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scholars, and others interested in the tumultuous and often bizarre
cultural and environmental history of the American West.

James E. Bishop
University of Nevada, Reno

Big Dead Place: Inside the Strange and Menacing World of Antarc-
tica. By Nicholas Johnson. Los Angeles: Feral House, 2005. 276 pp.
Paper $16.95.

End of the Earth: Voyages to Antarctica. By Peter Matthiessen.
Washington, D.C.: National Geographic, 2004. 288 pp. Cloth $26.00.
Paper $15.00.

Terra Antarctica: Looking into the Emptiest Continent. By William
L. Fox. San Antonio: Trinity UP, 2005. 312 pp. Cloth $35.00. Paper
(Emeryville: Shoemaker and Hoard, 2007) $19.95.

Maroon these authors together on, say, an island in Antarctica, and they
would likely make an unhappy trio—or perhaps the stuff of a new eve-
ning drama—the sensitive, nature-loving environmental activist, the
erudite scholar, and the nature-hating bad boy who watches porn with
breakfast. Taken together, their books create an interesting triptych of
the highest, driest, coldest, windiest, most remote place on earth.

Big Dead Place is the underdog’s take on Antarctica, written by a
self-proclaimed “nasty, crude, garbage grunt” who at the book’s writ-
ing had worked in Antarctica for five summers and two winters (115).
Nicholas Johnson, who has a penchant for raunchy humor, reveals
what he sees as the dirty underside and gross mismanagement of the
U.S. bases, presenting a worker’s-eye view of waste, mistreatment of
employees, corporate incompetence, and environmental degradation.
Peter Matthiessen’s account is from the perspective of the natural his-
tory expert who accompanies a boatload of hardcore birders, first to
the Antarctic Peninsula (the site of the U.S.'s Palmer base), and then
on a special tourist safari to find emperor penguins to add to their life
lists, which takes a different group to Ross Island, the site of McMurdo
Station. William Fox’s book has a more scholarly and intellectual bent;
a National Science Foundation Artists and Writers Program grantee,
Fox explores the ways humans have come to know Antarctica through
their representations of it in text and art.

End of the Earth begins with Matthiessen’s revelation that as a young
man he latched onto two dreams of exploration: to see Cape Horn,
and to visit Antarctica. Both became what he calls destinations of his
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imagination. He admits that forty years ago a trip to Antarctica was
nearly impossible, but in the last ten years cruise ships have become
regular creatures of Antarctica’s waters, and for the right price you
can even step ashore at an emperor penguin colony. The “field note”
quality of Matthiessen’s book is appealing for the naturalist who is
hungry for information from a long-time expert about flora and fauna,
but the book has more to offer than that. He also indulges in moments
of intimate reflection and political commentary that bring him—as a
thinker, writer, environmentalist, and person—more into our line of
sight. To his credit, Matthiessen expresses a sense of irony over the fact
of his privileged passage to Antarctica, while he so strongly admires
the explorers from the Age of Heroes who underwent extreme hard-
ship in their treks to the White Continent.

Itis precisely those early “heroes” at whom Johnson takes aim in Big
Dead Place—the men and the romantic myths they helped create about
Antarctica. The once-grand adventurers get knocked to the ground,
and in their place rises a new hero—the Carhartt-clad wage-earner—the
galley cook, the garbage collector, the hazardous waste technician, the
“Fuelie,” the “Heavy Shop” mechanic. The more filthy, the more glori-
ous. For every grant-funded American scientist on the ice, he points
out, there are five of these wage earners.

Amidst tales of violent parties (guys dressed in cowboy hats and
leather vests humping alien-look-alike dummies at drunken orgies),
stories of Johnson’s various lusts, lessons on how shit gets stored at
the South Pole (in big holes under the ice, which are abandoned and
closed off as they fill up, freeze solid and migrate towards the con-
tinent’s edge to one day fall into the sea), details about sophomoric,
mean-spirited tricks he and others play on their workmates, and long,
well-documented tales of manager/worker conflicts (over such mun-
dane issues as room assignments and eating toast in the galley after
hours), there are redeeming qualities to Big Dead Place, if you can read
beyond the pedestrian writing. Johnson’s critique is a Marxist one—a
story of class struggle in the Great White South. He also takes on the
honorable role of the whistle-blower, and what he’s blowing the whistle
on should have our attention. One of the myths about modern-day
Antarctica is that it exists for science, but he questions whether this
is as clear-cut a relationship as it seems. If Antarctica isn't for science,
what it is going on there? Estimates are that it costs the U.S. govern-
ment about $10,000 a day per person to support human presence in
Antarctica. Where does all that money go? Most of the contractors who
run the bases in Antarctica for the U.S.’s National Science Foundation
have been subsidiaries of defense contractors, most recently Raytheon,
one of the biggest arms dealers on the planet. Johnson’s answer would
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be that about 90% of what happens at U.S. bases in Antarctica serves
a fat corporation.

Johnson's single-minded focus on undoing the romantic popular
image of the continent is exactly the work that Fox takes on in Terra
Antarctica, but in a much more analytic and theoretical manner. Fox,
an art historian, poet, and independent scholar, reflects upon how
Antarctica has been cartographically and artistically represented over
the last several hundred years, and demonstrates how this project of
representation is essential to human understanding of such large and
not easily comprehensible spaces. He describes this human difficulty to
grasp such spaces as “cognitive and visual dissonance,” and the space
of Antarctica as “isotropic”—the same in every direction (18). The dif-
ficulties of “knowing” Antarctica are the same difficulties presented
by other isotropic spaces, such as deserts and the open ocean. Humans
make space into place and land into landscape by making art out of
it, and it matters how we do this. In the art we create, are we big in
relationship to Antarctica, or small? Are humans more powerful and
important than the space itself? He suggests that the way we answer
this question (in art) has everything to do with how we, as humans,
treat the land—respectfully or not. We need, he asserts, to “construct
versions of landscape to which we can be more accountable” (68).

What these three entirely different books about Antarctica represent,
of course, is not a case in which one story is truer than another. Rather,
these authors’ divergent angles of vision, taken together, present a nu-
anced and complex picture of this inexplicable land.

Gretchen Legler
University of Maine at Farmington

Sensuous Seas: Tales of a Marine Biologist. By Eugene H. Kaplan.
Princeton: Princeton UP, 2006. 271 pp. Cloth $24.95.

“How am I to turn the thoughts of these hormone-laden young men
and women to the subject matter at hand? What can I say that will
interest them, I wonder, as I drone on interminably about clams and
worms?” (1). To answer these questions, Eugene H. Kaplan tells stories
of the aquatic environment and its organisms in a way few other ma-
rine biologists could have. Thirty-one chapters include both scientific
accounts and beautiful drawings of each creature described. Sensuous
Seas is a scientific and artistic book, but what makes it unique is the
author’s use of personal narratives, which are replete with descriptions
of the surprising behaviors of marine animals.



