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BOOK REVIEW

Liquid Landscape: Geography and Settlement at the Edge of Early America, by
Michele Currie Navakas, Philadelphia, U of Pennsylvania P, 2018, 235 pp., $49.95
(hardcover), ISBN: 978-0-8122-4956-9

In Liquid Landscape, Michele Currie Navakas asks us to consider what it would mean to
reconceive U.S. national imaginings in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
through the prism of Florida. Its ambiguous liquidity – in terms of, among other things,
swamps, unknown boundaries of land masses, shallow flora and fauna, archipelagic stretch-
ing into the Caribbean – undoes a Lockean vision of stable possession as well as the neat
rectilinear grids that define U.S. property law. Moreover, although Florida often appears
in a wide range of texts across the period, as Navakas amply illustrates, the territory cum
state does not feature prominently in U.S. histories, literary or otherwise. At the outset,
the book announces its central set of concerns: “What does it mean to take root on unstable
ground? Ground that shifts, seeps, expands, and erodes cannot sustain the familiar practices
of settlement that British colonists brought to North America’s Eastern Seabord in the early
seventeenth century,” further suggesting that “Florida’s liquid landscape challenges crucial
notions of land, space, and boundaries that underlie familiar British and Anglo-American
forms and practices of founding” (Navakas 2018, 1). Navakas offers an often fascinating
exploration of how Florida’s amorphous geography and aquatic ecologies evade conventional
conceptions of U.S. settlement, jurisdiction, and belonging. In this way, she makes a strong
case for the idea that “Florida’s combination of topographic instability, geographic indeter-
minacy, and demographic fluidity sustains histories and stories that could not elsewhere
emerge” (Navakas 2018, 157).

Each of the chapters foregrounds particular features of the Floridian landscape, moving in a
largely chronological fashion from the 1770s to the 1870s. Focusing on estuaries and marshes,
chapter 1 engages William Gerard De Brahm’s late-eighteenth-century reports to the British
Board of Trade as surveyor general for the Southern District of North America, in which
Florida appears both as disappearing (in the process of being worn away by the sea) and as
a place that could be platted for potential ownership. Navakas situates Brahm in the context
of prior philosophical discourses of possession (particularly deriving from John Locke) and
the existence of forms of property in riparian law that enabled “a different language and
ideal of possession than did the terra firma of the founders” (2018, 33). The chapter closes
with attention to William Bartram’s representation of Indian mounds as a form of land-
based possession amid the Floridian tides. Chapter 2 takes up the shoal and the inlet,
tracing the history of the portrayal of Florida as a collection of islands across the eighteenth
century. This way of mapping Florida helped sustain the notion of an “American archipelago”
reaching into the Caribbean, expressing “uncertainties about where the boundaries of the
nation actually are and even what constitutes a boundary and a continent – uncertainties
that Florida inspires across a broad range of texts” (Navakas 2018, 56). Navakas contrasts
such archipelagic imaginaries/anxieties to the image of “the continent-as-island” at play in
the Federalist Papers and other invocations of Britain-like insularity that could give political
and cultural coherence to the new nation (2018, 58), turning to John Howison’s short story
“The Florida Pirate” (1821) to illustrate the ways that a sense of Florida as “a ‘terraquous
region’ of islands, keys, and sandbars” extended well into the nineteenth century (Navakas
2018, 62).
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James Fenimore Cooper’s Jack Tier (1848), set in the Florida Reef, serves as the centerpiece of
chapter 3. Navakas observes, “Cooper chose the setting because the region commanded tremen-
dous geopolitical significance during the period in question,” and she offers a marvelous exca-
vation of that significance in relation to both trade across the Caribbean and Florida’s role as a
potential staging area for U.S. imperial expansionism, a context for the territory which has been
“all but forgotten today” (2018, 67). The chapter also addresses the importance of “wrecking,”
forms of salvage that shaped the Florida economy in ways that “provided a testing ground for
sovereignty in the absence of stability, contiguity, and solidity” (Navakas 2018, 90). Chapter 4
offers an extended account of marronage in swamps and the Everglades, and Navakas provides
a rich analysis of its portrayal across a range of mid-nineteenth-century texts, suggesting “that
the Everglades did not belong to theUnited States because it amply sustained other populations”
(2018, 94). This eclectic archive includes Ohio congressman Joshua Reed Giddings’s The Exiles
of Florida: Or, the Crimes Committed by Our Government against the Maroons (1858), Mary
Godfrey’s and Elizabeth Emmons’s autobiographical narratives of life during the Seminole
wars, and Francis Robert Goulding’s novel The Young Marooners on the Florida Coast (1852)
(and his later revision of it). The final chapter attends to the scrub-palmetto and the orange.
Turning toHarriet Beecher Stowe’s post-CivilWar writings in and about Florida, especially Pal-
metto-Leaves (1873), she argues, “The specific history and growth of local trees…– rather than
notions about roots and foundations imported from other areas of the country – structure
Stowe’s vision of founding a Florida colony” (Navakas 2018, 133), indicating an “embrace
[of] Floridian forms of growth and development” that “enable persons without deep roots to
establish themselves by way of shallow ones” (Navakas 2018, 141, 151).

The chapters all offer compelling, insightful, and at many points surprising readings of rela-
tively underexamined texts, although, as Navakas indicates, many were quite popular and well-
known at the time. In this way, Liquid Landscape wonderfully investigates what lies at the
limits of many extant critical patterns and opens up great possibilities for further investigation.
However, with respect to the overall argument, Navakas tends to stage it in negative terms
(that Florida does not fit various dominant imaginaries – both in the period and in current
scholarship) such that the book remains somewhat elliptical about what exactly considering
Florida enables. For example, how does attending to Florida generate new understandings
of (the politics of) ecology? How does such engagement open onto discussion of the struggles
among jurisdictional frames on land claimed by the U.S. (including between different property
regimes in areas previously colonized by European powers other than Great Britain)? What
does foregrounding Florida enable in terms of thinking about (and more richly historicizing)
the relations among black and Indigenous political formations or between slavery and settler
colonialism? Overall, the book raises a range of important conceptual questions, but it remains
somewhat hesitant to more fully theorize the complex formations to which it points.
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