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Abstract: David Mitchell has written a famous
novel about how to make a (geographically
fragmented) novel out of fragments: the six
life stories included in Cloud Atlas are implicit
fictional networks, simultaneously concealed
and laid bare. The novel offers ample room
for six nested histories and their divergent
styles; the result is a strange and rather
ostentatious book, shaped like a ziggurat,
and providing an almost didactic initiation
into matters of style. In fact, David Mitchell
offers an atlas of the globalization of fiction.
The spaces and times of Cloud Atlas engender
not only polytopy and polychrony, but also a
theory of fiction. The atlas of worlds, zones,
territories, topographies becomes a structure
that constantly generates other worlds to

be visited or narrated. Their very narrativity
allows for the globalization of fiction.
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he British author (and former pilgrim

in various parts of the world) Da-
vid Mitchell has written a famous novel
about how to make a novel out of, and in
fragments: the six life stories included in
Cloud Atlas are implicit fictional networks,
simultaneously concealed and laid bare.
'The novel offers ample room for six nest-
ed histories and their divergent styles; the
result is a strange and rather ostentatious
book, shaped like a ziggurat, and providing
an almost didactic initiation into matters
of style. With its six stories overlapping or
even continuing one another (in the fash-
ion of director Quentin Tarantino’s post-
modern films), the novel has a matryoshka,
or nested structure; the ending takes us
back to the beginning, its circular geome-
try serving as a reminder of the archetypal
figure of the Ouroboros serpent. The read-
er is therefore presented with an extrava-
gant geometrical combination — matryosh-
ka, nest, ziggurat, Ouroboros. The style and
the stories become experimental fluctua-
tions, ranging from the intelligible to the
unintelligible and back to the intelligible.
'The novel is reminiscent of Umberto Eco’s
bookish magic (since it also contains an al-
lusive review of the world’s literature), or of
a dexterous and admirable compilation in
the imitatio libris tradition (one of Mitch-
ell’s influences was Italo Calvino). But its
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author aims much higher: the goal is to
fabricate a compendium of human types
and destinies, or even a sort of sophisticat-
ed biblical narrative, a journey in time and
space throughout the earthly realm, un-
dertaken by exemplary individuals who go
through various avatars and whose reincar-
nations, both human and stylistic, are nev-
er the same, be they refined or primitive.

Mitchell has claimed that he has been
tempted to write sequels to Cloud Atlas ever
since its publication, but he has realized that
such possible prolongations might not have
the same aesthetic validity as the original
novel. To Mitchell handling an atlas means
writing, narrating, constructing a multifac-
eted narrative. This is hardly surprising, giv-
en the vast knowledge of literature and use
of literary influences of an author who is
both an avid and a refined reader.?

Let us examine the novel’s hexagonal
structure.

First, there is the shipboard diary of
an American notary, Adam Ewing, who is
sailing the southern seas: his story seems a
remake of the infernal trip taken by Bar-
damu in Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Journey
to the End of the Night, whose ingredients
it shares: squalor, corruption, pestilence,
disease, fever. Tricked into thinking he
has a parasite in his brain, this character
is trapped on a horrifying boat controlled
by tyrants and impostors; the only person
who is authentic and faithful to Ewing is
a native man who provides Mitchell with
the opportunity to rewrite freely parts of
the story of Robinson Crusoe and Friday.

The second narrative, in epistolary
form, concerns Robert Frobisher, a talent-
ed but destitute young musician, engaged
in an opportunistic search for a magister,
Vyvyan Ayrs. Frobisher’s letters are sent to
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his magnanimous friend, Rufus Sixsmith.
However, the apprentice gets deceived
by his very master, who submits him to a
systematic artistic vampirism and a whole
seductive and exploitative scheme (enact-
ed by the adulterous wife and the sexual-
ly aloof daughter.) This is the section that
provides the title of the novel, Cloud Atlas, a
consummate sextet composed by Frobisher
before he kills himself.

The third story, written as a newspa-
per report, belongs to the journalist Luisa
Rey, who exposes several murders commit-
ted around a nuclear power plant.

'The fourth story revolves around Tim-
othy Cavendish, a publisher catapulted to
wealth by the success of a post-avantgarde
book written by a little known author. On
the run from the author’s money-grabbing
relatives, after a series of bizarre adventures,
Cavendish ends up in a retirement home
which proves to be a penal institution. The
style is anti-utopian, but the story resem-
bles the initial narrative and its Célinian
tone through its corrupt and grotesque
universe, its blatant existential Darwinism,
etc. It could also be a remake of Ken Kes-
ey’s One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest!

The fifth story, written in elaborate
science-fiction style, recounts the life of a
rebellious clone, Sonmi-451, who provides
a theological and philosophical interview
intended as an official explanation for her
revolt against the “purebloods” (the hu-
mans). This section is a post-apocalyptic
and posthuman cautionary tale. The world
of the soul-lacking fabricants regards the
world of “souls” (the humans) through the
eyes of expensive laboratory rats.

Finally, the sixth story (imbued with
esoteric undertones) is written in slang and
is, deliberately, virtually unintelligible; it
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deals with Zach’ry, an inhabitant of an am-
biguous, pagan, primitive and rustic time
of oracularity, gods, clan rivalries and traces
of myths.

The characters’ avatars populate all
the six narratives: Frobisher the musician
finds an edition of Ewing’s shipboard
journal in his magister’s library; Luisa
Rey investigates the murder of Rufus Six-
smith, Frobisher’s addressee; the publisher
Cavendish meets an author writing Lui-
sa Rey’s story; later on, Cavendish skims
through a book featuring Rufus Sixsmith;
it is suggested that Sonmi-451 is Luisa
Rey’s clone, while Sonmi watches a film
about Cavendish; in Zachry’s primitive
and mythical world, Sonmi is a local saint!
After the six stories get interrupted half-
way, David Mitchell goes on to the dou-
blings, continuations and prolongations of
all the texts (the so-called books) and films
previously mentioned. They are all testimo-
nials of revolution: the rebellion of Sonmi
the clone and her last interview before be-
ing killed; Cavendish’s revolt against the
retirement home and his spectacular es-
cape; Luisa Rey’s detective story and her
harassment by paid assassins to prevent her
from exposing the nuclear mafia; Frobish-
er’s persecution by the composer Ayrs and
his suicide; Ewing’s mental and physical
suffering on the boat, followed by his res-
cue. Out of the six life stories, Ewing is the
only character who survives.

The characters’ life stories, vacillating
between tragedy and dark comedy, be-
tween suspense and fatality, turn Mitchell’s
novel into a spectacular little periodic table.
But the textual extravagance resides mostly
in the style and structure: each chapter is
dedicated to, and circumscribed by an ini-
tiatory style; the most exotic are the styles

133

used for telling the stories of Sonmi and
Zachry. To understand the destinies of
the characters in Cloud Atlas, the reader
first needs to understand the author’s sty-
listic juggling. Thus, style itself becomes
a structure. This is the stake that Mitch-
ell attempts to turn into a tour de force.
The recipe for his strategy and techniques
is almost pharmaceutical: how to compose
a novel out of fragments, simultaneously
separating and combining the saftron, cin-
namon, thyme, paprika, basil and pepper!
If they are separated, the taste stays classi-
cal and homogenous, but our palate will be
bored. If they are mixed, the combination
may cause predictable confusion and even
a stomach upset in the reader.

In visionary fashion, Cloud Atlas sets
a cosmological tone for highbrow contem-
porary fiction. Its author is fascinated by
the identity of spaces and the identity of
the creatures contained by these spaces; he
therefore constructs various forms of home
as a diverse matrix of identities. As it has
been shown, the identity of space is double:
it has to do both with the human inser-
tion into the world, and with a deepened
spatial knowledge, which may trigger the
production of new spaces.’ The characters
find their identities just as much by sit-
uating themselves outside a place as they
do by belonging to the inside of a place.
Space possesses fiction-making capacities;
it allows itself to be recreated and extend-
ed; what matters is not so much its natural
(genuine) authenticity, as its creative and
productive authenticity.

David Mitchell is playfully engaged
in a connoisseur’s spatial festival that turns
the readers into consumers of assorted to-
pographies, through several spatial tech-
niques. His atlas is actually a panopticum,
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since the six narratives all share a tragic (or
at least tense) core which, while always dif-
tering, seems to point at some sort of textu-
al contamination. Since the six stories fea-
ture trips or voyages to some place (at some
time), they all involve journeying through
various physical or spiritual geographies.
The very act of writing is a form of
mapping; the author (a novelist who can
sometimes become a poet) becomes a
map-maker by placing the narrative within
a form, a landscape, a space or a topogra-
phy.® The mapping is a linguistic and sty-
listic process. In their own way, every nov-
elist is a geographer since through a story
he is able to show and suggest a world, a
landscape (human or natural), a (initiatory)
journey, a map of cognitive and ontic expe-
rience. Plot itself becomes a sort of map.
Mitchell’s novel resists the threat of
Disneyfication® because he is fascinated
by something different: by the artificially
constructed futurized landscapes’ reminis-
cent of postmodern technological assem-
blages; alternatively, he may be fascinated
by subtopia® — a kind of cloned urban space
that can also be interpreted as a caution-
ary image of a decayed subhuman world.
However, the senses can still act as guides
through such spaces, which become hap-
tic geographies, smellscapse, soundscapes,
visual geographies, themescapes or themed
environments.” Regardless of the fact that
one of the vital connections it investigates
is the relation between literature and ge-
ography (via a concentrated and synthetic
history of the postmodern world), Mitch-
ell's writing should probably be described
as geopoetics, rather than literary mapping.
'The ontology of the essential e/sewbhere
in Mitchell’s novel can be seen as generat-
ing a provocative matrix: the non-place’ as
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defined by Marc Augé. From a sociological
and ethnological perspective, nonplaces are
human assemblages which lack temporal-
ly and spatially established traditions and
cultures (such as shopping malls, refugee
camps etc.); transit areas are always non-
places; they are products of supermoder-
nity where identity is almost extinct.’ The
space inhabited by the traveler (if they are
neither scientists or professional explorers)
can be regarded as the archetypes of non-
place. In point of fact, in Mitchell’s novel
it is not really the characters who become
travelers, but rather the readers. Thus, it is
the reader that inhabits a nonplace as he or
she advances through Cloud Atlas. That is,
if the present speculation does not amount
to a presumptuous overinterpretation.

Bertrand Westphal distinguishes be-
tween two approaches and typologies pro-
duced by a geocritical analyses of real or
fictional space: conceptual space and factu-
al space.? Cloud Atlas may actually contain
both, since, beyond the complex geography
created by the author, space and (implic-
itly) time are turned into concepts. How-
ever, what is even more important is the
transgressivity of space. Westphal defines
the transgressive traveler as “a wanderer
with the harlequin’s spirit”, a nomad™ who
defies the boundaries of space (both phys-
ical and mental). Transgressivity generates
various forms of space-time, as it involves
politopy and polychrony — that is, multiple
spaces and multiple times; one feature of
transgressivity is spatial fluctuation. Trans-
gressivity also means moving between
the centre and the periphery, taking the
periphery to be more important than the
centre.!

Cloud Atlas presents a deliberate dual-
ity as it is at the same time an anti-utopia
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(first and foremost), and a scientific uto-
pia. Alexander Beaumont has stated that
the novel’s relation to the public sphere is
both optimistic and pessimistic. The opti-
mism is provided by the novel’s cosmopol-
itan imagination, while the pessimism is
produced by an emancipatory imagination
suggesting that totalitarianism still dom-
inates the twenty-first century.”® Bozena
Kucala locates the novel’s circularity in a
dialectic of sameness and difference which
turns the six stories into reassembled ar-
tifacts according to both a Platonic logic
of originals doubled by copies, and a Ni-
etzschean logic of eternal return.'® Lynda
Ng describes Cloud Atlas as “a novel with
clear global ambition,” drawing on the age-
old conflict between the human and the
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natural in the thought of Thomas Hobbes
and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.”” Heather J.
Hicks believes that Mitchell’s novel con-
cerns itself with the myth of the eternal
return as analysed by Mircea Eliade.

Even though neither the author nor his
critics state this explicitly, the novel is actu-
ally an atlas of the globalization of fiction.
Its spaces and times engender not only poly-
topy and polychrony, but also a theory of
fiction which uses the act of mapping as an
instrument and support. The atlas of worlds,
zones, territories, topographies is a structure
that constantly generates other worlds to be
visited or narrated. Their very narrativity al-
lows for the globalization of fiction.
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