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The Taklamakan. 
The Empty Quarter. 
The Kalahari. 
The Mojave. 
The Gobi, 
(and, of course,) 
The Sahara. 

All are evocative names . Yet E d w a r d Abbey, desert lover a n d self-
proc la imed protector o f all that is arid, compla ined in his 1 9 6 8 Desert 
Solitaire that the desert was a place which had 'scatcely been a p p r o a c h e d in 
poetry or fiction'. I f A b b e y was right, that ' the desert waits . . . u n t o u c h e d 
by the h u m a n m i n d ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 3 0 2 - 3 0 3 ) , such an oversight obvious ly 
needs to be redressed. Unles s , o f course , it truly is as b l and a subject as the 
literati, according to Abbey , seem to think. 

P r o o f to the contrary is prov ided by the endless s treams o f travel 
writings that these harsh, dry landscapes never cease to p o u r forth. A m o n g 
m a n y recent examples one can n a m e M a r q de Villiers a n d Shei la Hirt le ' s 
Sahara: The Life of the Great Desert ( 2 0 0 2 ) a n d Fergus F leming ' s The 
Sword and the Cross ( 2 0 0 3 ) . T h i s list will g row m u c h longer if we a d d past 
desert travellers such as Charles M . D o u g h t y , R ichard F. Bur ton , A n t o i n e 
d e Saint-Exupéry, Laurens van der Post , T . E . Lawrence a n d Wilfred 
Thes iger . I f we al low fictions' to be a d d e d to the list, one m a y likewise 
po int to the writ ings o f Gus t ave Flaubert , A n d r e G i d e , Paul Bowles , Bruce 
C h a t w i n , T h e a Astley, R a n d o l p h S tow, Patrick Whi te , or, as m o s t people 
will p rompt ly answer when asked to n a m e a "desert s tory" , Michae l 
Ondaa t j e ' s The English Patient ( 1 9 9 2 ) . It is even poss ible to find 

' In this paper 'fiction' will refer to works of a purportedly 'fictional' nature whereas 'travel' and 
'explorative' writings will refer to works claiming to be based on 'actual' experiences of the 
landscapes described. That some works bridge these distinctions, as eg. Bruce Chatwin's The 
Songlines (1987) does it, will for the purposes of this paper be ignored. 

N O R D I C J O U R N A L O F E N G L I S H S T U D I E S V O L . 2 No. 2 345 



Contrasts: A Defence of Desert Writings 

N o r w e g i a n s a n d Swedes writ ing o f the hot , gritty wastelands , m a k i n g 
compar i sons to cold Scandinavia in the realization that driving between 
'drifts o f sand ' outs ide o f T a n - T a n in the Sahara is like driving between 
'heaps o f snow in S t o c k h o l m at winter' (L indqvis t 1 9 9 0 : 9) . S o , we m a y 
ask, exactly what was A b b e y gr iping about? Westerners apparent ly have 
been, and still are, ' approaching ' the desert in all sorts o f imaginable ways. 
Western nat ions , certainly, have ' approached ' the desert m o r e than o n c e in 
recent years. T h e y d id so under R o m m e l a n d M o n t g o m e r y , a n d they have 
d o n e so under Schwarzkopf and Franks . Deserts , o n e m a y rightfully c la im, 
have h a d a powerful grip o n Westerners for centuries past , be it o n their 
imag inat ion , security agendas or oil policies. 

Yet Abbey ' s compla in t is not entirely off the mark. W e do not find 
prose prais ing the desert as T h o r e a u praised the w o o d s or H e m i n g w a y the 
sea, nor d o we find an O d e to S a n d by Wordswor th , Keats or Shelley. Yet 
in a way we do . T h e texts are o u t there, f loundering on the desert dunes 
for lack o f attention. Crit ical op in ion just never bothered to spend a lot o f 
energy o n the subject. At least no t till recently. 

S ince A b b e y pu t forth his compla int , critical investigations o f specific 
deserts a n d national desert tradit ions 3 have flourished, m u c h thanks to the 
g r o w i n g interest for the emergent field o f literary geography. Plentiful as 
these m a y have become , o n e will still be hard pressed to d ig up m o r e than 
a handful o f critical accounts br idging literary genres, national tradit ions 
a n d geographical ly diverse deserts. Be lden C . Lane ' s The Solace of Fierce 
Landscapes ( 1 9 9 8 ) a n d Wi l l i am L. Fox ' The Void, The Grid & The Sign 
( 2 0 0 0 ) c o m e close, bu t the former is too preoccupied with the monas t i c 
tradit ion a n d the latter with the specific Amer ican vision to offer truly 
wide-ranging accounts encompas s ing the host o f Western desert writings. 
A n d in the texts originat ing f rom the tip o f van der Post 's S o u t h Africa to 
the top o f Axel Jensen ' s N o r w a y , f rom Abbey ' s Arches N a t i o n a l 
M o n u m e n t in southeast U t a h to Stow's desert o f Centra l Australia , one is 

2 For a Norwegian example of the genre, see Axel Jensen's Ikaros (1957). 
3 For investigations of the American and Australian traditions see eg. Marc Reisner, Cadillac 

Desert (1986), Peter Wild, Opal Desert: Explorations of Fantasy and Reality in the American 
Southwest (1999), William L. Fox, The Void, The Grid & The Sign (2000), Craig Leland Childs, 
The Secret Knowledge of Water: Discovering the Essence of the American Desert (2001), Roslynn D. 
Haynes, Seeking the Centre: The Australian Desert in Literature, Art and Film (1998) and Lesley 
Head, Second Nature: The Historyand Implications of Australia as Aboriginal Landscape (2000). 
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indeed able to find similarities that need not necessarily be described 
within a m o r e specific f ramework but that o f ' t h e West ' . 

Whereas this paper lays no c la im to offer o n e such definite account , it 
will argue that Western desert writings are to s o m e extent all centred on 
w h a t Sven L indqvi s t calls the 'contrast between surface a n d depths [that is] 
the fundamenta l experience o f the desert' (L indqvis t 1 9 9 0 : 5 7 ) . A contrast 
that is so rich in imagery that one cannot but wonder w h y critical op in ion 
never bothered to give m o r e than the occasional cheer for Lawrence and 
Exupéry a n d forgot all the rest. 

Tales of Dare 

U s e d as a narrative p loy in a work o f fiction, we m o s t often meet the desert 
in narratives in which the sett ing is either partially or complete ly replaced 
by e lements o f a fictional world. T h a t is, in fictions that w o u l d normal ly 
be classified as be longing to the genres o f science fiction, fantasy or m a g i c 
real ism. Except ions such as Paul Bowles ' The Sheltering Sky ( 1 9 4 9 ) or T h e a 
Astley's Drylands ( 1 9 9 9 ) do , o f course, exist, bu t it is in texts like Anto ine 
d e Sa int-Exupéry ' s The Little Prince ( 1 9 4 6 ) , Walter M . Miller 's A Canticle 
for Leibowitz ( 1 9 5 9 ) , R a n d o l p h Stow's Tourmaline ( 1 9 6 3 ) , F rank 
Herber t ' s Dune ( 1 9 6 5 ) a n d J . G . Bal lard's Vermillion Sands ( 1 9 7 1 ) that we 
m o s t often meet the desert as a protagonis t in its own right. Here , the 
desert is either e m p l o y e d to provide the a tmosphere for a futuristic or 
fantastic setting, or, alternatively, acts as a gateway to other worlds. 
Occas ional ly , the desert also makes an appearance in adventure writ ing, 
bu t as Richard Phillips has said o f the desert o f the Aust ta l ian interior, so it 
goes for the relationship between the desert and adventure writ ing in 
general . S ince there is noth ing but s and a n d heat for the intrepid hero 
(rarely the heroine) to explore, it is, as Phillips says, 'unsuitable as the 
sett ing for convent ional ly epic explorat ion history' (Phillips 1 9 9 7 : 7 5 ) . It 
m a y act as yet another piece o f t roub le some landscape that the heto m u s t 
traverse before he reaches the treasure trove at the end o f the road, but it is 
no t often in the desert itself that the quest is completed . Adventurous souls 
like Alan Quartermain m a y m a k e a peri lous journey across the desert 
( H a g g a r d 1 8 8 5 : chap . 5-6 ) , but it is not here that he finds the gemstones 
o f K i n g S o l o m o n that he covets. 

M o s t Western desert tales, however, are couched in the f ramework o f 
travel and explorative writings. T h a t Westerners ' literary engagement with 

347 



Contrasts: A Defence of Desert Writings 

the desert main ly comes in the form o f exploration a n d travel is no great 
surprise when we consider that these hot sandy wastes are to be found on 
all o f the continents with the exception o f Antarct ica a n d E u r o p e . 
Practically all such deserts are located in countries once colonised or at 
least under heavy influence o f (European) colonial powers . Consequent ly , 
as a large a m o u n t o f Western desert writings can be classified as being the 
products o f non- indigenous writers, aspects o f the colonial /postcolonial 
debate can hardly be ignored. Writ ings such as Chat le s M . D o u g h t y ' s 
Travels in Arabia Deserta ( 1 8 8 8 ) , Char les F. Bur ton ' s Personal Narrative of 
a Pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah ( 1 8 9 3 ) , T . E. Lawrence 's Seven 
Pillars of Wisdom ( 1 9 3 5 ) and Wilfred Thes iger ' s Arabian Sands ( 1 9 5 9 ) can 
easily be placed within the theoretical f ramework provided by postcolonial 
theory a n d have indeed been so m a n y t imes in the past. T h e writers' 
d o n n i n g o f 'native clothes ' (Lawrence 1 9 3 5 : 51) in order to perform a 
' journey in disguise ' as well as the urge to see country 'not yet seen by a 
E u r o p e a n ' (Thesiger 1959 : 8 a n d 7) is typical o f the genre as is the 
l anguage in which it is put , the constant desire to 'penetrate ' a n d 'conquer ' 
the 'virgin lands ' . As investigations into this particular aspect have been 
explored thoroughly elsewhere we will not dwell u p o n it here, bu t only 
note that, as Barry Lopez expresses it, ' [d i f f i cu l ty in evaluating, or even 
discerning, a particular landscape is related to the distance a culture has 
traveled from its o w n ancestral landscape ' (Lopez 1 9 8 6 : 12) . T h a t 
E u r o p e a n travellers a n d explorers pro jected their desires a n d pre-conceived 
not ions on a landscape utterly alien to them to a large degree explains why 
they had a hard t ime c o p i n g with the desert landscapes that they were at 
the s a m e t ime also enthralled by. O n e would , however, p re sume that this 
'difficulty' shou ld d imini sh with t ime as the foreign invaders settle d o w n 
a n d begin to m a k e the desert l andscape their own. F o r the cowboys o f the 
Amer ican W e s t a n d the bushrangers o f Central Austral ia it m a y have 
b e c o m e so, but for the average citizens o f these preponderant ly urbanised 
societies, it is still a l andscape that has not been assimilated in the national 
psyches. In a reading in which Abbey ' s own Desert Solitaire is c o m p a r e d to 
desert writ ings ranging from a variety o f different national traditions, genres, 
and geographic and fictional locations, we will attempt to explain why that is. 

Mind under Matter 

Whether they are defined as travel writings, fictions, sociological accounts o t 
ecological polemics, it is a rare piece o f desert writing that does not express a 
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belief in the 'origin' o f the desert. O n e may find the desert invoked as a 
romanticised dream o f a pure and forgotten past, or, inversely, as a cruel and 
malignant entity bound to destroy all that invades it, hence as a space that 
m u s t be either traversed or 'greened' in order to conquer it. N o matter what 
the form or purpose o f the texts in question, though, the desert and its peoples 
are almost always seen as primeval, untainted and pure. T h e Arabian scholar 
Ibn Khaldün spoke o f the desert's ability to keep its inhabitants 'closer to the 
first natutal state and more remote from evil habits' (Khaldün 1381 : 94) 
already in the fourteenth century, but we find his claim mirrored in 
Lawrence's description o f the 'absttaction o f desert landscape [that] cleansed 
m e ' (Lawrence 1935 : 506) , in Bowles' claim that 'the sun is a great purifier' 
(Bowles 1949 : 136) , in Thesiger who speaks o f 'a cleanness which was 
infinitely remote from the world o f men ' (Thesiger 1959 : 32) and in 
Chatwin's thesis that 'man was born in the desert [and] by returning to the 
desert he rediscovers himself (Chatwin 1987: 65 ) . Whether this 'purity' is 
benign or not is, however, an entirely different story. Exupéry may express 
admiration, passion even, for a place that 'does not open itself to transient 
lovers' (Exupéry 1939: 4 8 ) , but for the explorers vanquishing o f dehydration 
or the assaults o f the desert dwellers, the 'purity' o f the desert - its ability to 
thwart all plans o f invasion - will seem a rather doubtful trait. 

Abbey ' s Desert Solitaire takes the m i d d l e road. H i s introductory 
l ament , s tat ing that: 

This is not a travel guide but an elegy. 
A memorial. 
You're holding a tombstone in your hands (Abbey 1968: xii). 

m a y fool o n e into believing that the tone o f Deser t Solitaire will be akin to 
the romant ic i s ing o n e encounters in Thes iger and Exupéry. Read ing on , 
however, Abbey ' s c la im that: 

The personification of the natural is exactly the tendency I wish to 
suppress in myself... I want to be able to look at and into a juniper tree, 
a piece of quartz, a vulture, a spider, and see it as it is in itself, devoid of 
all humanly ascribed qualities, anti-Kantian, even the categories of 
scientific description. T o meet God or Medusa face to face, even if it 
means risking everything human in myself (Abbey 1968: 7) 

hints what it is that sets h im apart from the glorified myths o f his 
predecessors . 
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' I 'm a humanis t ; I 'd rather kill a man than a snake ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 0 ) , 
A b b e y wryly observes as he ponders which o f the two species he would 
prefer to exterminate if he was given the chance. Accord ing to L y n n Whi te 
Jr . , 'Chris t ianity is the m o s t anthropocentr ic religion the wor ld has seen' 
(Glotfelty a n d F r o m m 1 9 9 6 : 9 ) , and if o n e finds Abbey ' s remark 
provocat ive (which it is certainly meant to be) , it is probably in this 
Chris t ian concept ion o f the world that the root o f one ' s annoyance should 
be found. A s W h i t e argues, we m a y be rationally aware that the earth 
revolves a r o u n d its own axis a n d that, consequently , the sun does not rise 
in the east, yet few o f us think otherwise when we watch a rosy dawn. For 
as U m b e r t o E c o says it: 

if our knowledge is by now Copernican, our perception is still 
Ptolemaic: we not only see the sun rise in the east and travel 
through rhe arc of the day, but we behave as if the sun turns and we 
remain immobile. And we say, "the sun rises", "the sun is high in 
the sky", "it sinks", "it sets". Even your astronomy professors speak 
Ptolemaically (Eco 1999: 23). 

F o r Whi te , this means that, 

[d]espite Copernicus, all the cosmos rotates around our little globe. 
Despite Darwin, we are not, in our hearts, part of the natural 
process. We are superior to nature, contemptuous of it (Glotfelty 
and Fromm 1996: 12). 

N o one is g o i n g to tell us, ta lking creatures with e n o r m o u s brains who 
dr ink our m o r n i n g coffee as we watch the s u n w , that a sl ithering snake 
can be m o r e impor tant than a bipedal man . As Cr i s topher M a n e s has said 
it, the possibil i ty that 'intellect or self-consciousness ' could be d e e m e d 
inferior to 'photosynthesis , po i soned fangs or sporogenesis ' (Glotfel ty and 
F r o m m 1 9 9 6 : 2 4 ) lies as far from our concept ion o f our place in the 
universe as the belief that the life o f a snake cou ld poss ibly be more 
valuable than the life o f a m a n . T h e insignificance o f m a n is, however, 
exactly what A b b e y at tempts to convince us o f in Desert Solitaire. 

A w a y with all 'personi f icat ion o f the natura l ' a n d all f o r m s o f 
interpretat ion. W e l c o m e 'surfaces - [for] what else is there?' , A b b e y asks. 
T h o u g h a ph i lo sopher by trade, A b b e y seems d e t e r m i n e d n o t to linger 
over the age-o ld conflict be tween b o d y a n d m i n d longer than absolute ly 
necessary. H e is reputedly perfectly content wi th there be ing n o t h i n g but 
sutfaces in the wor ld , that the ' surface is also the essence' ( A b b e y 1 9 6 8 : 
3 2 ) , a n d that , as a c o n s e q u e n c e , we can d o away with all fo rms o f 
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4 According to Lawrence, the body is 'coarse ... rubbish', sex an 'unhygienic 
pleasure', rhe optimal Beduin army is envisioned as 'a thing intangible ... like a 
gas', Lawrence and his bodyguard 'see our bodies' with 'hostility' and Lawrence 
himself on several occasions experiences that he is 'dividing into parts', 'detaching' 
from his body and 'hovering above' his 'flesh' (Lawrence 1935: 12, 338, 182, 460, 
12 and 443). 
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interpreta t ion a n d wrangl ings a b o u t inner a n d outer , s imulacra a n d real. 
N o t i o n s o f ' so l ips i sm, like o ther absurdi t ies o f the profess ional 
p h i l o s o p h e r is a p r o d u c t o f too m u c h t ime was ted in l ibrary s tacks ' 
( A b b e y 1 9 6 8 : 1 2 1 ) , A b b e y says, a n d to refute such a creature, 'all that 
y o u have to d o is take h i m o u t a n d throw a rock at his h e a d ' (Abbey 
1 9 6 8 : 1 2 2 ) . Ins tead o f theor i s ing too m u c h , A b b e y c o m m e n d s us to 
m a k e a leap o f faith a n d s imply accept the wor ld as it is w i t h o u t trying to 
w r e n c h any ' m e a n i n g ' f rom it. 

T h i s advice o f Abbey ' s is o n e that we find elsewhere in desert writ ings 
( though by no m e a n s in all) , for as L a n e says, ' one initially enters the 
desert in order to be s tr ipped o f se l f (Lane 1 9 9 8 : 6 ) . T h e oppos i t e lesson, 
t aught by m a n y but especially by Lawrence , is therefore far r emoved f rom 
the sent iment o f Desert Solitaire. For instead o f prais ing it for p r o d u c i n g a 
creed o f mind-over-matter in which bodi ly wants a n d desires can be 
c o n q u e r e d or quel led by a s trong m i n d 4 , A b b e y cherishes the desert for its 
abil ity to merge the two into one. Rather than elevating the m i n d to s o m e 
superior posi t ion far removed f rom the body , A b b e y argues that in the 
desert where 'the sun reigns' in 'arid intensity o f pure h e a t . . . all things recede 
to distances out o f reach . . . annihilating all thought' (Abbey 1968: 165) . 

In Gil les De leuze a n d Felix Guat tar i ' s concept o f a 'nomado logy ' , we 
find m u c h the s a m e advice expressed. Instead o f ab id ing by the strict 
d i chotomies a n d goal-oriented structures o f the 'arborescent culture ' in 
which we live, De leuze a n d Guattar i urge us to think in the patterns o f a 
' rhizome' , realising that ' the dist inct ion to be m a d e is not at all between 
exterior a n d interior', but rather that 'everything is connected ' (De leuze 
a n d Guat tar i 1980 : 3 6 and 115 ) . Accordingly , the lesson o f the desert (or 
to be m o r e precise, o f the desert peoples , the n o m a d s ) , is therefore the 
realisation that 'a pa th is always between two points , but the in-between 
has taken o n all the consistency' (Deleuze a n d Guat tar i 1 9 8 0 : 3 5 0 ) . F o r 
unl ike the 'striated', ' sedentary' space o f the cities that we (Westerners) live 
in, the desert dwellers are aware that there is 'no line separat ing earth a n d 
sky . . . no intermediate dis tance, no perspective or contour ' (De leuze a n d 
Guat tar i 1 9 8 0 : 3 8 2 ) . It is, as Lane a n d F o x p o i n t out , in the desert which 
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has 'no m i d d l e g round ' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 51) that we are confronted 'with a vast 
horizontal edge , a horizon o f emptiness into which we find ourselves 
absorbed a n d lost ' a n d 'little distance is m a d e between the self a n d the 
env i ronment ' (Lane 1 9 9 8 : 38 a n d 4 0 ) . 

It is this form o f spatial concept ion and living that A b b e y advocates as 
an escape f rom the mind-bogg l ing 'absurdities ' o f Western philosophers , 
an experience described by M a u r i c e B lanchot as be ing o n e that ' tends 
towards the inexplicable in order to explain . . . an experience which is one 
n o t o f k n o w i n g but o f being' (Ho l l and 1 9 9 5 : 3 0 9 ) . Instead o f a t tempt ing 
to prove (or disprove as it is so c o m m o n these days) the existence o f the 
world in which he seeks to immerse himself, A b b e y similarly chooses to 
face the vo id unquest ioningly , ignoring all quest ions o f onto logy in his 
decis ion to s imply be. T h e desert offers A b b e y 'a hard and brutal 
myst ic i sm in which the naked self merges with a n o n - h u m a n world ' 
(Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 7 ) , the ep iphany o f which is the realisation that, 

out there is a different world, older and greater and deeper by far 
than ours, a world which surrounds and sustains the little world of 
men as sea and sky surround and sustain a ship. The shock of the 
real (Abbey 1968 :45 ) . 

Un l ike Lawrence who 'reverenced m y wits and despised m y body ' 
(Lawrence 1 9 3 5 : 5 2 7 ) , A b b e y therefore believes ' that m a n is a dream, 
thought an i l lusion, a n d only rock is real' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 4 4 ) . 

T h e belief that ' the "real" us . . . is concentrated in s o m e d i sputed 
recess o f the body , a precious cocoon, separate f rom the wor ld o f matter ' in 
a place called 'the mind ' , is a belief that Nei l Evernden rightly diagnoses 
the Western world as having suffered f rom ever since Descar tes (Glotfelty 
a n d F r o m m 1 9 9 6 : 9 8 ) . Consequent ly , the 'hyperbol ic doubt s ' o f 
Descar tes ' Meditations on First Philosophy should , A b b e y agrees with its 
author , 'be rejected as ludicrous ' ( C a h n 1 9 7 7 : 3 7 7 ) . B u t so should the 
concept o f the 'evil genius ' and its counterpart , the benign G o d , that had 
Descartes go ing in the first place. F o r as A b b e y puts it, ' [u jnder the desert 
sun , in that d o g m a t i c clarify, the fables o f theology a n d the myths o f 
classical ph i lo sophy dissolve like mist ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 4 5 ) . In the beautiful 
b u t trying terrain o f the desert, when your 'thirst becomes so intense' that 
y o u ' cannot seem to dr ink any l iquid fast e n o u g h to quench it' (Abbey 
1 9 6 8 : 161) a n d the heat is ' thick a n d heavy o n [your] brains ' (Abbey 
1 9 6 8 : 1 0 7 ) , o n e cannot deny that b o d y a n d world m o s t certainly exist. 
Abbey , at least, cannot , a n d there is no o n e else a r o u n d to object . 
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Kenosis, Silence and Solitude 

It is the paradox o f the desert that a l though it is a place o f desertion and 
loneliness, it is also a place where o n e can rarely survive for long without 
c o m p a n i o n s . Consequent ly , o n e m u s t often let g o o f one ' s i m m e d i a t e 
individual needs in order to serve the long-term welfare o f the group/ tr ibe . 
A b b e y , however, claims that ' m a n can never find or need better 
c o m p a n i o n s h i p than that o f h i m s e l f (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 1 2 1 ) , a n d it is a rare 
instance in Desert Solitaire when A b b e y is not prais ing the m a n y qualities 
sol i tude has over c o m p a n i o n s h i p . For this reason alone, i f not for any 
other, it w o u l d be wrong to insist that A b b e y does not operate with the 
concept o f ' the individual ' . O n e only has to remember that A b b e y does 
not , like Descartes and countless othet Western thinkers, see ' the 
individual ' as an intangible kernel shut off f rom the rest o f the 'world ' or 
'reality'. For Abbey , the path to ' the individual ' does not go through the 
pineal g land as Descartes w o u l d have it, bu t is the pineal g land, the brain 
in which it resides, the skull which vaults the brain, a n d the skin that keeps 
in b lood , b o n e and gristle yet exudes sweat; sweat that evaporates a n d mix 
with air, s o m e day to condense again a n d perhaps fall u p o n the very s a m e 
head as rain. For Abbey , ' [t]here is no such thing as an individual , only an 
individual- in-context ' (Glotfelty a n d F r o m m 1996 : 1 0 3 ) , a n d individual 
a n d context are constant ly interacting. 

T h o u g h A b b e y fiercely denies all thinking o f a religious nature a n d , as 
L a n e puts it, 'would have scoffed at the very idea' that there is anything 
holy about the desert, Abbey ' s desert paradoxical ly seems akin to the desert 
o f the desert fathers on m a n y points . Accord ing to Saint J e r o m e , the 
desert was the place in which those 'who desire to live a remoter life, 
s t r ipped o f all its t rappings , wi thdraw themselves ' (Waddel l 1 9 3 6 : 58 ) . For 
J e r o m e as well as for later mystics , the desert was therefore the place in 
which kenosis, the ' empty ing o f the ego that opens o n e [to G o d ] ' (Lane 
1 9 9 6 : 15 and 13) , could take place. For Abbey , too , the desert is a silent, 
solitary, contemplat ive place in which o n e often loses one ' s sense o f self yet 
ga ins someth ing in return. A l though the contents o f this return certainly 
differs f rom that o f Sa int J e r o m e a n d his fellow desert fathers, the process 
o f sol i tude, silence a n d lack o f urban comfor t through which it is ga ined is 
s imilar to the experiences o f the desert fathers in m a n y respects. 

H a v i n g spent the ' T h e First M o r n i n g ' (chaptet one) and subsequent 
hours o f daylight together with the super intendent a n d the chief ranger o f 
Arches Na t iona l M o n u m e n t (the geographical desert in which m o s t o f 

353 



Contrasts: A Defence of Desert Writings 

Desert Solitaire is set), darkness falls o n Abbey ' s c a m p . It is only then, free 
f rom all c o m p a n i o n s h i p , that A b b e y becomes aware o f 'the i m m e n s e 
si lence in which I a m lost' . T h i s 'silence', A b b e y assures us, is not so m u c h 
a 'silence as a great stillness'. A few sounds can be heard, 'the creak o f s o m e 
bird in a juniper tree, an eddy o f w i n d . . . - slight noises which break the 
sensation o f absolute silence', yet this only serves to 'exaggerate m y sense o f 
the surrounding , overwhelming peace' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 13) . T h i s is the 
stillness o f the wild, the oppos i te o f what Abbey later terms the 'confusion 
a n d c lamor ' (Abbey 1968 : 2 0 0 ) o f urban life that he is trying to get away 
from. H a v i n g d i spensed with the noise o f urbanity, A b b e y next decides to 
rid h imse l f o f ' the small device s t r ipped to m y hand ' in order to attain a 
' suspens ion o f t ime, a cont inuous present ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 13) . T h u s freed 
f rom the restraints o f civilisation, solitary, silent a n d timeless, A b b e y 
begins to perceive his surroundings in a different light, metaphorical ly a n d 
literally speaking. 

A s he finishes his supper , the remaining daylight disappears a n d 
A b b e y experiences one o f the telltale characteristics o f the desert night. 
Stars , ' bo ld and close' canopies the desert wor ld o f 'arches a n d cliffs and 
pinnacles a n d balanced rocks o f sands tone ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 13) . T o keep 
h i m c o m p a n y , A b b e y decides to light a 'little s q u a w fire' that, though 
m a n - m a d e , is comparat ively 'natural ' e n o u g h to avoid yok ing h im back to 
the m a n - m a d e world he has just escaped. As the fire dies out , however, 
A b b e y shortly relapses into modern i ty as he fiddles with the thought o f 
u s ing a flashlight and tries to start up the generator o f his housetrailer in 
order to light the light bulbs inside. T h e idea o f the flashlight is quickly 
discarded, for 'like m a n y other mechanical gadgets [it] tends to separate a 
m a n f rom the world a round h im' . Instead, A b b e y ventures into the 
darkness with l imited vision, bu t remaining 'part o f the environment ' 
(Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 15) . As he returns to his housetrailer after his stroll, he does , 
however, start the generator in order to write a letter. In contrast to his 
recent experience o f a flashlight-less walk, the bright lights o f the light 
bulbs a n d the 'clatter o f the generator ' m a k e h i m feel ' shut off f rom the 
natural wor ld a n d sealed up , encapsulated, in a box o f artificial l ight and 
tyrannical noise ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 15) . At the end o f the chapter, it is 
therefore with great pleasure that he relinquishes housetrailer, generator 
a n d every other m a n - m a d e appl iance. A s a result o f this a b a n d o n , ' the 
night flows back, the mighty stillness embraces a n d includes m e ' once 
again. Freed from the consttaints o f modernity, he can 'see the stars again and 
the world o f stariight' (Abbey 1968: 16). H e is, we are tempted to say, O n e . 
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T h a t he is O n e with his surroundings is not equivalent to saying that 
he is O n e with G o d , for as A b b e y himsel f proc la ims , ' W h y confuse the 
issue by dragg ing in a superf luous entity?' T h o s e w h o cla im that they find 
G o d in the desert should realise that there is noth ing there but 'heat waves' 
(Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 3 0 ) , noth ing 'but m e and the desert ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 3 1 ) . 
Abbey ' s desert experience is therefore strictly speaking not kenosis in the 
full import o f the word . H a v i n g empt ied his ego, what possesses h im is not 
the H o l y Spirit , bu t N a t u r e . 

Immersion and Meaning 

' T o really experience the desert y o u have to march right into its white 
bowl ' (Reisner 1 9 8 6 : 4 ) M a r c Reisner claims in Cadillac Desert, for as F o x 
expresses it, 'keeping hold o f the desert means staying in it' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 
3 0 ) . O f all Western desert travellers w h o have advocated the slowness o f 
travel as a way in which to immerse oneself in the landscape, no one , 
however, surpasses Thes iger : 

I had no desire to travel faster. In this way there was time to notice 
things - a grasshopper under a bush, a dead swallow on the ground, 
the tracks of a hare, a bird's nest, the shape and colour of ripples on 
the sand, the bloom of tiny seedlings pushing through the soil. 
There was time to collect a plant or to look at a rock. The very 
slowness of our march diminished its monotony. I thought how 
terribly boring it would be to rush about this country in a car 
(Thesiger 1959: 60). 

Thesiger thus realised that 'for me the fascination o f this journey lay not in 
seeing the country but in seeing it under these conditions' (Thesiger 1959: 310) . 

A b b e y likewise c la ims that 'wilderness a n d m o t o r s are incompat ib le 
a n d that the former can best be experienced, unders tood , a n d enjoyed 
when the machines are left behind ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 5 9 ) . F o t Abbey , the 
difference between a trip in the wilderness with or wi thout technology is, 
in the words o f D o n Scheese, ' the difference between percept ion and 
bl indness , immers ion a n d non-part ic ipat ion ' (Glotfelty a n d F r o m m 1 9 9 6 : 
3 1 2 ) . Flashlights , motor i sed transport and power generators act as a bar to 
our access to the natural wor ld , but that is not all. It is also destroying it. 
T h e result o f our technological ly near-total mastery o f nature - explosive 
demograph ic s a n d careless (ab)use o f natural resources - are fast 
d imin i sh ing the sorry remains o f what wilderness w e have left. 
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M o s t people , A b b e y realises, are compel led to ' t ame, alter or destroy 
what they cannot unders tand, to reduce the wild a n d p r e h u m a n to h u m a n 
d imens ions ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 4 0 ) a n d they d o this by bui ld ing park ing lots, 
diners, t a rmac scenic views a n d road signs. T h i s is unders tandable , for, as 
F o x says, ' the need to control our ancestral fright o f the dark a n d the 
empty ' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 2 1 1 ) is complete ly natural. W e need the 'pretense o f 
ruling the vo id with rationality' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 123) . W i t h o u t the structuring 
o f h u m a n presence, m a n y people feel 'dread . . . in the presence o f primeval 
desert ' (Abbey 1968 : 2 4 0 ) a n d even cynical, pragmat ic A b b e y is somet imes 
forced to 'push a s tone over the edge o f the cliff s imply to convince 
h i m s e l f ' o f the reality o f change ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 4 3 ) that the ancient and 
silent desert in which 'noth ing has happened for a thousand years' (Abbey 
1 9 6 8 : 4 4 ) seems to belie. 

Yet we need that space, the desert, ' the dark a n d the empty ' , Fox , 
Reisner and A b b e y claim. W e need it for ecological reasons s ince it acts as 
an ' indicator region for the rest o f the planet ' leading us ' into 
reconsidering h o w we see the rest o f the world ' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 117 ) , a n d we 
need it for personal reasons, leading us to reconsider h o w we see our own 
private world. W e need it because our ' imaginat ion need places o f 
habitat ion ' , places in which, as Fox says, we can ' contemplate space in 
b o t h posit ive and negative manifestat ions as part o f our unders tand ing o f 
the universe, which is, after all, m o r e vo id than not ' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 2 8 ) . In all 
its desolat ion, qu ie tude , indifference a n d emptiness , the desert acts as a 
counter to our lofty ideas o f what it is that makes us h u m a n . Phi losophical 
theories o f surface, essence, self a n d world , theological not ions o f spirit a n d 
G o d , or, indeed, the s imple , steadfast belief in our o w n importance ; all are 
chal lenged a n d therefore set in a new perspective by the desert, r eminding 
us ' o f o u r place' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 2 0 6 ) in the greater picture. 

In one o f Abbey ' s m a n y digressions f rom the main narrative o f Arches 
N a t i o n a l M o n u m e n t , w e are told o f h o w he once went for a trip to H a v a s u 
Creek. D u r i n g the five weeks he stayed there he 'lived a lone ' (Abbey 1968 : 
2 4 8 ) , 'wandered naked as A d a m ' , and o n a m o o n l i t night ' s l ipped by 
degrees into lunacy' a n d 'lost to a certain extent the power to dis t inguish 
between what was and what was not myse l f (Abbey 1968 : 2 5 1 ) . A t other 
po ints , back in the desert, he has similar experiences o f ' s inking into the 
l andscape ' (Abbey 1968 : 2 7 1 ) , o f having a feeling that all ' h u m a n melted 
wi th the sky a n d faded out beyond the mounta in s ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 121) . 
T h a t A b b e y is capable o f per forming a merg ing with landscape both while 
catching 'a few rainbow trout ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 4 9 ) on the shores o f H a v a s u 
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C r e e k and as he is ' surrounded by a rolling wasteland o f s tone and d u n e ' 
(Abbey 1968: 271 ) in Arches National M o n u m e n t , could lead one to suspect 
that any form o f landscape will make h im lapse into this ecstatic m o d e o f ego-
abandonment . As long as the prerequisites o f being solitary in a location o f 
unsullied nature are fulfilled, this is to some extent true. Yet the desert has a 
quality that no other place can compete with. O r rather, it has not. 

N e a r the end o f Desert Solitaire, A b b e y asks the s a m e quest ion we 
a sked in the beg inning . W h a t is it that makes the desert special? W h a t does 
it mean? W h a t does it say? 

The restless sea, the towering mountains, the silent desert - what 
do they have in common? And what are the essential differences? 
Grandeur, colour, spaciousness, the power of the ancient and 
elemental, that which lies beyond the ability of man to wholly grasp 
or utilize, these qualities all three share. In each there is the sense of 
something ultimate, with mountains exemplifying the brute force 
of natural processes, the sea concealing the richness, complexity and 
fecundity of life beneath a surface of huge monotony, and the 
desert — what does the desert say? 
The desert says nothing (Abbey 1968: 300) . 

T h e ocean is there to be crossed, the m o u n t a i n peak to be c l imbed , but the 
desert is s imply there, 'passive, acted u p o n but never act ing' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 
3 0 0 ) . It is 'clean, pure , totally useless' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 3 5 ) . As we have said it 
before, so A b b e y reiterates. In the desert, there is noth ing to d o but be. 

N o w one m i g h t rightfully c la im that, for s o m e , ' the desert was there 
to b e crossed' (B l ackmore 1 9 9 5 : 104 ) , as Charles B l a c k m o r e so bluntly 
put s it in Crossing the Desert of Death. T r u e as that m a y be for travellers 
a n d explorers, it is not true for Abbey , a n d he does have a significant po int 
when c la iming that once you reach a m o u n t a i n peak, 'there is noth ing to 
d o but- c o m e d o w n again ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 3 0 1 - 3 0 2 ) . Likewise, though 
theoretically poss ible , no one stays sea-borne forever whereas m a n y peop le 
have, a n d d o , s tay/ed in the desert for a lifetime. 

Whatever the merits or faults o f Abbey ' s theory, it is clear that, for 
h i m , the qualit ies o f the desert lie exactly in its «öw-qualities, in its non-
voice. ' W h a t does it mean? It means nothing . It is as it is a n d has no need 
for m e a n i n g ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 4 4 ) . W a i t i n g 'on the shore o f t ime ' (Abbey 
1 9 6 8 : 170) in the desert, o n e m a y try to wrestle 'signals f rom the sun' or a 
response f rom a tree' (Abbey 1968 : 4 4 ) , bu t y o u will receive no answer 
f rom that 'lovely, sweet, remote, pr imeval world ' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : 2 0 7 ) . 
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Instead o f constantly trying to infuse m e a n i n g into everything, m a n should 
'learn to perceive in water, leaves a n d silence m o r e than sufficient o f the 
absolute a n d the marvelous ' (Abbey 1968 : 2 2 1 ) a n d leave it at that. For 
Abbey, there is no place qui te like the desert to teach us this. 

Moderate Extremism 

I f Abbey is right, that we need to ' immerse ourselves' in order to gain anything 
valuable from the desert, Desert Solitaire renders its own existence invalid. 
What need do we have for a book that tells us that 'too m u c h t ime wasted in 
library stacks' will only result in 'absurdities'? Is it not itself, then, absurd? 

As so m u c h else o f Abbey's colourful discourse, claims like these should, 
however, be taken with a pinch o f rhetoric salt. Just as it is doubtful whether 
Abbey would actually rather kill a man than a snake if presented with the 
choice, his complaints about Western philosophers' incessant discussions o f 
'meaning' are hardly meant to be taken quite as hatshly as they are expressed. 
I f so, he should at least lob a few pebbles at himself now and then, as he 
himself is certainly very m u c h concerned with the 'meaning' o f it all, from the 
meaning o f life to the manner in which we should depart from it. 

W h a t redeems Abbey somewhat is the clear realisation that, for all his 
rabid outbursts, he really wants a ' [mjoderate extremism' and the 'best o f two 
worlds' (Abbey 1968: 331 ) . Th i s is most clearly seen in the fact that as Desert 
Solitaire nears its ending, so does Abbey's stay in the desert. Hav ing enjoyed 
the solitude and purity o f the place for half a year, he leaves stars, snakes and 
housetrailer behind in order to employ several motorised vehicles o f varying 
levels o f modernity and machinery, only to emerge in metropolitan N e w 
York. Abbey thus steps into every single trap that he avowedly wants to avoid, 
but he does so happily and with eyes wide open. H e personifies the wild, 
quotes Balzac and Baudelaire, and plunges back into bustling urbanity when 
he gets tired o f all that sun, dust and solitude. As long as we get his main 
points, Abbey does not seem to m i n d his share o f scorn. A bit o f credibility is a 
petty sacrifice for vividness and force o f argument. For Abbey knows that, 
when dealing with the desert, the argument can easily swing either w a y 

Conclusion 

O n o n e hand , the desert is often seen as the centre o f all origins a n d as the 
ul t imate place to g o to in a quest for pre-modernity , O n e n e s s a n d a way o f 
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life in which o n e does not need to p o n d e r a b o u t the difficulties presented 
by signifier a n d signified, source a n d representation. For m a n y a Western 
desert writer, the desert has therefore acted as the unlikely gateway to the 
garden ; the garden o f Rousseau ' s s implist ic concept ion o f 'a small 
c o m m u n i t y with a "crystal l ine" structure' that is ' complete ly self-present' 
(Der r ida 1 9 6 7 : 137 ) . 

O n the other hand , it makes little sense to talk, or rather, write, o f an 
experience that promises to merge the d ichotomies o f post-Babel in an 
experience o f immers ive being when such a message is conveyed through 
the m e d i u m o f the book . For such a project , however well-meant it m a y 
be , can never quite avoid a t inge o f the ironic. N o t only will the large 
ma jor i ty o f these desert books (if not all) have been written, pr inted, 
d i s t r ibuted a n d read in the urban societies that they so desire us to 
a b a n d o n . T h e subject matter and the way in which it is presented to us 
also cannot but remind us that 'you cannot get the desert into a b o o k any 
m o r e than a f isherman can haul up the sea with his net' (Abbey 1 9 6 8 : x) . 
F o r apart f rom the paradoxical desire to describe a feeling that can only be 
experienced in situ, the un ique place in which this experience can be 
ga ined — the desert itself - can easily be construed as a metaphor o f the 
exact oppos i t e argument . In its emptiness that is void o f all meaning, in its 
vast horizon that forces one to ponder on the distinction between inner and 
outer, and in its flickering mirages - the simulacra o f all simulacra - the desert 
is a treat for all who wish to embark on lengthy arguments about the 'contrast 
between surface and depths'. Solipsists, deconstructionists, postmodernists and 
their like may be deemed absutd by Abbey, but they will be able to find as 
m u c h validation for their claims in the desert as Abbey finds for his. 

T h e desert m a y therefore not be an entirely 'b lank slate', yet it is 
' e m p t y e n o u g h . . . that we're p rone to transform it in our imaginat ions 
into a literal vo id that happi ly receives our mythic inventions ' (Fox 2 0 0 0 : 
3 8 ) . It is therefore 'the ul t imate example o f . . . uninscr ibed space ' (Haynes 
1 9 9 8 : 53 ) a n d a place that beckons to be filled with whatever meaning we 
desire to give it, yet it is also a place that forces both reader a n d writer into 
cons ider ing the form in which this m e a n i n g is conveyed. A b b e y m a y be 
highly concerned about gett ing people off the roads, away from their cars 
and comfy housetrailers and out into the blistering, a l l -encompass ing 
experience that the desert has to offer. B u t the fact remains that as l o n g as 
he, a n d others , advocate their message through the m e d i u m o f the written 
w o r d , a second void , o n e very similar to the vo id these writers wish us to 
br idge , becomes apparent . 
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T h a t , i f no th ing else, should be p r o o f that the desert, a n d the texts in 
which it is presented to us, are indeed worthy o f whatever a m o u n t o f t ime 
we are willing to invest in them. For the 'contrast between surface a n d 
depths ' is not only 'the fundamental experience o f the desert' . It is also 
that o f Western thought . 

University of Copenhagen 
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