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Atlantic Nessologies: Image, Territory, Value

Abstract

This essay addresses the emerging field of Atlantic Studies and questions the status of "the Atlantic" as an
object of study. Rather than assuming a self-evident grid where Atlantic cultural phenomena oscillate between
such poles as "centers and peripheries,” or "the colonizer and the colonized," I consider a different formulation
of the Atlantic. Taking as a starting point an analysis of a poem by Tomds Morales, a modernista poet from the
Canary Islands, my essay outlines the notion of "Atlantic nessologies.” Three parallel departures are offered
from this analysis: image (or the realm of the imaginary); territory (or spatial and geopolitical inscriptions of
the Atlantic in western space-time); and value (or those ethical and political dimensions that can be drawn
from Atlantic specificities). Critical engagements with the Atlantic, my essay concludes, can be anchored in
"nessological” readings in which neither local, singular perspectives contained in islands, nor wider, more
panoramic views of the Atlantic, ought to escape critics. Instead, the work of engaging the Atlantic from
multiple perspectives and locations should express itself as a field of critical/political strategies coordinated
against perennial re-inscriptions of Eurocentric totality.
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to totalizing constructions of a coherent Atlantic. My own thinking
about the Atlantic begins by asking how the text of discursive totality
resonates with the small textured body of a cultural artifact. Below I
offer a “nessological” reading of the poem “Los puertos, los mares, y
los hombres de mar” (“Ports, Seas, and Seamen”) by Tomds Morales
(1884-1921), a late modernista poet and one of the Canary Islands’
most celebrated twentieth-century poets. Written from the port city
of Las Palmas and published in Poemas de la gloria, del amor y del
mar (Poems of Glory, Love, and the Sea) in 1908, the poem stands
as an example of how Atlantic fantasies express not only a desire
for, but also the experience of, multiple identifications.’ If dreams
unveil the coded depth buried under a psychic surface, then poems,
as surfaces superimposed on the drab quantities of Atlantic transac-
tions, may serve as interpretive grids to critique Atlantic totality.

In my reading of Morales’s poem, I ask how a notion of the
Atlantic is reproduced as an effect of fantasies that in turn ground
our contemporary definitions and uses of a disciplinary Atlantic.
Ultimately, I am interested in understanding how this concept’s to-
talizing mechanism impedes the intelligibility of singular reason,
of cultural difference, of differential value. Finally, I claim that no
meaningful critical space can develop, if it is not from the negoti-
ated interaction of singular rationalities mobilized against totaliz-
ing reason. My own critical fantasy imagines a space where singular
critiques will interpellate those totalizing, colonizing mechanisms
that constitute local others, a space that can also think about itself
through self-reflective, critical moves.® In what follows, I argue for
theorizing against a version of “the Atlantic” that ceaselessly re-in-
scribes the most obscene forms of Eurocentric totality. I do this by
self-consciously performing a number of strategic critical moves,
which could be elements in a much larger discussion among critics
of the Atlantic. I propose that critics working on Atlantic studies ad-
dress the naturalization of power and powers in the Atlantic longue
durée from multiple perspectives and locations, following the sin-
uous displacements of a range of archives. From my nessological
standpoint, I address such notions as insular genealogies, minority/
maturity, interiority/exteriority, and mobility, which I see as related
to the ideas of image, territory, and value in Atlantic contexts.

The poem, whose title carries vast, panoramic, and plural evo-
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fective instance of the multitude of flags and languages in the busy
port—indices of cosmopolitanism—against the backdrop of the
poet’s location: . . . marinos genoveses / de morenos semblantes y
ojos meridionales” ‘. . . Genoese sailors / dark-faced, with southern
eyes. Such displacements of time, youth, and decay signal a transi-
tion towards another crucial simile at the end of the fifth stanza:
“mas viejos que estos lobos que en un huacal sentados, / al soco
de los fardos, estdn tomando el sol” ‘older than these sea dogs who,
sitting on a huacal, / protected by the stacks, are basking in the sun’
The “sea dogs” are the old patriarchs around whose bodies the poem
frames the objects of its identifications. Their bodies, sitting still in
the sun, appear frozen in a timeless pose; poetry suggests photogra-
phy, time locked in the singularity of an image’s eternal present.
The present (an insular viewing and standing point) recedes
into a series of spatial and bodily demarcations: the port and boats,
dark-faced Genoese sailors, and old seamen. From this coastal van-
tage point the Atlantic seascape appears as a fantasy of cosmopolitan
fraternity and oceanic connections in an age of international mer-
cantilism. The poetic voice declares multiple identifications with the
old and younger seamen, or with the young men that the patriarchs
once were. Identification with the old sea dogs is rendered explicit
through the poem’s staging of the act of seeing them seeing. They
are not exactly looking into the sea, but observing the movements of
boats on the harbor—their own movements, proleptically projected
onto the bodies of the boats they see. In the sixth stanza “contem-
plan las viajeras / naves” ‘they are watching the traveling / vessels,
and looking at the boats; they are perhaps mirroring themselves,
narcissistically, as they used to be—*“naves, que hunden sus torsos
de hierro en la bahia” ‘vessels sinking their iron torsos in the har-
bor’—for narcissism, as Jacques Ranciére suggests, might be one of
the triggers of sea adventures and the desire to bridge oceans.® The
sea dogs recall the tales of their own lives at sea, “y relatan antiguas
andanzas marineras / en las que acaso fueran los héroes un dia:”
‘and they recount old seafaring ramblings / in which perhaps they
were once the heroes:” The colon expands the complex visual struc-
ture, once the first six stanzas have provided a starting point and
inscribed a singular location. The following seven stanzas contain a
series of mobile enumerations and descriptions (Nuez Caballero, II,
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island of Gran Canaria, wishing that he could become a cabin boy,
and dreaming of becoming a “Sea Dog.” Through his childhood
pledge, the poet also inscribes his distant love objects. Their differ-
ences figure here in the form of material presence and bodily intel-
ligibility. This is where the Atlantic can be imagined as a nessological
situation.

As my reading of Morales’s poem indicates, there is no inno-
cence in images—only fantasies of innocence desired through iden-
tifications and projections whose ultimate consequences escape both
subjects and objects of imaging games. For this very reason, Atlantic
imaginaries are performative both in terms of the production of
“Atlantic” knowledge and with regard to this knowledge’s effects
on Atlantic spaces. Our fantasies, dreams, and projections of other
spaces-times, other bodies, other love objects, have consequences
in the realm of the material and “the real.” Hence, our own critical
staging of the vague field of Atlantic studies is also a spectacle of
the interplay of colonial and colonizing sites.'” The Classical Greek
verb thedréd, meant “to behold, to observe, to look at, to perceive
and examine.” I cannot dissociate these semantic chains from their
Atlantic resonances, linking a trafficking in images and a traffick-
ing in bodies, cultural artifacts, narratives, and the bountiful plenty
of trans-Atlantic commerce. Theory, “a looking at, a beholding or
viewing,” also stands for “curiosity, presence at a festival.” Theory
contains—or is contained by—an insistence on seeing rather than
being seen, on examining rather than lending itself to examina-
tion, and on making itself present at the site of spectacle in order to
watch and see. Consider, then, the (imaginary) Atlantic; or think of
what theorizing from spectacular, symbolic, geographical, and eth-
nographic sites can reveal about the making of an Atlantic World,
and about our own stakes in the act of examining a spectacle that
offers itself in the form of subjects of critical analysis. Undoubtedly,
we reproduce the Atlantic in our own critical praxis through vari-
ous deployments of textual and visual images for continental and
trans-Oceanic consumption. Much of our theoretical trafficking in
Atlantic signifiers is a trafficking in graphic representations of some
kind: cartographic, iconographic, ethnographic, pornographic.

If we look at the scattered iconographic archive, we see that the
Atlantic is a “place” of wondrous, enchanting obscenity (Greenblatt,
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lantis. From its presumed origins in these mythical and catastroph-
ic locations, the Atlantic has been “taking place” as an imaginary
space on the western fringes of Mediterranean culture for the past
thirty centuries. Building upon the fragmentary, imaginary (oral
and visual) traditions of knowledge produced during the classical
period, a new vision of space beyond the Mediterranean emerged
toward the end of the so-called Middle Ages."? At this point I lay
out the mytho-historical location of the Canary Islands in relation
to the deployment of Atlantic imaginaries in order to understand
how early Atlantic territories are articulated with their imaginary
projections. This brief genealogical detour should further compli-
cate some of the denotative gestures I underlined in my reading of
Tomas Morales’s poem.

The Canary Islands appear in Western textual and geopoliti-
cal imaginaries as an Atlantic location as early as the first century
of the Christian era in the writings of Pliny the Elder and Strabo
(Martinez Hernandez, 74, 76; and Ferndndez-Armesto, 1987, 1-8).
In some cases, an identification with the submerged continent of
Atlantis was explicit; the Islands of the Atlantic would have been the
remnants of an ancient, mythical civilization.”” Around the ninth
century of the Christian era, an Irish monk wrote a chronicle de-
scribing the seafaring adventures of Saint Brendan, the Navigatio
Sancti Brendani (Trousson, 38-9). Alongside descriptions of islands
in the North Atlantic, this chronicle of an imaginary voyage ex-
presses a renewed interest in islands as meaningful repositories of
religious, symbolic, and spatial knowledge, which, as in the Greek
case, allowed for recognition and inclusion on the edges of the
known world. That the myth of the island of St. Brendan continued
to reverberate across the fringes of northern European culture for
centuries, and to this day in the Canary Islands, is a symptom of the
latent vitality of cultural identifications with the mythic lineages of
islandness across the pan-European Atlantic. The story continues
with the late Medieval “rediscovery” of the Islands by Genoese and
Portuguese explorers in a period that Felipe Ferndndez-Armesto has
called “the early phases of Atlantic navigation” (1987, 151). Finally,
after the volatile establishment of a Norman colony on the Eastern
Canaries at the turn of the fourteenth century, the Canary Islands
were re-invented as spatial points in the mappings of territorial sov-

Published by New Prairie Press



Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 30, Iss. 1 [2006], Art. 3

http://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol30/iss1/3
DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1613



Adridn: Atlantic Nessologies: Image, Territory, Value

30 ST&TCL, Volume 30, No. 1 (Winter, 2006)

awaiting entrance into mature citizenship; and, as Morales’s poem
suggests, they would never attain the desired enlightenment fantasy
of perfected, cosmopolitan humankind. Surely, such subjects must
have belonged to “the working classes,” or even worse. But imma-
ture, pre-critical subjects, forced to speak “modern languages,” can
also return the penetrating gaze (Morales’s text should speak for
itself here) and articulate their viewpoint (their difference) from the
vanishing point of insular self-awareness. Their accounts will strate-
gically contain viewing scenarios, fantasies, elaborate narratives of
Atlantic knowledge. These might resemble a scene of men hunting
other men on boats, as imagined by Melville (Melville, 2-89); or
they may stage the sea as “an old childhood comrade / to whom I am
bound by a wild love.”

A crucial element in our project of thinking counter to totalized
versions of the Atlantic, then, is to think critically about modern
and enlightened invocations of “minority,” either in Kant or else-
where. If we take this task seriously, we need to question the epis-
temological and territorial implications of this moral, biological,
and temporal a priori. Kant established his paidéia as the axis on
which other narratives, mounted on the text of political economy
and philosophical modernity, also hinge: musings on philosophical
or theoretical narratives of difference; on master-slave relations; on
the education of youth; on the appropriate control and manage-
ment of female bodies and reproduction; on interracial relations;
on the policing and exploitation of the colonized by the colonizer;
on dependent territories and the best (the most productive) admin-
istration by metropolitan and local authorities.

Nessological engagements with the Atlantic will render the
Kantian idea of minority critically unintelligible in the ethical and
epistemological senses of the word. If we assume the position of At-
lantic minorities, we can also deny (and not only resist) a totalized
notion of the Atlantic because neither the concept nor the totalizing
maneuver that imagines it can account sufficiently for our differ-
ence and our discontinuity in relation to that imagined totality. In
other words, the totalizing move that rationalizes me as a part in the
whole, enacts the monological perspective of a single viewing point.
True, I am contained by force, and I am also evicted, and so are all
other perspectives, other viewing positions and their contexts, which
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