BY LISA BLOOM

Isaac Julien’s True North is a cinematic rewriting of the
North Pole exploration narratives of the early zoth cen-
tury. However, Julien does not emphasize just the im-
perial ambitions from that period but also focuses on
the aesthetic drive. This comes through in the way the
intensity of his film moves from the rawness of the arctic
landscape to its beauty. The beauty in the film is not
decorative, however. It is much more compelling than
that. Julien is drawing out our fascinations with the
North Pole and the way that the drive to possess it was
not simply about ownership or nationalism but also
about the landscape. His film emphasizes the fact that
the representation of polar exploration exceeds both
purposeful activity and the instrumentality of the earlier
colonial narrative of exploration, science, and discov-
ery. However, he doesn’t trade off beauty in the name
of politics to do so.

As the author of a book on polar exploration narratives,
I was interested in the way that his film intersects and
departs from themes addressed in my book, Gender on
Ice: American Ideologies of Polar Expeditions. Signifi-
cantly, in Julien’s film, we don’t see Peary or Cook, or
the bitter controversy that ensued between the two men.
Through his emphasis on the figure of Matthew Henson
and the Inuits, Julien’s film True North also makes the
narrative of discovery into a more involved subjectivity
than the American-written versions suggest. Matthew
Henson (the African-American man who accompanied
Peary to the North Pole in 1909 and who wrote the 1912
book A Negro Explorer at the North Pole) and the Inuit
serve as witnesses in Julien’s film and substitute for
Peary. By underscoring Henson and the Inuit as a sub-
ject, Julien’s film draws out what Peary and Henson share.
How does the absence of Peary and Cook change the
overall story? What is the tradeoff in the narrative? The
sheer compelling attraction of the North Pole is fore-






