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THE IMAGE OF GREENLAND IN GERMAN LITERATURE (1933-2017). A DISCOURSE-

ANALYTICAL APPROACH TO AN IMAGOLOGICAL TOPIC 

 

How has Greenland been imagined in Germany since the end of the heroic age of polar 

expeditions? Which images and topics are linked to the extreme north? Applying terminology, 

methods and theories of imagology, I am going to analyze the discursive representation of 

Greenland in German travelogues and fiction between 1933 and 2017.  

Since the chosen textual corpus integrates and interlinks knowledge from various specialized 

discourses, they represent a broad spectrum of cultural knowledge about Greenland. While the 

genre of travelogues tells us more about the author-narrator’s presuppositions and biased 

perceptions of “the other”, images in literary novels illustrate a fictional point of view. 

Furthermore, travelogues stand out because of their claim to authenticity over literary fiction. 

Moreover, the genres differ due to the primary and secondary experience of the authors. While 

travelogues describe the direct experience in foreign countries, fiction often produce – what 

Edward Said calls – a “second order of knowledge”. So how are real experiences in Greenland 

represented in travelogues compared with fictional experiences in novels? And how have the 

representations of Greenland changed over time? 

The German-language text corpus offers an extensive material basis, which allows the 

reconstruction of historical as well as present oriented discourses on Greenland. Furthermore, 

the discourse on Greenland in German-speaking regions can be traced back even to the 11th 

century. In addition, the current discourse ties in with the past, with the prospect of evolving 

in the near in distant future. The retrospective dependence of the contemporary discourse 

allows to interpret shifts and changes in the discourse. For this reason, the diachronic discourse 

analysis examines travelogues and novels of two periods preceding the present discourse. 

The first period begins with the seizure of power by the National Socialists in Germany. In 

particular, the political and ideological stance of the authors influences the quality of the 

discourse on Greenland between 1933 and 1945. At the same time, the deaths of Fridtjof 

Nansen (1930), Alfred Wegener (1931) and Knud Rasmussen (1933) mark the end of glorious 

polar expeditions and discoveries. The second period covers the post-war period between 1953 

and 1971, when Greenland opens its doors to tourism for the first time in history. Finally, the 

literary discourse on Greenland is a silent one for more than two decades, until the publication 

of Libuše Moníkovás novel Treibeis in 1992 and the German translation of Peter Høegs 

bestseller novel Miss Smilla's sense of snow in 1994. These novels mark the beginning of a 

"new ice age" in the German-language book market. 

First of all, I am going to present the theoretical and methodological approach to the study of 

images on Greenland in German-speaking Europe. Second, I am going to discuss possible 

discursive events, that influence the quality of the discourse on Greenland in the early and 

mid-1930s. In a final step, I am going to present the image of Greenlanders in German 

travelogues and novels between 1933 and 1945. In this part of my presentation I aim to 

elucidate the glorification of the “noble savage” as a literary theme in National Socialist 

literature.  

 

 


