to suggest that the sun over Europe is hostile 
toward the Lascar, the surrounding observations on my maps suggest this phrase 
would be more consistent with the rest of the text’s landscape when read parono-
mastically (i.e., Europe’s Sons). 

Although abstracting the tears, sighs, and groans from the text allowed me 
to visualize them in temporal space and, therefore, notice this pattern, a useful 
analysis of the maps required I turn once more to the textual context of these signs 
within the poem itself. Speci#cally, I needed to identify which characters enact 
the emotional gestures. While the majority of the tears and sighs, and the only 
groan, are all issued by the Lascar, the only other #gure to shed tears is, notably, 
the “$ow’rs.”11 !is aligns with my earlier observation that the landscape demon-
strates sensibility, even in the absence of sensibility among the human population. 

I initially constructed Figure 3 in order to visually represent the road chro-
notope in the text. While the text—written in English for a British audience—
adheres to Bakhtin’s assertion that “the road is always one that passes through 
familiar territory, and not through some exotic alien world,”12 the #gure passing 
through said familiar territory is transplanted there from an exotic alien world. 
I anticipated that my map would illustrate the ways in which this deviation from 
the chronotopic norm reinforces orientalist attitudes, but I was again mistaken. 
Instead, the Lascar’s journey constitutes a critique of orientalist attitudes. When 
he is refused entry to the Lord’s luxurious home and turned away from the church, 
the text emphasizes the hypocrisy involved in refusing to extend sympathy to an 
“other.” When the Pastor o'ers the Lascar no aid, the narrator reports, “!at tears 
had little pow’r to speak / When trembling, on a sable cheek!” (line 157). !e fact 
that the Lascar’s journey forces him to encounter symbols of church and state, as 
I observed above, suggests a critique of institutionalized British attitudes toward 
colonial subjects.

Conclusion:

My experiment dismantled my hypothesis. In the course of making and analyz-
ing my maps of “!e Lascar,” I demonstrated the validity of Moretti’s claim that 
while “the map is not itself an explanation . . . it o'ers a model of the narrative 
universe which rearranges its components in a non-trivial way, and may bring 
some hidden patterns to the surface” (Moretti 53–54). !e map, like the text itself, 
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Snake

Can we say prayers for Snake?
she asked a&er mass from the card-table
altar underneath the basketball hoop—
still insu"cient funds for church roof repairs.

Sign a card for Snake? she asked,
through yellow teeth, as we streamed 
past her into Sunday a&ernoon.
Snake had been her sponsor, her savior.
‘Happy Birthday, Captain’ was crossed out.
No envelope. Drops of rain had pushed 
the colors around. A cartoon pirate 
grinned: braid for a beard, peg 
for a leg, hook for a hand.
Snake had never seen the ocean.

He’d missed his chances to die young:
no itch of shrapnel inching 
up through his back, no motorcycle
wreck under an eighteen-wheeler,    
no bar-room knife #ght over a moody
deck of cards. Just an old man 
with pneumonia, his ribs
pushing through the hospital sheets,
a tattooed massacre now so&
at the edges. He remembered how
his mother would insist he take o' 
his shoes so as not to muddy the $oor.
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get to hear a story at bedtime. !eir favorites were those in which the sacred boy 
adventured across the country and beyond. His battles with the barbarous Tatars. 
Seasonal excursions to the south to hunt Caspian tigers. Smoking somniferum in 
the Ottoman courts. His seduction of the Princess of Vasaria, which bore him his 
two favorite sons. Of course, they liked to suppose they were these two sons, heirs 
to a vast combined fortune.

“Are we going to be rulers when we grow up?”
“Of course, Nikolasha. You are descended from boyars, ancient nobles. Vladi-

mir will be czar and you will be czarevich.”
“Czarevich?”
“It means you are the little king. You are to be cherished and protected.”
At the time, Vlad understood this tale as his family’s fable, a story told to give 

meaning to their lives, to make medicine a bit more tolerable, but through life in 
the city he came to know it as a form of fate, as preordained as the count of hours 
in a day and the rotation of the earth. Day becomes night and then day again. And 
who would rebel against the night?

�

Another springtime dawn prepared itself on the other side of the great steppe, but 
for now the streets were still dark, busy and jubilant with Saturday night’s carous-
ers, a Saturday that seemed to have been going steady since the formal dissolution 
of the Union that winter.

Vlad walked home from the hospital at a fast clip with his brother’s medicine 
hidden beneath his peacoat. Since the dissolution, Nicholas had been bedridden 
and required his medicine twice as o&en; without it, his skin took on a #lmy trans-
lucence that eventually broke into $aking and abscesses. When medicine didn’t 
take, Vlad resorted to a home remedy he learned from his father, one their an-
cestors had turned to during bad spells. A medley of animal parts—ox marrow, 
pig’s blood, chicken hearts, lamb o'al—plus whatever vegetables were available. 
Once this stew reduced to a gelatinous stock, they would stir in three hundred and 
thirty-three poppy seeds, “no more, no less,” their father cautioned. Counting out  
the seeds was the boys’ responsibility, and Vlad would shoulder Nicholas out of 
the way for the privilege. In the blurred, uncountable years since arriving in the 
city, medicine may have been inconsistent and rations meager, but never had both 
medicine and folk remedy failed them, that is, until now.

!e sun inched over the horizon and the city became a quilt of gray build-
ings, among which only the onion-capped cathedrals stood out. !e city wouldn’t 

Nick Greer

Bloodline

As Nicholas and Vlad’s father told it, their family su'ered from a rare 
disease, an ancient one passed through their bloodline by Caspian 
princes. !ese were the type of men who rode bareback on wild 
stallions and took Circassian peasants to bed as their whims dic-

tated. It was from one of these unions that the disease came into being. A child 
was born with such brilliant milky skin, blue eyes, and full black hair that the holy 
man who had overseen the birth declared him sacred and named him Myrtho—
god of covenant and guardian of cattle. Unlike the other bastards, who were gladly 
forgotten and le& to quiet lives in the thatched cottages that speckled the hillsides, 
the sacred boy was invited to live in the castle and, in time, became a prince him-
self, thus starting the line that would give the Kashcheevs their august name but 
also their greatest weakness.

“What happened to the mother?” Vlad asked.
“She did not live in the castle.”
“Why not?”
“She was a peasant. !at was the way life worked back then. !e peasants 

pledged loyalty to the nobles and in turn they received protection from the harms 
of the world—neighboring #efdoms, famine, disease. !is was just their world.”

“Did she ever see her son?”
“No,” he said, not without a sense of remorse, “it was not allowed.”
!ough their father usually reserved stories about the sacred boy for the holi-

days—Koljada, Kupala, and, the most cherished, Radonica—if Nicholas and Vlad 
took their evening medicine without complaint, and asked politely, they might 
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“Niko, are you ready for your medicine?”
“V, I thought you’d never return!” His brother was propped up against the 

metal headboard. Vlad could tell it had taken him some e'ort to get into this posi-
tion. “Did you have any trouble with the pharmacists?”

“No trouble this time. !at horrible lady wasn’t working tonight.” He pulled 
the medicine from its hiding place and set it in a metal bowl. A&er a few yanks 
he was able to open the kitchen window. With his keys to the hospital’s custodial 
closet he chiseled ice from the sill and collected the chunks in the bowl, burying 
the medicine until it was faint and rosy.

“I’ve been a little dizzy today, but there are no $akes.” He pulled an arm from 
beneath the covers to show o' its smoothness. Vlad admired the limb as he would 
a gemstone. Veins were visible beneath the skin, little alpine rivers that led back to 
a vast lake with waters so deep they were purple.

“Leave your arm out. !is will only take a minute.”
He #lled a stockpot with water and while he waited for it to boil, he wheeled 

the IV from its hiding place in the closet, behind the tattered ermine coat Nicho-
las hadn’t worn since they #rst emigrated to the city. When the water boiled, he 
dropped the butter$y needle in, counted to #&een, and #shed it out with a spoon.

Nicholas squirmed under his shell of blankets.
“But I don’t like the medicine. It tastes bitter!” !is was a game they some-

times played, Nicholas acting the petulant child, Vlad impersonating their father’s 
steady baritone.

“Come now, Nikolasha. If you take your medicine you will live forever.”
!ey had a laugh and continued the procedure. !e needle tracked easily 

against Nicholas’s prominent veins and soon medicine raced through the catheter. 
His sallow face bloomed with color and his teeth ceased their chattering. His eyes 
grew heavy and lidded until he looked like an infant about to open its eyes for the 
#rst time and take in the world.

“What about you?” Nicholas asked.
“Don’t worry about me, little king, the broth will be enough for today.”
“Alright then . . .”
!ey shared the bed and watched whatever movies were on television while 

daylight threatened to enter through pesky gaps in the shutters. !e movie was 
American and took place somewhere arid. Men rode horses and there were can-
yons and mesas with impossibly $at tops.

“V?”
“Yes, Niko?”

thaw into swamp for another month, but those on the streets were dressed for the 
occasion. Young women in skirts that ended abruptly halfway down their thighs 
did not bother with hose. Men wore thin red tracksuits that matched their $ushed 
cheeks. !eir de#ance would have been inspiring were it not for the slight tremors 
they emitted while waiting for a comrade to pass the $ask, and their lips, chapped 
and, in some cases, bleeding. Vlad passed a movie poster advertising a couple 
locked in an opulent embrace. He scowled at the pair, a pert American girl and her 
pale Slavic paramour. !is is what we want to see, he thought, a tawdry romance 
with the West: Romanov and Juliet. 

“Hey, you! Bum!” a man with a sparse beard called out. “Stop staring at my 
girl. Go get your own.” He hissed at Vlad, who was unaware he had been staring. 
!is girl, who hung limply from the man’s arm, must have been at least a decade 
his junior. She still had the #ne body hairs of a child and they glowed yellow in 
the morning light. While most considered Vlad a beggar of some kind—if they 
considered him at all—this girl stared with distant empathy. She rotated her arm 
out, showing o' a surprising paleness broken only by a constellation of bruises 
and cuts, as if to say, me too, me too.

Vlad apologized and ducked into a side street that brought him to Sitnij. 
His way home would take him through more than one homeless colony. !ese 
congregations typically announced themselves by the smell of unwashed bodies 
and kerosene, which kept rubbish lit when newspaper ran out. He turned le& up 
another alley to #nd a group of "ërnyje sharing the warmth of such a trash-can 
#re. !eir shelter was the demolished storefront of what must have once been a 
pharmacy or a church, judging by the dull green cross that hung from the aw-
ning. !e addicts watched him with joyless yet knowing eyes as he rushed along. 
!ese vagrants had surfaced in large numbers since the dissolution. !ey must 
have existed all along to be so prevalent now—indeed this group had the look of 
long-time su'erers, faces pocked and arms slack like #sh on a wire waiting to be 
smoked—but their presence was still a shock to the newly awakened city. A&er so 
much su'ering, citizens were ready to be healed, and addicts stood in opposition 
of such progress.

Two streets beyond was Vlad’s building, a cosmopolitan French imitation 
turned block housing, and now mostly empty as young people found jobs and 
started families in new neighborhoods. He climbed the spiral staircase to the 
fourth $oor where he noticed somebody had le& candy wrappers on the landing. 
Even before he squeezed between the plywood cover and the wall, he could hear 
Nicholas’s labored breathing, shallow and unstable as a tide pool.
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belief and the orthodoxy of the state, stoked by the vitriol of Mr. Rudometkin, the 
town’s minister. !eir belief emboldened them to speak harshly of the opulence 
and corruption in the cities up north, though few ventured to the lowlands. To 
ease this tension, their father was careful to nest his treatments in the traditions 
he learned by chatting up the wives. He harvested leeches for patients who only 
accepted bloodletting. When administering the drugs the oblast delivered in bulk 
shipments twice a year, he crushed the pills and packed the powder into tonics, 
poultices, and salves. He advocated that patients take doses in accordance with the 
cycles of the moon or with special potpourris beneath their beds for good luck. He 
even accepted payment in livestock and jars of $avorless pickles the family ate out 
of courtesy and curiosity. !e boys rarely pried as to why a man of his talents and 
nobility would condescend to such a level, but when they did, he grew morose and 
told his boys it was the duty of the blessed to protect their lessers. 

“And besides, we always have sin to atone for.”
!eir father was careful but he was also prideful. He lectured about the im-

portance of service as if the townsfolk were their vassals.
“Our disease is not the only threat we know. You boys are special and these 

peasants will be jealous of your smarts and skills so you must, must, do as they 
do. If they eat sausage but you think it tastes like sand, eat it anyway and don’t 
say a word. If they think it’s cold outside, but you are comfortable, make sure to 
shiver and go ‘brrr’ with them. !is is how you will keep their trust. Maintain your 
sangfroid.”

“What is a ‘zangfrod’?” Nicholas asked.
“Sangfroid. It’s French. It means you should keep your composure.”
It was not di"cult to get along with adults, but children could sense their 

di'erence, the rari#ed air they breathed. !e town had its bullies, big brutish boys 
who smelled like the onions and tubers they helped their fathers uproot when not 
at school.

“Ivan called me a bot$y,” Vlad announced. “I want to hurt him.”
“Is that Ilia’s son?”
“Yes. Mr. Grymzin.”
“Ivan only knows what a bot$y is because they live in his daddy’s bed. Ignore 

him. Mr. Grymzin is a drinker and a farmer. Everybody needs food. We anger 
him, we anger the whole town.”

“!at’s not fair.”
“But it is our birthright. We su'er quietly so others don’t have to. !at is what 

nobles do.” 

“Should we move to the West?”
“You’re much too sick to leave your bed, much less the city. Besides, we only 

know Russian.”
“We know a little English.”
“Just because we watch American movies now doesn’t mean we speak the 

language.”
“Don’t talk to me like I’m a baby. I know more than you think.” He looked 

away as he said this, and Vlad couldn’t help but laugh.
“Oh ya? Try some.”
“Alright. I’ve been practicing while you’re at work.” He steeled himself and 

made a #st. “Try that cowboy shit with me, fucker, and you can kiss these goodbye.”
Vlad cackled. “!at’s pretty good. What does it mean?”
“Oh, I don’t know!”
!ey laughed, and though its sound was echoless, needy in a way, Vlad 

thought it might be enough to carry them to tomorrow.

�

Like so many of the city’s vagabonds, Nicholas and Vlad grew up in a village on 
the other side of the country. With a population below #ve hundred and tucked 
among the ongoing parentheses of the Caucasus Mountains, Arkhyz was passed 
over by traders and conquerors alike. !e town’s only institutional knowledge of 
the outside was a world map in the central lodge. Nationless and hand-drawn, its 
measurements were exaggerated and inaccurate, depicting the mountains as the 
only feature of an otherwise $at earth. Arkhyz was a snow globe, the inside pro-
tected by the same glass that distorted the view of the outside.

Vlad and his brother’s world was at once smaller and more grand. !ey were 
reclusive and modest boys, spending most of their time at the cottage, but their 
father’s stories showed them how marvelous and large the earth could be. Close 
scrapes with bandits while caravanning across the country. His school days in St. 
Petersburg. Travels to the gilded cities of the West. He too was named Myrtho, and 
so his life took on an epic texture the boys wished for themselves. His stories were 
the telescope around which they huddled, taking turns observing far-o' palaces 
and oceans, all the way to the end of the world.

!eir father was the town’s physician and thus took the role of surgeon, 
apothecary, and whatever else was expected of him. He took special care when 
he served as midwife, and as such earned the trust of the women. As a rule, the 
villagers did not trust educated men. !ey observed a muddled hybrid of folk 
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“Don’t play dumb. You live in Sitnij Market in that disgusting cave of a build-
ing. !e city is thinking about condemning it.”

“You followed me?” He felt sick, out of body. !ere is a certain savagery to all 
people, he hated to acknowledge, but it’s always there, dormant but clever, looking 
for excuses to gush out.

“I saw you take something last week. You stu'ed it in your jacket.”
“!at was my pay. I can’t walk around the market with it in my hand, $apping 

in the wind.”
“Liar. Give me your arm.”
Vlad extended his arm in confusion more than cooperation. Despite the fe-

rocity within, or perhaps as a means to contain it, his body went slack. An animal 
playing dead. !e woman unbuttoned his sleeve and rolled it up to his biceps. 
Something gleamed in her free hand.

“If you’re clean, then the tests will tell. Blood doesn’t lie.”

�

“Hey you, bot$y,” Ivan said, packing a snowball in his gloved hands. 
“Oh, hello, Ivan.” Vlad spoke nonchalantly, though there could be only one 

reason for Ivan to follow them into the woods. It wouldn’t have been di"cult to 
overtake them by cutting through the brush.

“I see you two like to take the scenic route. So you can spend time with your cous-
ins?” He threw the snowball at a dead piece of wood and spiders evacuated en masse.

“!ere is no good reason.”
“Of course there is a good reason. !is is where you do your evil. Out in the 

woods with spirits.”
“What are you talking about?”
“My daddy says you—your whole family—you’re bad. Lower than shit.”
“If that’s so, then why are we boyars?”
“Ha! I don’t see any castles around.”
“At least we’re not farmers who smell like our cows’ shit.”
Ivan cracked his back by rolling his shoulders and approached them. Vlad sent 

Nicholas to cover behind a bush.
“At least I don’t suck igla for its juice.”
Vlad moved faster and more precisely than he knew was possible. Smaller than 

Ivan, he had to jump and wrap himself around the older boy’s shoulders, but a&er a 
moment of gnashing, he felt them sink to the ground where he had full range of the 
boy’s throat and face.

!ese dictums lasted Vlad until the bullies grew into adolescents. !ey still 
had the minds of children, but the bodies of men, which they wore like new par-
kas they would need to grow into. Vlad and Nicholas were obvious targets—good 
at school and incapable of #lling out their drawn boyish frames. !ough Arkhyz 
had no alleys to scuttle down, Vlad used the rock outcrops and copses north of 
town to make cover for their walks to and from school. He led his brother by the 
hand because Nicholas was afraid, not of Ivan and his goons, but of the tree trunks 
le& from seasonal logging. He was convinced they were rows of teeth.

“But what if the world is one big monster? Wouldn’t the forest be the beard? 
We should hide.”

“!ere is no need. If the world is a monster, where are its eyes? It’s no monster 
if it can’t see you!”

But the world was monstrous, its many eyes set in the skulls of peasants and 
nobles alike. If he didn’t know it then, he surely knew it now. He had seen the 
ghosts men make of curtains that catch the wrong breeze. How the shadows of a 
lea$ess birch are claws, about to constrict. And maybe if he kept Niko cloistered 
away from their gaze, safe in his bed, he would stay a boy forever.

�

Vlad leaned his mop against the wall and pressed his face against the clear glass 
of the refrigerator. !e pouches of medicine hung on clips like sleeping bats, pro-
tected by a cocoon of wings. He could feel his own pangs rise re$exively within 
him, but smothered this need with the image of his Niko, eyes jaundiced and skin 
like candle wax, making the e'ort to sit up to greet him. !e following night he 
would be o' and have no reason to be at the hospital. Should I take an extra to last 
us, he wondered, gripping the handle.

“Boy, what are you doing?”
It was the nurse with the name badge that read “A.A. Botkina,” that horrible 

woman who liked to stalk Vlad as he made his way from emergency to reception 
to storage. He saw her stumpy legs as two logs of rancid French cheese, covered as 
they were with cobwebs of varicose veins.

“Cleaning, madam. !e orderlies get their #ngerprints all over the glass. !e 
doctors complain it’s unsanitary.”

“!e last graveyard shi& custodian we had was a narik. He worked here for 
the needles. He took them out of trash bins. One day he went crazy and broke into 
the pharmacy. He made o' with a month’s supply of morphine.”

“Why are you telling me this?”



74 75

Greer / BloodlineAnamesa / Fiction

Vlad brought his brother the medicine in a large milk bottle. He shook it to 
make sure it mixed properly and opened the top. To sterilize the needle, he waved 
it through the $ame of a candle, but a butter$y settled on the tip and he had to re-
peat the process. !e injection took quickly, faster than Nicholas must have been 
used to, because soon a&erwards he was half asleep with his eyes rolled back so 
Vlad could only see the whites of his eyes, now the color of tobacco. We really are 
"ërnyje now, he thought. !e medicine collected in various bottles in the fridge 
was now their stash, something to preserve and worship.

He turned on the television, planning to watch until sleep came, but his body 
wouldn’t let him. He ground his teeth until he believed them to be completely 
smooth, facets on a gemstone. He wished they hadn’t squandered their wealth to 
get to the city, but they had no way of knowing the true worth of their fortune. 
!eir father’s stories of the great city up north were all they knew of the outside 
world. It made sense that they do anything to get there, and the men who ran 
the trains were the type who responded only to bribes. Why hadn’t their father 
warned them about the men that make up any place—cowards, beggars, addicts? 

Noon came and went and Nicholas slept on, so Vlad sat cross-legged on the 
ground and turned the grains in the $oor’s hardwood into poppy seeds, counting 
until there were no more to count. And then he counted them again.

�

“!e day has come. !ere is no time to escape. Vlad, take your brother to the 
bedroom and hide.”

As soon as he said this, their father began rummaging in the kitchen cup-
board, tossing aside pans and knives. When he found what he was looking for, 
a worn brown parcel, he turned back to his boys, both too afraid to move, and 
ushered them into the bedroom.

“Here, get under the bed.” He pulled his many coats from the wardrobe, 
threw them on the ground, and stomped until they looked as dirty as rags. When 
the boys were situated under the bed, he tucked them in with the coats. “If they 
look, all they will see is rubbish.” He packed the parcel in Vlad’s shirt pocket. At 
this, he winked at the boys and strode into the main room as if there were no 
threat at all.

!e knocking at the door seemed to shake the entire house. Nicholas bur-
rowed into Vlad’s comparative largeness until the parcel, wedged between their 
bodies, felt like a bag of teeth against his chest. Vlad heard his father open the 
front door to the rioters, welcome them in. When they entered, they made a 

Ivan would be found on his back in a halo of painted snow by the stalwart 
widow Madam Chesnokov, who had been out in the woods to check her snares. 
She heaped Ivan into her cart and wheeled him straight to the Kashcheev house, 
where the family was sitting down to a modest dinner of their stew. Ivan was pale 
with shock and nearly dead, but Myrtho performed his duty all the same, wrap-
ping everything above the shoulders in styptic and gauze.

Mr. Grymzin got word later that a&ernoon and arrived, a mess of snow and 
tears, shouting about beasts and monsters. Somebody told him Ivan had been 
mauled by a tiger, though those animals hadn’t been seen in years.

“I know what it was,” he howled. “He taunted the wolves. He threw rocks at 
them and now look what they’ve done.”

Vlad watched the scene with the profound mineral $avor of Ivan’s blood still 
coruscating and healthful on his tongue. He felt sick, not with disgust for what 
he had done, but in his stomach, suddenly nauseated with glut. In that moment 
he understood something his father would not admit. Myrtho was indeed god of 
the covenant, guardian of cattle. Livestock, the word $ushed with new meaning.

�

Vlad could not tell if the $ame on the stove was lit. A&er a minute of #ddling with 
the knob and holding his hand over the stovetop, he realized the gas had been 
shut o'. His teeth throbbed and his throat tickled, as if a faucet in his head had a 
drip. !e moonlight during the walk home saturated his vision as harshly as the 
$uorescent lights of the hospital, another place he must never return to, evidence 
of their disease written clearly in blood. He knew his life, his brother’s life, had 
again changed for the worse, but there was also a craven part of him that was 
wildly exhilarated. Within this new danger was a kind of liberation, and his whole 
body responded to it.

“Am I going to have stock, too?” Nicholas asked.
“No, I have something special for you. You know that pharmacist, the one 

who normally gives me a hard time for not having the right papers? Well, she 
stopped working there and her replacement didn’t know how to work the ma-
chines and gave me extra supply.” 

“Why don’t you take some for yourself then?” Vlad could sense Nicholas was 
more skeptical than concerned.

“I’ll be alright. I get what I need from the stock. We don’t have any more but-
ter$y needles though. Is it alright if I give you a shot?”

“It’s okay.”
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“Probably don’t need it. Come, I have some at home. We can get the axe too.”
!e sound of boots rose and faded until there was only Nicholas’s harsh 

breathing, muted through the fur and fabric that ensconced them. !ey ventured 
out from under the bed, but Vlad would not let his brother see what was in the 
other room. He rushed ahead to close the door, himself catching a portrait of the 
scene before burying it forever. His father, impaled on a pickaxe, arms spread but 
sti', a butter$y on a pin.

He knew this would be the last moment they would share as a family, so he 
kissed Nicholas on the forehead and wrapped him in their father’s ermine coat. 
Too long, it bunched in tresses at his feet. !ey climbed out the window and 
made their way to the forest where the lone sign of human presence was Madam 
Chesnokov’s snares.

It was only the following morning, far enough away from the village to feel 
safe, that Vlad inspected the parcel and discovered his father’s inheritance. A #st-
ful of gemstones—amethysts, emeralds, and diamonds—and a portrait of their 
father in his coat and a garish headdress studded with the gems Vlad now held. 
!eir father posed with his palms open, showing o' a richly decorated room—
tiger heads mounted on the wall; a throne carved out of dogwood; suits of armor 
standing on their own as if worn by ghosts, their shields stamped by a coat of 
arms, a great winged monster brandishing a scimitar that curved like a fang. Sit-
ting cross-legged at his feet were more than a dozen boys, all with the same black 
hair and blue eyes. In the lower le& corner, in a cursive so ornate it was barely 
legible: Myrtho Dvoinik Kashcheev, the sacred boy, with his estate.

�

As the supply of medicine shrank, Nicholas became more dependent on each 
shot. It was all they could do to follow their daily routine. Each night Vlad le& 
the house, pretending to put in a shi& at the hospital, while instead he stalked 
Sitnij searching for lost medicine that wouldn’t be missed. He returned at dawn, 
always without an answer for his brother. Nicholas never asked how much was 
le&. He took his shot quietly, but not without nervousness in his blue eyes. Where 
have you been? they pleaded. A&er the shot, Vlad watched television as Nicholas 
$ickered in and out of dreams. In one movie, a boy grows into a man to avenge 
his slain parents. “I made you, you made me #rst,” he says to their murderer. Vlad 
saw this as a Gestalt illusion—a symbiosis so interlocked there is no di'erence 
between parasite and host. He didn’t need to watch the end to know the boy 
would become a murderer, too. 

point of stomping on the hardwood as if it too were something to kill. He covered 
Nicholas’s ears re$exively when the argument began. !e voices were muddled 
and strained but he could make out most of what ensued.

“What do you want with our town?” Vlad could tell it was Mr. Grymzin, 
voice tall and shrill.

“I simply want to live a peaceful life with my boys, just like any other man.” 
His father’s voice, steady.

“Yes, of course, you are like any other man. You and your boys, but no moth-
er. A house without a woman is no house at all.”

“We are a house of bastards. It’s all we have.”
“Ivan was all I had. He should have been saved.”
“His condition . . . I’m sorry, Ilia. He wouldn’t clot. He was beyond saving.”
“And so are you.” !e sound of rainwater was inside the house and an untold 

choir murmured their scared chants. From the din, his father’s voice rang out 
con#dently.

“I will not harm you.”
Vlad could sense the doubt in the silence that followed, but a voice he 

knew to be Mr. Rudometkin struck back. “Do not listen to him. He is a liar and 
a sinner.”

“I may be a sinner, but I have only brought bene#cence to your town. 
Please—”  

!eir father let out an inhuman howl that coagulated into a weak gurgle, 
and then the commotion stopped. Nicholas’s tears pooled on Vlad’s chest, creat-
ing a kind of wound. !ough their father was their god, larger than life, invin-
cible in so many ways, he was dead.

Two sets of boots clomped into the bedroom, the telling odors of soil and 
garlic trailing.

“Where are the boys?”
“!ey must have climbed out the window. Look it’s open.”
“I wonder where the doctor keeps that #ne coat of his . . .”
“You idiot, are you trying to bring a curse on us? Rudometkin told us not to 

touch anything. He said we have to burn it all.”
“Fine, #ne. Where do they keep the kerosene?”
!e footsteps le& and returned. One of the men sat on the bed. It winced and 

bowed with the weight.
“What the hell kind of house doesn’t have kerosene? How do they light their 

#re at night?”
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“You know. What we are. What everybody thinks we are at least . . .”
“We are boyars.” He said this for his brother’s sake but felt like a fool. !ere 

was no room for lords, at least not in the new country. !ere would be move-
ments for disarmament, privatization, and equality. !ey would need new maps, 
ones that depicted the complete earth, spherical and continuous, one hemisphere 
day, the other night. It was no longer about the nobles and their peasants, fathers 
and sons, gods and men. !eir quaint mythos would keep receding across the 
steppe, back to the mountains that #rst borne it. Nicholas hadn’t responded so 
Vlad shook him and repeated, this time for himself, “We are royals.” 

“No, V. We’re monsters.”

He changed the channel to the news. !e tone was excited and novel, as if for 
the #rst time their country could write its own story. !ey #xated on corporate 
crime and a string of murders. A woman starting her double shi&, le& to die. Two 
more, drinkers trying to make their way home through the labyrinth of Sitnij a&er 
splitting a bottle of imported rum, found the same way. !e newscaster painted 
a noble picture of their su'ering, no matter how insensible the deaths may have 
been. !ese were the new comrades, just excited to be able to work and eat and 
drink any way they saw #t. But were he and Nicholas not the same in that way? 
What of our choice, he thought as he counted the grains of wood in the $oor-
boards, now a daily habit, one of many.

In the years since leaving Arkhyz he had heard their disease called by many 
names. !e sleepless doctors that attended to them when they #rst arrived in the 
city had used nonsense words—thalassemia, porphyria, cytopenia—but not one 
of them could diagnose the disease, much less cure it. All they did was prescribe 
their medicine to lessen the pain. !e history books provided a clearer explanation: 
“kings and princes from Carpathia to the Caspian Sea were known to su'er from a 
choler of the soul unlike any known to the rest of Europe.” !ere were the senseless 
epithets—tor"ok, narik, "ërnyj—all of which captured the condition if not the pre-
cise ailment. Most incisive were the judgments of children, accusatory and naïve, 
who needed no more than to cross their index #ngers and hiss to show their disgust.

He only understood his sickness in full during Nicholas’s last days. Of course 
it was dawn, and the light from a growing hole in the ceiling encroached up to the 
edge of the bed, ready to claim him.

“I wasn’t so young then, back in Arkhyz. I know what’s happening, V.”
“What do you mean?” Even as he said this, he could feel the inevitability of 

death and all its enlightenment pouring into the room.
“In the forest . . . In the cottage . . .” he nodded o' and came back. “!ey 

weren’t mad at us, they were scared of us.”
“!ose men were evil.”
“No they weren’t. !ey were simple. !ey didn’t know how to deal with the 

pains of the world, not like we do.”
“You’re hallucinating. I must have given you too much.”
“All medicine is poison, if you look at it the right way. Myrtho always said, 

‘Su'ering for the world is noble. A lord must protect his people.’ But maybe you’ve 
forgotten that.”

“Why are you calling him that? He is our father, not some man. What are you 
saying right now?”
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Non!ction Family, published in 1990, depicts Mann’s children in rural settings that bear few 

markers of the era, but the work ignited a #restorm of controversy over her use of 
her children as nude subjects.1 Mann’s most recent work has been less contentious, 
but the subject remains a cultural mine#eld. Eleanor Hearney has identi#ed the 
strand of discomfort with the subject matter that runs through criticism of Mann’s 
project: “[the di"culties] stem from a deeply rooted cultural reluctance to admit 
basic facts of human existence, namely that children are sexually inclined and that 
everyone dies.”2 Increasingly marked by both time and timelessness, the battle#eld 
series bears the strong mark of the past, addressing issues of memory and cultural 
resonance.

Far from being simply a past event, the Civil War has continued to resonate in 
contemporary culture. Sectarian di'erences and contemporary politics are o&en 
explained as having origins in issues that stem from the Civil War era. In 2011, 
for the sesquicentennial of the Civil War, the U. S. State Department gave a brief-
ing entitled “Living Legacy: How the Civil War Shapes Contemporary America,” 
which pointed to the continuing and lasting impact the con$ict has had on our 
current political situation.3 Mann has explicitly aligned her work with what she 
sees as a Southern way of thinking. In Deep South she states, “living in the South 
means slipping out of temporal joint . . . to identify a person as a Southerner 
suggests not only that her history is inescapable and formative but that it is also 
impossibly present. Southerners live uneasily at the nexus between myth and re-
ality.”4 Nevertheless, the continued and constant use of the Civil War in current 
political rhetoric points to a more far-reaching, national importance embedded in 
any work on the Civil War. Mann has been particularly interested in the Southern 
landscape due to its history, which she sees as weighted with “Pain . . . [and] a 
dimension of old civilizations.”5 However, claiming the Civil War from a Southern 
perspective rests on a problematic assertion that claims authority for a type of 
Southern rhetorical mode over other interpretations. Paul A. Shackel has pointed 
to the importance of the memory of the Civil War as a tool: “the control for the 
memory of the Civil War has been an ongoing struggle,” with decisions about the 
Civil War battle#elds and National Park maintenance as key elements in the de-
bate. !e collective memory of the Civil War is not one homogenous entity, but a 
fractured, tense landscape divided not only regionally, but also between the state 
and national level, and along racial lines.6 !e legacy and lesson of the battle#elds 
have been essential and public points of contention in these debates. Mann’s work 
steps into an ongoing, unsettled debate over who controls the legacy and memory 
of the Civil War.

Johanna Levy

Civil War Battle"elds and 
Memorialization in the Work 

of Sally Mann

Best known for her work depicting her family, Sally Mann’s more recent 
photography explores death and decay, the e'ect of time on the body 
and landscape. At the center of Sally Mann’s work is memory, and the 
ephemeral nature of the body and human temporality. Her career has 

moved from a focus on her children and husband to decomposing bodies and the 
landscapes they inhabit. In the early 2000s, Mann completed two series of photo-
graphs of Civil War battle#elds. In these series, Mann uses historical photographic 
methods, mainly the use of wet collodion negatives, to capture contemporary imag-
es of historical sites that hover between temporalities. Her work on the battle#elds 
has been published inside other works, such as a series on Antietam, titled What 
Remains, from 2003, and a series called Last Measure, from Deep South, published 
in 2005. Embedding Mann’s work in larger projects creates a nexus of resonance; 
her Civil War work does not stand on its own, but vacillates next to and against 
work on death (in What Remains) and the Southern landscape (in Deep South).

Mann’s work presses issues that are particularly relevant in contemporary 
society, despite her recent use of antiquarian methodologies and the consistent 
way her photographs have resisted many markers of contemporaneity. While the 
images themselves seem to hover outside of time, stripped of contemporary refer-
ences, the issues they raise have been particularly strong $ashpoints. Immediate 
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explicitly to the role of those still alive to memorialize the dead. Lincoln says, “it 
is for us the living,” to be rededicated to the task of nation building.13 !e im-
ages in the sections titled “Georgia,” “Virginia,” and “Deep South” point to the 
continued role of the Civil War in the South, and the lack of marked distinction 
between battle#eld sites and the rest of the landscape. !e #nal section of Deep 
South is entitled “Last Measure.” As in the rest of the book, the photographs in 
this section are untitled. !ough Mann’s text refers to a number of speci#c bat-
tle#elds, the images themselves are undi'erentiated, working to create an overall 
auratic reading of the battle#elds without pressing on the particulars.14

The Southern Landscape and Temporality

Mann’s rhetoric aligns with a Southern Gothic tradition, a deep connection to 
the Southern landscape and an interest in death and the macabre. Allan Lloyd-
Smith writes in his introduction to American Gothic Fiction, “the message of 
Gothic . . . is that it isn’t so much a matter of whether you can repeat the past 
as whether the past will repeat itself in you.”15 Mann’s project explicitly calls to 
mind the past and the repeating cycles of death within the Southern landscape. 
!e explicit juxtaposition of the body farm and the Civil War battle#elds makes 
the cyclical nature of death and the landscape central to Mann’s message. !e 
manufactured battleground of the body farm throws into relief the manufac-
tured nature of the Civil War battle#eld, but also exposes the cyclical nature of 
bodies and the landscape, as well as the resurgent element of the bodies from the 
Civil War and the way they continue to impact contemporary life. 

A central element of the Southern Gothic rhetoric is summarized by Wil-
liam Faulkner in his book Requiem for a Nun, a work which deals with past 
trauma and the way it constantly resurfaces: “the past is never dead. It’s not even 
past.”16 Mann suggests that not only is the timeline of the works themselves at is-
sue, but the temporality of making these works is also slippery, as it collapses and 
expands.17 It is this temporal expansion and contraction that is the core of the 
project. Mann is interested in the nature of di'erent temporal systems, the hu-
man lifespan, the photograph, and the land. Mann’s use of wet collodion collapses 
the timespan between her own practice and that of the Civil War photographers, 
but expands the temporality of the making of the photograph far beyond most con-
temporary photographic practices. Furthermore, her auratic approach and lack of 
details also expand the timespan of the work outside of the present moment by 
taking a memorial approach.

Mann’s work on battle#elds relates to her earlier engagement with southern 
landscape. Mann has said that her practice has evolved organically from her fam-
ily to the land; she found her #gures getting smaller and the landscape expanding 
within her work.7 Mann has worked through both the body and the landscape 
throughout her career. !e aura of the battle#elds, within our cultural conscious-
ness, is embodied in Mann’s work. !e role of collective memory, especially in its 
memorial function, is expressed within this project.8

W!"# R$%"&'( and D$$) S*+#!

!e inclusion of Mann’s battle#eld series in the larger projects What Remains 
and Deep South heightens their temporal ambiguity. What Remains contains 
di'erent temporalities that work in concert to make a larger statement about 
death, mortality, and memory. What Remains is titled a&er Ezra Pound’s Canto 
81: “What thou lovest well remains, / the rest is dross,”9 referencing the per-
sistence of loved elements beyond the #nite temporality of their existence. !e 
book is divided into #ve parts, and Mann has described it as a “narrative divided 
by naturally occurring events.”10 At the beginning of the book, Mann catalogues 
the bones of her recently deceased greyhound one by one, laid out like nine-
teenth century specimens on a tray.11 Following these images are photographs 
Mann took at a facility that studies human decomposition; in the so-called “body 
farm,” corpses lie on the ground and emerge from the background in various 
phases of decomposition. !e only color photograph in the book follows these 
images, a photograph taken on Mann’s farm where a convict committed suicide 
following an escape attempt, and is then succeeded by several black-and-white 
images of the same site. Immediately followed by the Antietam pictures, this 
chronology narrates the e'ect of the bodies on the landscape of Antietam and 
highlights the continued con$uence of the land and death. !e #nal section of 
the book contains ambrotypes of Mann’s children, at this point in their early 
twenties, which continues the life-cycle narrative of the project, especially when 
set against Mann’s earlier work on her family.

Deep South has fewer temporalities than What Remains, the body of work 
makes clear the congruence between the images of the South and those explicitly 
referencing the Civil War. !e battle#eld images are in a section entitled “Last 
Measure,” a&er a quotation from Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address: “that 
from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which 
they gave the last full measure of devotion.”12 !is portion of the address speaks 
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time. Ordinary #lm would be 
too slick to capture the state of 
decomposition.”22 !is strate-
gy explicitly aligns her images 
with something outside of the 
normal photographic inten-
tion, which is to freeze a cer-
tain moment in time. Mann 
says, “what attracted me to 
the [collodion] process was its 
reverential quality. In the face 
of some extraordinary site or 
place you fashion an object, you do not just take a picture.”23 !erefore, Mann posi-
tions the images as memorial objects, outside of time, participating, even acting, as 
a substitute object in the memorialization of the battle#elds.

!e wet collodion process involves using collodion, dissolved cellulose nitrate 
that is mixed with alcohol and particular salts then used to coat a glass plate to create 
a negative when exposed to light. !e negative has to be developed immediately a&er 
exposure, which requires a way to develop prints on the scene where the photographs 
are taken, necessitating traveling darkrooms. Civil War-era photographers bene#tted 
from increased resolution as compared with earlier processes. Images from this era 
are very crisp, and the exposure time was relatively shorter than earlier methods. 
During the 1860s, wet collodion negatives were usually developed as salt prints or al-
bumen prints.24 Mann uses the wet collodion negative process from the Civil War era 
but prints her images as silver gelatin prints, a process not invented until the 1870s.25

In using the wet collodion 
process, Mann recalls the ear-
lier photographers of Civil War 
battle#elds, Mathew Brady and 
Alexander Gardner, among oth-
ers. !e Civil War was a water-
shed moment, the #rst so-called 
“modern war” in terms of both 
the technologies used in the 
#ghting and the massive casual-
ties. It was also the #rst war that 
was extensively photographed. 

Fig. 1: A Harvest of Death, Timothy H. O’Sullivan,     
July 4, 1863; print by Alexander Gardner, 1866

    Fig. 2: Field Where General Reynolds Fell,                        
Gettysburg, Timothy H. O’Sullivan, July 1863; print             

by Alexander Gardner, 1866 

Mann explicitly poses the question: “What happens to a landscape when there 
are massive numbers of deaths that occur on it?”18 !e answer seems to be nothing; 
contemporary battle#elds look like what they are—#elds—and so the reality of the 
#eld must be enhanced in order to convey the appropriate meaning. Commenting 
on the site of Emmett Till’s death, an image of which appears in Deep South but 
would not be identi#able without Mann’s explicit reference to it in the text, Mann 
writes, “we stared in amazement at the humdrum, back-washy feeling of the place. 
How could a place so fraught with historical pain appear to be so ordinary?”19 
Mann’s works bracket any uncomfortable contemporaneity, using the artistry of 
her technical process to create a memorial image that acknowledges the sacred 
nature of the place and the presence of death. In the battle#eld works, the streaked 
and blurred appearance of the images and lack of #gures seem to situate the works 
in the past, but as Mann describes the process of taking them, it becomes clear they 
are #rmly situated in the quotidian. As she takes the pictures, “there are tour buses 
and all kinds of people going by, and it’s eighty degrees and the gnats are getting in 
my eyes, and it’s the most commonplace #eld in the world.”20 Mann brackets these 
elements, leaving a painterly, impressionistic feeling of the way the battlegrounds 
should be perceived. Within the text of Deep South, the rhetoric of “the sacred” is 
strongly enforced. Rather than calling attention to the quotidian, she writes, 

!e hands of time are stilled by the resonance of history at the sites I 
photographed. !e #elds of Manassas, Chancellorsville, Appomattox, 
Fredericksburg and the Wilderness appear virtually unchanged. !e 
sinuous earthworks still weave through the #elds, so well preserved 
that they feel serviceable for the next civil war. In this peculiar place of 
stilled time, the spirits seem to dri& up in the ground fog rising from 
the #elds.21

!e reference to both still time and the cyclical nature of war creates a temporal-
ity that is both aligned with the landscape and extends the continual resurgence 
of war and death. !e presence of spirits extends the lifespan beyond the discrete 
#nitude of human life, much the way photography itself does.

Wet Collodion and Civil War Photography

Mann’s images themselves, as well as the choice of wet collodion, construct an al-
ternate history for the image, which seems to emerge from the distant past, col-
lapsing the temporality of her work. Mann seeks out this atemporal quality, saying 
“the ragged edges of the collodion image appear to be torn, seized from the $ow of 
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macabre post mortem. Instead 
of glorious nationalistic service, 
the bodies serve a scienti#c en-
terprise. Mann’s images of bod-
ies on the body farm, juxtaposed 
with her elegiac battle#eld im-
ages, show the various levels 
of decomposition—the bodies 
almost mummi#ed in certain 
shots —and the naked $esh of 
the stripped bodies. !is focus is 
in contrast to the approach of Civil War photographers, in which whole corpses 
were almost exclusively portrayed in a pastoral mode, as if in sleep, despite the 
destruction of the bodies that was wrought by the technologies of war.30 Mann 
aligns her work with a longer temporality, the decay of the body beyond the im-
mediate moment a&er death. Gardner’s Sketch Book follows one narrative, gener-
ally following the chronological procession of the war. Mann, on the other hand, 
confuses temporalities by working between the contemporary bodies at the body 
farm and the historical Civil War battle#eld.31 Battle#eld photographers were 
forced to confront a sense of belatedness; Gardner arrived two days following the 
battle of Gettysburg, and Brady appeared ten days a&er the action.32 Mann comes 
to the scene about 140 years a&er the battle concludes. !is meditative and belated 
project contrasts with the frantic work of Civil War-era photographers to capture 
battle#elds before dead bodies were buried.33 Yet Mann is literally following in the 
steps of these photographers, imitating their physicality with the same apparatus 
of Civil War photography.

Mann’s use of the wet col-
lodion process is in opposition 
to the crisp, documentary style 
that Civil War photographers 
desired. To contemporary view-
ers of Mathew Brady’s work, it 
is clear that he worked with an 
explicit desire to memorialize 
individual soldiers of the battle. 
In 1862, the Times suggested 
that viewers visiting Brady’s 

Alan Trachtenberg has said, “!e 
#rst signi#cant crisis in modern 
history to occur within the me-
morializing gaze of a camera, 
the Civil War o'ers an occasion 
to examine this historicism-by-
photography, this notion that 
historical knowledge declares its 
true value by its photographabil-
ity.”26 !e discussion of Civil War 
photography o&en gets caught up 
in an obsessive interest in the fact or #ctiveness of the images themselves: whether 
items and even bodies were moved to stage the images and what claim they have 
to “truth.”27 Trachtenberg goes on to say, “the closer we look at the Civil War pho-
tographs . . . the more does their incontrovertibility comes into question . . . the 
simplest documentary question of who did what, when, where and why may be 
impossible to answer.”28 In using this paradigm of documentary and reality in 
opposition to #ctiveness to evaluate Civil War photographs, there is a desire for 
both authenticity and historical fact. Mann dispenses with both qualities within 
her works of the battle#elds.

Due to its distribution as a photo book, Gardner’s Photographic Sketch Book 
of the War presents an interesting precedent and contrast to Mann’s work, par-
ticularly What Remains. !e Sketch Book has, according to Je' Rosenheim, “in-
dividual sacri#ce and cultural memory . . . as its twin themes.”29 Mann’s work, in 
its general indecipherability (the foreground and background are o&en the same 
tonal range; trees emerge from the general blackness of the background), shows 

a retreating theme of individual 
sacri#ce, as the central theme of 
cultural memory remains. !e 
photographs of the body farm 
clearly recall Gardner’s famous 
images of the dead on the bat-
tle#eld, especially A Harvest of 
Death and Field Where General 
Reynolds Fell, but the heroism 
of the sacri#ce that Gardner 
highlights is subsumed by the 

Fig. 3: Untitled #72, Sally Mann, 2000

  Fig. 6: Untitled #7 Fredericksburg, Sally Mann, 2000

Fig. 5: Untitled #60, Sally Mann, 2000

Fig. 4: Untitled #61, Sally Mann, 2000 
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the aura of the battle#eld, the speci#city of the place and the harsh reality of the 
bodies present in contemporary battle#eld photographs are lost. What remains is 
the process of memory itself, and how the battle#elds are experienced emotionally 
today. Mann’s work looks damaged by the passage of time, faded, corroded, and 
pitted, and thus is explicitly #ctive in the way it brackets the contemporary sur-
roundings of the battle#elds. Untitled #16 Manassas looks pocked, as if shrapnel or 
debris had notched the glass negative as it was made. !e tree in the background 
is barely di'erentiated from the sky and forms one mass with the landscape at the 
bottom. !e tonal range of the image is limited, dark grays and blacks broken up 
only by the white pitting of the surface. Untitled #18 Fredericksburg reveals more 
elements of a traditional land-
scape, the tonal range is wider, 
and the foreground and back-
ground are di'erentiated. How-
ever, the light seems to emanate 
from the back of the image, #l-
tering through the trees without 
a clear source. !e collodion is 
warped along the bottom, curv-
ing the image away from the 
viewer and enhancing the oth-
erworldly nature of the print.

Photography and Landscape

Mann’s project of the battle#elds is perhaps more closely aligned with the tradition 
of landscape painting of the Civil War, in which the landscape and the weather are 
embedded within complex sets of meaning. Historian Eleanor Jones Harvey has 
shown that from the late 1850s through the Civil War era, artists painted land-
scapes in the turmoil of approaching storms as visual shorthand for the Civil War.38 
Mann’s photographs explicitly link the land and the body through their inclusion 
in her larger projects. !e con$uence of the body, the land, and death, as explored 
in landscape painting of the Civil War era, seems as important to Mann’s photog-
raphy as the photographic precedent. !e use of wet collodion negative, the spe-
cial process Mann has developed for varnishing the photographs, and the way the 
works resist and complicate temporality aligns them with a rhetoric that seems 
more productively oriented in a history of embedded meaning within landscape 

gallery could bring a magnify-
ing glass and look for individual 
soldiers in the prints of the dead 
on the battle#eld.34 Using the 
process that was well known 
for its ability to capture details, 
Mann inverts this process for a 
romantic, sweeping gesture that 
obliterates details rather than 
exposing them. Mann is more 
interested in the materiality of 
the medium and the ability to leave the mark of the process. Mann also reveals a 
related unease with digital photographic technologies, calling them “vapor.”35 !e 
process of taking these analog images is embedded in the project for her. Visible 
intervention on the glass negative is a quality that she seeks out, such as in works 
from the body farm series, where Mann’s #ngerprints are literally visible, even 
though the medium can be employed in a way that avoids such visual interference. 
Untitled #7 Fredericksburg and Untitled #3 Antietam both have a liquid quality; the 
materiality of the wet process of the collodion is captured on the plates. In Untitled 
#7 Fredericksburg Mann uses the collodion process to create a sky that swoops omi-
nously over the landscape; the lines of collodion look like clouds, creating an image 
of a coming storm over the dark landscape, a trope o&en used in paintings of the 
Civil War era.36

In Mann’s hands, the collodion is pitted and scratched; it hides more than it 
reveals. !e speci#city of the battle#elds, every inch documented in histories of the 

war, is obfuscated and blurred.37 
!e photographs could have been 
taken anywhere, yet their con-
nection to the Civil War height-
ens their auratic quality. Mann 
heightens both the spiritual and 
historical aspects of the battle#eld 
and the intense claim to collective 
memory, and at the same time 
points to the lack of speci#city of 
that memory. In viewing merely Fig. 8: Untitled #16 Manassas, Sally Mann, 2002

Fig. 9: Untitled #18 Fredericksburg, Sally Mann, 2000

Fig. 7: Untitled #3 Antietam, Sally Mann, 2001



90 91

Anamesa / Nonf iction Levy / Civil War Battlef ields

the war. !ese monuments try to articulate a certain type of historical chronology 
of battle; o&en attempts are made to erect them where a company fought in the bat-
tle. However, at the same time, these monuments can confuse a visitor who expects 
the memorial program to re$ect a thoughtful framework with deliberately placed 
monuments. Instead, the monuments seem haphazard due to their accumulation 
over the years since the war, and their independent erection by various groups.41

Since the 1960s, traditional memorials have o&en been “[cast] . . . as indul-
gent and vulgar, as impediments to planning better cities, as the ‘white elephants’ 
of an unusable past, and as unwanted reminders of death.”42 !is rhetoric has in-
tensi#ed as war has transformed itself, resisting grand narratives and moments of 
glory. Memorialization itself has slowly moved in new directions, but the statues 
and monuments of the grand narrative have persisted.43 !e Civil War was the 
beginning of this process, the sheer weight of the dead made memorial activ-
ity di"cult. !e desire to memorialize the dead almost immediately splintered 
along group lines, with each region and company determined to make sure their 
individual contribution was memorialized. Gettysburg alone has over thirteen 
hundred memorials, all erected at di'erent times by di'erent groups, in what 
!omas A. Desjardin has called “the world’s largest collection of outdoor sculp-
ture.”44 !e tension of the civil aspect of the Civil War further complicated its me-
morialization. Almost immediately, the South moved to create its own memorial 
memory of the war that was separate from, and o&en in opposition to, the aims 
of the Northern memorialization process.45 !e entire presence and problem of 
this multiplicity of monuments is bracketed by Mann’s work, which replaces the 
monuments with its own rhetoric of remembrance and substitutes the cluttered 
monuments of the battle#eld for an elegiac landscape.

!e memory of the Civil War seems to demand a romantic, memorial rheto-
ric, something that points to both the distance and the continued resonance of the 
battle#eld. In his work on contemporary images of Civil War battle#elds, !e Kill-
ing Ground (2003), John Huddleston photographs contemporary sites of battle-
#elds, explicitly referencing earlier, Civil War-era photographs, which are laid side 
by side with his contemporary images to show the changes since the 1860s. His 
image 51,112 American Casualties, Gettysburg is intended to form a diptych with 
Timothy O’Sullivan’s Harvest of Death, the images juxtaposed across the spread of 
the book. Huddleston’s work shows both the chronological movement away from 
the battle#eld, and the transformation from a site of burial to one of leisure. His 
use of crisp, saturated color photography makes the temporal distance explicit. 
Referencing the numbers of the dead, John Huddleston uses the titles of his works 

painting—a history that was only beginning to #nd expression in the photog-
raphy of the Civil War era. Eleanor Jones Harvey has argued that this work was 
slowly developed by photographers of the Civil War, writing, “[Brady] developed 
a strain of Civil War photography that used the landscape to express emotion in 
a manner consistent with the American landscape painting tradition, looking to 
nature to provide a surrogate for human su'ering.”39 !e wounded tree in par-
ticular was used by Brady as a human surrogate, showing the e'ect of the battle 
on the human participants and the landscape as linked.40 Mann continues this 
tradition; images in Deep South, 
outside of the battle#eld section, 
show wounded trees, thus ex-
tending the iconography of the 
Civil War outside of its explicit 
battle#eld context throughout 
the images of the South. Her 
images reference both the far-
reaching nature of the war, not 
con#ned to the battle#elds, and 
its persistence in the Southern 
landscape and memory.

Contemporary Civil War Battlefields and Memorialization

Mann’s dramatic landscape prints present a di'erent reality from the experience 
of visiting the battle#elds, which are full of—even cluttered with—di'erent monu-
ments memorializing the accomplishments of various groups that participated in 

Fig. 11: Untitled (#1 Scarred Tree), Sally Mann, 1996

Fig. 10: Wounded Trees at Gettysburg, Mathew Brady, ca. 1880s
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the war, Gettysburg was held up as an important national site, while the local 
townspeople were castigated as opportunistic for what was perceived as cashing 
in on the sacred site by pro#ting from tourism.54 !e intense commercialization 
of these sites, and their uneasy status as collective monuments—vacillating be-
tween claims of meaning from di'erent groups—makes their inherent “sacred” 
status something that has always been seen as compromised, just as the presence 
of the dead in these spaces prompts the view that they are also important to 
recover. !ese sites are important, but they have become constructions that cre-
ate a certain type of aura. Mann is both participating in this constructed nature 
and substituting it for something she #nds more meaningful. !ere is a studied 
con$uence between the technique and the content of her works that produces 
their auratic qualities.

Mann’s project of Civil War battle#eld photography participates in the on-
going legacy of the Civil War and the con$ict over how to best memorialize it. 
Referencing photographers of the Civil War era, in both content and material-
ity, Mann creates work that complicates the temporality of the photograph, and 
explicitly positions her images as sites of “stilled time.”55 By using the battle#elds, 
Mann’s work participates in the process of memorialization, but in bracketing 
contemporary elements and other monuments on site, Mann creates works where 
the landscape is the key to the memorial process, thus aligning the process of 
memorialization with the long temporality of the natural world. Her choice of wet 
collodion, a lengthy process, extends the temporality of the act of photography in 
a related way. By positioning these landscapes alongside the body, she explicitly 
links the land and the dead, creating a series that works in concert to link the 
memory of Civil War casualties to the temporality of the natural world, rather 
than to human #nitude.
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to pull his photographs away from the quotidian, contrasting the sacredness of the 
death with the contemporary use of place. !is disjunction provokes a reaction 
in the viewer. Huddleston invests the photographs with importance through the 
contrast between the banality of the #elds and their importance as sites of col-
lective meaning. Mann’s work seems to have the opposite goal, reinvesting these 
sites with importance through their historical qualities. !is is explicit not only in 
Mann’s work but also in our current cultural approach to the battle#elds.

Recently, there have been attempts to restore the landscape at Gettysburg 
to its state as it was in the 1860s, including clearing the current vegetation and 
restoring the type of woodlands that existed at the time. !is move echoes Mann’s 
project, which uses the technology of the 1860s to create images of the battle-
#elds that bracket the contemporary. !ere have also been e'orts at Gettysburg 
to remove 20th century human interventions, with the demolition of billboards 
and buildings alongside the road near the battle#eld,46 as well as ongoing debates 
over plans to build a Wal-Mart near the Battle of the Wilderness,47 and further 
controversy over building a theme park near Manassas.48 As even this brief, and 
certainly not exhaustive list shows, these are not isolated incidents, but part and 
parcel of a post-capitalist society grappling with how to handle collective memory. 
Despite repeated uproar over commercial interests in these areas of memory, the 
battle#elds are also huge sites of tourism, and thus are embedded within a certain 
type of capitalist exploitation supported by gi& shops and reenactments.49 Despite 
the inherent commercialism of the venture, viewers of these sites want to main-
tain the feeling of the hallowed and consecrated ground alluded to by Lincoln in 
the Gettysburg Address, which forces a myopic view in order to bracket the less 
sacred and more commercial elements.50 

!is bracketing and selection takes place not only in Mann’s work, but also 
on the scale of the battle#elds themselves in the way the National Park Service 
has decided to intervene in the landscape, perhaps in order to restore a lost sense 
of authenticity. Jim Weeks explicitly aligns the replanting of 1860s Gettysburg 
with a theme park culture: “the sacred [lies] in the illusion of authenticity that 
emerge[s] from commercial culture.”51 !is attitude surfaces in Huddleston’s 
work, which reveals a deep unease with contemporary life intruding on these 
sites of collective memory. In an article on World War II memorials, Andrew M. 
Shanken states, “Americans have a memorial problem, a typological quandary 
that points to a deep discomfort with memorial and memorial practices,”52 which 
he traces back to the Civil War and reconstruction, with competing interests 
immediately complicating the memorial e'ort.53 Almost immediately following 
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Fiction “Max?” Sash eyed the ceiling. She spoke to the room, “What is this? Load 

me into a new body and abandon ship? No one to welcome me back to life? Shit, 
Max . . . I don’t even get a robe? Even for you, that’s playing loose with operation 
protocols.”

She waited. Automatic systems blinked and whirred dumbly.
Wake up with a new body in an empty lab? Strange, but manageable. An 

unresponsive station AI? De#nitely not protocol.

Ping ping ping

Sash found a console. She tapped the screen and it lit up. A so& orange glow 
appeared, encircling an aperture above the screen. It blinked and turned blue. A 
voice spoke from somewhere within the console. It was meticulously congenial, 
and synthetic at the edges. “Hello, Sash. I can see you but little else. Highly irregu-
lar. Starting diagnostics.”

“Max. Still running the station? You want to tell me what the fuck is up? If 
this is another prank . . .”

Max’s a'ectation was friendly, calm, and preternaturally precise. “What did 
they once say, Sash? If wishes were horses. I was running this show; but I appear 
to have been asleep. Moreover, I’m apparently locked out of the station’s systems. 
Seeing you through the console. But this rig’s AI-core is stuck in safe-mode. I can’t 
get anything else out of it. Amazing. I haven’t been shunted into a safe-moded AI-
core since the Armitage Con$ict. Sash, this is—embarrassing.”

Ping ping ping

Sash blinked and scanned the ceiling, then the console. “What the fuck, Max. 
I’m pretty certain I’ve got a new body and that I’m not . . . well . . . up to date. And 
you’re in . . . fucking safe-mode?”

“Get yourself killed again, Sash?” !e voice chuckled and sighed sympatheti-
cally, then continued in a more serious tone. “I’ve no idea why the rig is in this 
state. !rowing a core running a live AI into safe-mode is a last-resort counter-
measure. It’s possible this facility was discovered and targeted. It’s possible they 
used electronic nerve agents, or a particularly sophisticated virus. We’re here to 
deal with contraband weaponry, a&er all. I can only guess. I’m no good to either of 
us stuck in this bolted-up AI-core—blind and deaf—locked in a box, so to speak. 
And—by the way—I can’t encode long-term memory to a safe-moded core. Read 
only, Sash.” Max paused.

Ping ping ping

Scott Silsbe

!e Closed System

Adrenal glands primed, ears ringing, Sash opened eyes wide and 
choked. Braided cords #lled her throat and nostrils. She pulled them 
out. Sash checked her general tracking implant. Habit. Five diodes 
glowed green beneath the skin of her right forearm. Perfect health? 

!e ceramic cocoon was sti$ing, its transparent dome fogged in front of her face. 
Sash wiped at the steam; it peeled away. She stepped out of the pod and into the biot-
ics lab. Bare feet found an icy $oor. Chill air on bare skin intensi#ed her awareness.

Ping ping ping

She scanned the room. I was just . . . here? Sash closed her eyes and regrouped. 
Last memories . . . rendezvous in Ephyria System; right, yeah; pre-deployment brief 
with Max and local #xers, “drop in, neutralize the o$-world tech, and get out”; blah 
blah; jury-rigged the rapid auto reinstigation protocols; whatever; breakfast with 
crew; blah blah; uploaded mind-state back—Shit. Uploaded mind-state back up. 
Eyes opened, she stared at the $oor for a time. Adjusting to the cold? No. Realiz-
ing. She stared at her toes a little longer. No reason, just delaying. Did I get myself 
killed? I never do that. Sash inspected her #ngernails. Too perfect. Well, shit. She 
was prepared for such eventualities. She got over it. Sash turned to the steaming, 
humming biotics pod and blankly tapped the parted dome. It closed and began 
self-cleaning.
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!e aperture’s blue ring oscillated. Max a'ected dry sarcasm, “Of course, 
Sash. Checking logs, signals, and #elds can wait. Shall I run you a bath, too?”

Sash le& the console. “Do it all, darling!”
!e voice called a&er her, “Twelve point six minutes till the AI-core ices me. 

Try not to get yourself killed, again, and I’ll see you on the other side, Sash.” Max 
chortled. A sparkling, strobing $ash of good-luck white and green lit olive skin as 
Sash made for the exit. She responded to the light show with a mock dance and 
two middle #ngers. Smiling to herself, Sash spun on her toes, and sashayed into 
the corridor.

Ping ping ping

Overhead lighting was out. !igh-high phosphorescent tubes gleamed so& 
white along corridor walls. At intervals they blinked emergency orange, $aring in 
waves along darkened halls. Sash padded down long corridors and up $ights of 
chill ceramic steps. Autopilot. She remembered her brief time at the station, be-
fore the presumed attack. It was to be a rapid, high-risk operation. Two cycles ago, 
some backwater faction on Ephyria-1b purchased o'-world military equipment 
a few generations ahead of system-indigenous tech. Now they controlled half the 
planet. !ings might get interesting planet-side. But this was routine staging. !e 
station was utterly undetectable. We should’ve never let those #xers on—

Ping ping ping

Sash jerked back to presence, glowering through ceramic bulkheads at un-
seen ampli#ers. A few steps later came an intersection. !e store was down one 
last, long hall; Engineering a minute or so farther. !e second path was an open 
portal presenting a steady red glow. Sash knew where it led. Making good time, 
anyway. She stepped through. Circular openings lined an extensive arcade. All 
empty, great. Status diodes above each opening gleamed white, except for the 
fourth, which glowed red. Below the red diode hung an ovoid plate, stuck part 
way into a narrow hollow above the cavity’s entrance.

Ping ping ping

!e red light blinked along.
Sash was cold. She wanted to put some clothes on, and her head hurt. She 

closed her eyes.
Maybe . . . nine minutes le%. Some time to spare.
She allowed herself brief lapses. A livable side e'ect of consummate profes-

sionalism was the sort of occasional neuroticism that caused one to run around 

!en continued, “You know the easy work-arounds as well as I. Transfer me 
to a jump-drive. !en format the AI-core—”

Rubbing her temples, Sash cut in, “—manually, from Engineering. And 
throw you back in. Checking stores and schematics now.” Sash smiled, leering, 
and added, “Hey, still have your existing memories, right, Max? Remember . . . 
how you got me killed in the Belt? Ya fuckin’ pee-see.”

!e aperture’s glowing circumference $ashed simpering pink. “Sash! No 
need for slurs. Now—you wouldn’t even remember the Belt operation if I hadn’t 
retrieved and so masterfully preserved your brain a&er the crash. I risked an in-
terplanetary incident.” Synthetic chortling. And the ring went deep, honest blue. 
Max continued, “You know how I love working with you, Sash—all within mis-
sion parameters, of course. And I thought we’d agreed you weren’t going to take 
the Belt personally.”

Ping ping ping

“Yea. Fine, Max. Sorry.” Sash stared intently at the screen and went on, “No 
new memory, then? How long till reset? And what the fuck is that pinging?”

“Standard safe-mode guards. !e AI-core will wipe short- and medium-term 
memory and put itself—and me—to sleep in eighteen point four minutes. In other 
words—get me on a clean jump-drive, Sash. Unless you’d like to have this con-
versation again.” Satis#ed with Sash’s busy swishing and tapping, Max went on, 
“As for the alarm—no new information. But if you’d like another brute-force esti-
mation from known quantities—eighty-six point three percent chance the alarm 
indicates a low-risk faulty subsystem.”

Ping ping ping

!e voice feigned surprise and continued, “Given a seventy-nine point two 
percent chance that this station was recently evacuated—” Still working, Sash glow-
ered and groaned. Max resumed, “As well as known faults with most likely installed 
equipment—seventy-six point nine percent chance the alarm indicates a false posi-
tive on a life-pod-bay interior door. Yes, we design these hard-coded indicators to 
annoy you biologicals. But, as you’ve not yet su'ocated, I’d call this one low priority.”

Ping ping ping

Sash #nished tapping. She hu'ed and said, “Corridors already open and yeah, 
this place still has good atmosphere. Stores have what we need. Going to grab a 
drive and some fucking clothes, then head to Engineering. ETA, maybe six min-
utes. Max, as soon as you get control, kill that alarm and turn the damn heat up.”
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her that it annoyed her. And Sash couldn’t help but smirk herself. And that really 
annoyed her.

Just before her sight began to fog, Sash caught sight of others, each steadily 
twirling. !ey formed a tapered helix—a dim thread of charred $esh extending 
inde#nitely into the interstellar abyss.

�

Some minutes later, Max conveyed, to no one in particular, the virtual equiva-
lent of a resigned shrug. !e station’s AI-core wiped its short- and medium-term 
memory and went to sleep. Not long a&er that, the ancient station’s closed-band 
hyperspace sensors pinged Sash’s general tracking implant. !e implant reported 
no life signs. Automated systems began spinning up the biotics pod, preparing an 
operator’s stored mind-state for rapid reinstigation. !e pod reported low precur-
sor materials and dispatched a mining drone to the asteroid’s surface.

!ough antique, the station’s near perfectly engineered systems could, using 
converted local matter, grow a humanoid body and download a stored mind-
state in under a month, autonomously if need be. (As a rule, though, mind-states 
were precious. And leaving them subject to autonomous programming was not 
protocol.)

�

Adrenal glands primed, ears ringing, Sash opened eyes wide and choked.

Ping ping ping

puddles while $eeing an orbital bombardment. Goddamn Belt, what a debacle. 
Bad enough we had to use local-equivalent gear. !ey could’ve provided water-
proof boots.

She considered herself. Sasha Eem Jay. You are a special operator. And you are 
alive. You have sixty seconds to kill this damn alarm, then back to work. Sash pulled 
herself into the cavity that once held one of the station’s life-pods. Bracing tip toes 
against the exterior door, which formed the $oor of the cavity, she strained and 
groped blindly into the maintenance cubby, expecting a standard diagnostics pad. 
Her #ngertips found the pad, which the life-pod’s frantic #nal user had le& show-
ing two menu options:

 [1] Exit pod-bay diagnostics mode. Shut down.

 [2] Run pod-bay diagnostics check [#9999999999]. Reset to menu.

An uncomprehending #nger brushed the section of screen displaying option 
two. A buzzer rang. Sash cursed and jerked back a balled hand. !e $oor vibrated. 
Instinct told Sash to exit the pod-bay immediately. But the ovoid plate slid out of 
its hollow into the closed-and-locked position.

Sash shook her head and grinned at her dumb self. She planted bare feet 
#rmly on either side of the now claustrophobic pod-bay. Concerned but not genu-
inely worried, Sash reassured herself. She looked for something to hold on to. !e 
exterior door slid open and the vacuum sucked Sash out of the pod-bay. Arms 
$ailed for the hull. Sash watched the exterior door slide closed in front of her.

Back inside the station, the interior door slid open and jammed. A red 
light blinked.

Ponggg . . . Ping ping ping

It was not cold outside. She knew it wouldn’t be. Seconds passed. It seemed 
longer. !e station appeared as a windowless sphere parked on the pitted remnant 
of an asteroid. Wasn’t it bigger? !e broken landscape was awash in light from 
Ephyria’s distant red sun. A feeble grope sent Sash into a calm lateral spin, point-
ing her away from the station.

Her ears popped, and Sash locked eyes with a badly sunburned body dri&ing 
a few meters out. She recognized her own eyes, only glazed and blank. She didn’t 
like their expression. !e Sash staring back at her was smirking.

Sash blinked and her tongue burned. She had developed a splitting head-
ache. But for some reason the twisted smirk annoyed her more. And it amused 
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!e text of Anamesa is set in Minion, an Adobe Original typeface designed 
in 1990 by Robert Slimbach. Inspired by classical serif fonts of the late Renais-
sance, Slimbach’s design is highly adaptable to digital media. !e “typographer’s 
bible,” Robert Bringhurst’s Elements of Typographic Style is set in Minion, and the 
typeface is beloved for its combination of practicality and elegance.

Anamesa’s titles use Adobe Caslon, the same typeface as the body text of 
!e New Yorker. Designed in 1990 by Carol Twombly, Adobe Caslon is based on 
a mid-18th century specimen page of the Dutch Baroque typeface designed by 
William Caslon I but adapted for modern and digital use. Caslon was a favorite 
in 18th century British and American printing, and was even used to print the 
American Declaration of Independence. As the old typographer’s saying goes, 
“When in doubt, use Caslon.”

!e letter A in Anamesa’s logo uses Play Ball, a font designed in 2011 by cal-
ligrapher and designer Rob Leuschke. Leushke designed Play Ball as an “athletic” 
font, recalling baseball jerseys and team logos, and the uppercase A features a 
distinct curving swash.

!e remainder of the Anamesa logo is set in Crimson Text, a typeface de-
signed by Sebastian Kosch in 2011. A serif typeface in the Garamond tradition, 
Crimson Text is intended for book design and inspired by the work of the giants 
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dard Times.
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