






 



Lise Weil 
 
Editorial 
  
Welcome to issue #5 and Part II of our two-part series on “Making Kin,” inspired 
by Donna Haraway’s call for an expanded vision of kin and kinship.i  For this 
issue, we again received a record number of extremely strong submissions and 
as a result, Kristin, Melissa and I had to make a lot of hard choices. I think you’ll 
agree that every single piece of writing and artwork here is stunning, original, 
beautifully crafted. Some of it is devastating, but all of it is nourishing and 
necessary. I hope you will take the time to give each one your careful attention.  
 
This is the first issue of Dark Matter to appear since the November elections in 
the US. I admit my mood about this journal, as with just about everything else in 
my life, has in these months wavered between “Why bother?” and “Now more 
than ever.” In the case of Dark Matter, I’m glad to say I’ve come down firmly on 
the side of the latter. Between the unprecedented disconnectedness of the 
president of the world’s most powerful nation  and his recent withdrawal from the 
Paris climate accord, the conditions this journal was founded to address have 
only become more pronounced. As Miriam Greenspan writes in this issue, “The 
ascendancy of Trump is a threat to the earth and all its sentient beings, a threat 
that, if left unchecked, will speed our way to planetary disaster.” The matter, so it 
seems, is now darker than it’s ever been, our relationship to the earth more 
broken. But maybe not—maybe the darkness and the brokenness are just being 
exposed in a way they never were before. Certainly this is so of the 
disconnectedness.  Bruno La Tour, in the May issue of Harper’s, argues that the 
“complete indifference to facts” that’s been a hallmark of this presidency so far is 
actually symptomatic of the direness of “the overall geopolitical situation….If 
there is no planet, no earth, no soil, no territory for the globalization to which all 
countries at COP21 [Paris Climate Conference] claim to be heading, what should 
we do? Either we deny the existence of the problem or we seek to come down to 
earth.” https://harpers.org/archive/2017/05/the-new-climate/  
 
But it’s not just the disconnect and denial that are being exposed. It’s the fact that 
patriarchy is alive and well. Not so long ago the word was more or less banished 
among feminists for being too blanket, for erasing important cultural differences.  
But it is hard not to feel now that around the globe we are being held hostage by 
a bunch of guys with outsized egos they are feeding at the expense of all other 
living beings on the earth. Watching the US president’s exclusively white male 
entourage cheer him on as signature by signature he dismantles protections for 
women, the non-wealthy, and the earth, I find myself flung back to my radical 
feminist days of the ‘80s when I was fond of quoting Alice Walker’s character 
Shug in The Color Purple: “You got to git man off your eyeball, before you can 
see anything at all.” In playwright Karin Malpede’s “There’s a Wilding Inside: 



Theater, Ritual and Biophilia” in this issue, patriarchy is the connection between 
the two plays she presents: The Beekeeper, about victims of the Bosnian rape 
camps, and Extreme Whether, about catastrophic climate change. Malpede’s 
explicit aim in these plays is to create “an intensity of thought and feeling… that 
allows expulsion from the collective mind of wearying numbness…” and thus “…a 
vision, momentary, fragmentary, nevertheless real and embodied, of a dance of 
life, a returned embrace…”In order to acknowledge the escalating danger and 
darkness of this time we now offer you Aftermath: 11/9, a column that will appear 
at the end of each issue. Aftermath will feature dreams, visions, nightmares or 
communications with nonhuman beings that respond in some way to this era of 
mounting crimes and obscenities against the earth and her most vulnerable 
inhabitants--and ideally provide clarity and/or guidance. I very much agree with 
Greenspan when she writes “our collective dreams carry the truth that is either 
intentionally or unwittingly obfuscated by the White House and the media.” The 
dreams in this issue, I believe, do exactly that. 
 
A few words about “Making Kin,” a subject which feels more timely than ever. 
The suburbs of Montreal where I live saw record flooding this past spring. We are 
not often stricken by natural disasters here—at least not since the ice storm of 
1999—so it was remarkable to see the footage of entire neighborhoods under 
water. Even more remarkable, though, were the continual testimonies of 
kindness in the papers – often on the part of those who had been hardest hit, 
e.g.: “This one woman I had never met before just showed up at my door at night 
and started bailing hundreds of buckets of water out of my basement… Even I 
found myself helping other people out, and I’m usually selfish as hell.” 
“Kindness,” of course, has its origin in “kin”—perhaps logically as well as 
etymologically—and I’ve been noticing, especially on my travels, a sense of 
kinship that is palpable  in a way it was not before the November election. A mere 
mention of the US president’s name leads to instant bonding with strangers on 
the metro, with cab drivers, on airport buses. 
 
Kathleen Moore, whose Great Tide Rising I rave about in my “After-word” in this 
issue, identifies four categories of kinship, two of which are “the kinship of 
interdependence” and “the kinship of a common fate.”  The chances are very 
good that increasingly in the coming years, many of us will be welcoming perfect 
strangers into our circle of kin, either because we understand we need their help 
(even if it is only to not feel so alone in a world that seems to be going mad) 
and/or because we share the common fate of being dropped into a disaster zone.  
This issue includes several accounts of human-human (and more specifically 
woman-woman) kindness/kinship that is life-saving. As with so much else, in this 
matter we are having to learn what indigenous cultures around the world have 
never unlearned. The title of Lois Red Elk’s poem “Take Her Hands” is, Red Elk 
explains, what “Sioux women say when someone is overwhelmed.” But of course 



the women in her poem don’t just say the words—they take her hands. In the 
years ahead, I believe, many of us will be learning to “take her hands.”  
 

In “Bio-Empathy: Writing to 
Resee the World,” four 
Toronto writers weigh in 
about what they feel is 
demanded of literature in a 
time of mass extinctions; 
taken together, the writing 
and the artwork in this 
“Making Kin” issue read like 
a response to the call they 
have issued. Like Part I, 
Part II of “Making Kin” is 
dominated by accounts of 
intimate relations with our 

nonhuman kin, relations that in many cases demand or bring about profound 
changes. I myself spent a revelatory two weeks in Baja in March being first with 
the blue whales of the Sea of Cortez and then the gray whales of San Ignacio 
Bay. The trip was a direct result of the writing in Part I, most especially Nancy 
Windheart’s “Saved by Whales.” Nancy, who co-led the trip together with 
wilderness guide Anne Dellenbaughii, persuaded me to sign up.  But in truth the 
persuading had already happened via Nancy’s writing about the whales, which 
primed me for the experience. Andrea Mathieson’s “Listening for the Long Song” 
played a role too—in particular her observation that “…most of us have lost our 
ability to hear the subtle sounds of the Earth and the voices of all her creatures.” I 
wanted very badly to learn to listen to the whales! 

I am not yet ready to provide an account of that trip here—though I will try and do 
so for the next issue.  It was difficult, initially. I just couldn’t convince myself the 
whales would want anything to do with us humans after what we’ve done to them 
and to the oceans. But after a number of days, it became impossible to deny that 
they were coming to us and coming for us--and that they were having a powerful 
effect on me. My rational mind had to no choice but to take a back seat to what 
was demonstrably happening. In “The Mystery: Approaching the Elephant 
People,” Deena Metzger writes of a similar process. Over a period of seventeen 
years, Metzger has made nine trips to see the elephants in Africa. Only now after 
the ninth trip are certain understandings arising with clarity—and we’re given the 
benefit of that clarity in this piece. Yet, as she acknowledges, so much still 
remains shrouded in mystery. 
 
What I know is this: I came back from the whales able to listen in ways I couldn’t 
before. I came back convinced that what I habitually see and hear and feel is a 
tiny fraction of what I could be seeing and hearing and feeling. “We are all so 

Photo by Lori Kitlik 



much more than we think we are,” Moore writes in Great Rising Tide.  “We are 
exhaled by hemlocks, we are water plowed by whales, we are matter born in 
stars, we are children of deep time.” I came back larger than I’d been before, and 
I came back smiling—no longer possessed by the madness in Washington.  
“Now that my eyes opening, I feels like a fool,” Celie says towards the end of The 
Color Purple. “Next to any little scrub of bush in my yard, Mr._____’s evil sort of 
shrink.” This line kept repeating itself to me during my last days in Baja. Celie is 
referring to her abusive husband; I was filling in the blank with—well there were 
several, and you can probably guess.  Can whales make evil shrink?  Yes they 
can!! 

“What we don’t know may yet save us,” I wrote in the editorial to the first issue of 
this journal. Thanks to the whales, I am more aware than ever of how little I 
know. In a time when the sum total of what we humans think and know can seem 
pretty dismal, such awareness is supremely comforting. I think you will find as 
you move through this issue that everything in it has been created with  humble 
awareness both of the limits of conscious human knowing and of our 
interwovenness with the lives of other species. Along with Sharon English, in 
“Bio-Empathy,” all of the contributors here are aspiring …  “to reawaken to the 
field of earthly relationships in which we exist… to explore what the end of our 
separateness might feel like—and how it might happen, that beginning of deep 
reconnection, return…”  

                                                
i in her essay “Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Plantationocene, Chthulucene: Making Kin” 
in which she argues that a revisioning of “kin” and “kinship” to include non–blood 
relations and nonhumans is imperative for us now as a species. That essay has since 
grown into a book, Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Duke 
University Press, September 2016). 

ii They will be leading the same trip in March 2018 http://nancywindheart.com/baja-
womens-retreat/ 

 



 



 



A HOME FOR THE SEEDS* 
 

Rachel Economy 
 

 
…to cultivate with each other in every way imaginable epochs to come that can replenish 

refuge...Right now, the earth is full of refugees, human and not, without refuge.  

 

It matters how kin generate kin.       

Donna Haraway 

 

********************************** 

 

The floods were coming in and the steam burning through the windows.  We gripped our 

spades in our teeth and climbed into the mouth of the mountain to build secret homes for 

the seeds. 

 

We did not know each other, or we thought we did not. 

 

We had not been born in the same places. We had never spoken words the others 

recognized. In the flood, trying to get out of the city, we had found ourselves in a tangle 

of unmatched tongues and car tires spinning wretched against the finally wet, so wet, too 

wet soil. Cacophony. An unwieldy din. 

 

But there was a language we held common, a thing that drove us madly into the hills 

soaking and coughing, our pockets full of sunflowers and fava beans. Call it the 

language of fertility. The rhetoric of rot. Of reimagining. Call it insanity. Call it a failure to 

bite down and trudge the proper path and save the proper thing. Call it disease or dis-

ease or dissonance or dismantling, all.  

 

Whatever name, we had it. We were, first and foremost, the ones who got out, some 

privilege and a dash of chance. And we were also ones who knew that the story of what-

to-do-in-case-of-disaster was a made thing, a stitched thing, an invisible law book, 



something written by five-fingered-hands in one very specific language for one very 

specific purpose. That the disaster itself was a story too, a real thing, yes, and a real 

thing that had been made, a written thing. And we were the ones who knew story could, 

just as truly, be torn up, dug up, re-stitched, by hands, by briars, by sharks’ teeth 

snagging. We were the imaginers. The anxious creators, for whom no law was obvious 

and no story a static end. We had no set idea of how precisely to respond to a flood. We 

were not wed to any particular conversation with G_d about the monogamous needs of 

animals on large boats that wait out storms. Neither were we looking to save the 

microwaves.  

 

And we were the ones who had no children. Or whose children had already gone. To the 

waters, to the white and hungry guns, to the longing. We were the ones who had no 

seeds. 

 

So we found some. In the backs of our closets, in the corner stores standing ankle-deep 

in water, in the jars on the tilting kitchen shelves. And we gripped our spades in our 

teeth, and we looked sideways as the streets began to buckle and fold into foothills, and 

we saw each other limping, and rolling, and running, pockets spilling over with hard-

shelled children, with descendants of future trees, and we reached out as we ran, and 

we gripped each other’s hands in our hands. 

 

It was the queerest thing, like a bird in love with a sturgeon, a family of defectors, arms 

empty of objects and pockets emptied into soil above the water line, saving no wealth or 

infrastructure, saving the wrong things. A re-kindling, a re-kinning, a reckoning. All this 

dying, it has been beyond swallowing.  

 

All those bodies, they came home to the soil. And so we gave them children. Hard-

shelled and root-bound. It was a kind of making love to the dead. We slipped seeds into 

their pockets. Their bodies fertile, already almost soil, meeting the beans, the walnuts, 

the pits we plunged into the wet ground.  The rhetoric of rot. The true nature of kinship: 

all things becoming other things. Hidden in the mountain, learning each others’ 

languages, guarding, gardening, waiting for the first roots, those parts of the plants 

called “radical,” to unfurl their faces into the soil. 



 

********************************** 

 

“Kin is an assembling sort of word. All critters share a common ‘flesh’…“ 

 

 What happens when a tsunami or a big earthquake or a societal collapse hits the 

coastal floodplains and those who can get their bodies out have to head for the hills? 

How will we re-make the world? What will we eat? Who will be the keepers of the 

stories? Who will be the keepers of the dead? How do we show up and take care of 

each other, beyond the stories that we have been taught? It will take a myriad of stories 

to answer these questions, and we need to answer them, again and again, to imagine 

and re-imagine our wonderings, queries, tinkerings, what-ifs, into flesh and soil and 

seed.  

 

It is not only people who will need refuge, and indeed some people might have no 

people. Not anymore. What if they find each other. What if they find the seeds. What if 

they hold refuge for the dead, for each other, and for the living who will need to eat later 

on. What if the story about what to do in case of disaster, what and who to prioritize, gets 

queered, gets failed at, gets improvised outside of, gets added on to. What if they hide in 

the hills and honor the dead by planting seeds into their crumbling soil. What if they find 

each other and keep the breath of the world alive in a secret place. What if they hold 

each other beyond horror, beyond bloodlines, beyond absurdity. What if they re-imagine, 

together, what it is that needs to be saved. 

 

********************************** 

 

“Who and whatever we are, we need to make-with—become-with, compose-with—the 

earth-bound...compose and decompose, which are both dangerous and promising 

practices…”  

 

Dangerous and promising. Compose and decompose-- song to shit to soil. (All matter 

merging into itself, one another. Microbes and worms breaking down? the myth that we 



ever weren’t kin, undoing the lie of a whole country acting as if we don’t, with the flip of a 

leaf or a compost pile, just turn into one another’s bodies.  

 

What does it mean to become kindred with the dead? To plant into them? To unfurl and 

unravel and unassent to the story that exalts immortality, that promotes “failure to 

become-with the dead and the extinct. “One of the things I do for a living is  grow food, 

and  help others learn to grow food. Every act of feeding is also an act of dying. Every 

moment of death is also a plate replete with food. Compost, insect, plant, microbe 

Bodies becoming other bodies, matter mattering.  

 

In our obsession with eternal life we tried to unbecome kin with the earth, to unbecome 

kin with each other. Instead of merging and differentiating and merging again, as matter 

tends to, we try to stay separate, forever, avoiding death.  

 

And yet the dying, “… it has been beyond swallowing.” It is beyond swallowing. I have 

lost beloveds and I am not grateful, I do not turn to death with rosy, easy eyes. So many 

have had beloveds taken, whole generations, the unkinning of separation, how it tries to 

unlink families, stories, whole histories waving in the wind.  

 

Some of us, our ancestors, chose separation, domination, did this actively to people who 

were not in fact trying to unbecome. These are the dominator stories unlinking, 

unassembling us now, still. A planet with a fever. Bodies metasticizing something we 

can’t always name but the sickness tries to. 

 

But death becomes soil becomes seeds, seeds shared from hand to shattered hand, 

Without kin beyond blood, beyond nation, beyond body, without kindred in death, we 

create refugees, creatures, species, cultures with no place of refuge to recover, to thrive. 

No death, no kin, no food. Kin begets refuge: places of holding over, of survival, of 

keeping alive the children and the stories and the seeds.  

 

 



 ********************************** 

 

I asked the ocean about loneliness, once. And the ocean laughed and spit salt water in 

my face. Nice try, nice try, nice try. What do you think happens to you when you die? 

Your body breaks down. Your body gets eaten. Your body becomes the body of this 

world that you so desperately, terribly, painfully love. 

 

You cannot die your way out of mattering, said the ocean. Nice try, but we are already 

kin.  

 

 

 

*Written after reading Donna Haraway’s “Making Kin,” which planted a seed. 

http://environmentalhumanities.org/arch/vol6/6.7.pdf. All quotations are from this essay. 
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LOU ROBINSON 
 

Fettered 
 

The state of the world through my lens: the tragic 

and redeeming relationship between horses and 

humans. 

 

Yesterday Greg, my farrier, cut a pie-shaped piece 

out of my horse Gabriel’s right front foot, in an 

attempt to drain a massive abscess. Only last 

week he saved the horse next door from the 

same. Because it has been so wet, and horses 

stand in mud, foot infections are now common.  It 

is said “a horse is only as good as his feet.”  

 

I am only as good as my relationships with horses and writing. Every time one of my 

horses died, I wrote about it first. You could say this defines my place in my world. 

 

1956, Richmond, IN 

My grandmother Ida gave me copper horses. Part Blackfoot, she was sent to an 

orphanage by her father’s second wife, the white one. The Blackfeet say pray to horses, 

horses have a god, Ida told me. Horses teach us when to join up and when to run. My 

grandfather gave me a pony named Star. I climbed out my window at night to ride my 

pony, black sky above, and to sleep against his back when he slept. Probably more girls 

than you know crawl out of their windows at night to ride.  

 

1957, Delaware, OH 

My box of found objects: Photo of a phone booth horse. Ivory horse kneeling, carved 

from soap. List the Appaloosa’s four basic patterns: leopard, snowflake, blanket, and 

marbled roan. Notes for a history of Justin Morgan. Story of The Red Pony, with the 

death scene covered in black magic marker. Ring of woven silver horse hair. The 

Tyson, 27 years old 



Invisible Horse showing organs and vines of intestine. My portrait in charcoal of four 

horses hooked up to sulkies and waiting to run the Little Brown Jug. The Evolution of the 

Horse, with charts, for my third grade science fair.   

 

The first horses evolved to survive the changing climate. Human beings eradicated 

horses from the Americas, then, eventually, imported them back from other countries. 

Through calculated breeding, humans re-designed the species in more ways than they 

managed to do with any wild thing. Breeding changed the horses’ length, shape, size, 

weight, to suit the many uses mankind invented.  

 

A pendulum is measured by the height of the bob. The speed of the swing is measured 

by the distance of the center of gravity from the point of attachment. If you increase the 

length of a horse’s lower leg, you give it greater speed. But it puts greater strain on the 

ankles and toes. Then these parts must be strengthened by converting them from ball 

and socket to pulley-type joints. You then gain additional strength at the expense of 

flexibility. 

 

I’m sure these were primarily men directing breeding. But I don’t want to say “man” 

because it is primarily blacksmiths who care most about horses, and horses’ feet, and 

most, but not all, blacksmiths are men who love horses. 

 

1998, Ithaca, NY 

My Morgan gelding racing the pasture perimeter, keening like a banshee as we buried 

his best friend, Wave. Wave was a silver Arabian who died of founder, a disease that 

rots the feet. He died the summer my best friend Helen died. Helen, who had ridden him 

with me, at night, in the dark pasture under the stars. We rode bareback, and lay on their 

backs to watch the stars, unafraid, as they swayed gently, tugging at green grass. Helen, 

wearing her neck brace. With his giant excavator, neighbor Jim buried Wave where we 

used to ride, gently placing a boulder marker on the fresh mound, and sent his youngest 

daughter in to comfort me. 

 

 



2017, Ithaca, NY 

When Sonny’s hoof had to be carved open to drain, we tried fettering him the old cowboy 

way. Tie one foot up. He hopped so hard he upended farrier and iron tools three times. 

Finally, his body in spasms, he faced the farrier and they stared eye to eye. He could 

have bitten off the man’s face. Instead, horse turned away in a hundred- year-old 

resignation. Sometimes they take the long view, backward and forward. Horses have 

history. Sometimes they won’t give up, both would rather die fighting: farrier to save 

horse, horse to be free.  

 

My New World  

The placentas used on humans in stem cell surgery are taken from mares who stand 

tied in rows of stalls their whole short lives. A harvest of placentas, beginning the 

moment they give life to their foals, who are taken away and killed. Stalls like the rows of 

the temporary shelters trucked in for the Olympic games to house the prostitutes. 

America, where they, us, still, again, are colluding in killing every living thing. 

 

 

Notes 

Based on my experience, the horse illustrates the best and worst of animal/human 

collaboration. Horses don’t lie, they don’t hunt or kill, and they respond to kindness. They 

live in herds. Wild horses are being killed in the thousands on the Plains of America 

where they lived before people, and were eradicated once before by people.  
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WENDY MARUYAMA 

The wildLIFE Project 

I am a studio artist with a 

background in furniture-making 

practices: my primary medium 

is wood but I also use glass, 

steel and video 

components. My work has been 

motivated by experiences 

derived from history, ethnicity 

and/or identity: a body of work 

entitled Executive Order 9066 

has taken on an element of 

activism, advocacy and 

education, requiring research in 

American History in tandem 

with my own family history. The 

experience of making this work 

was inspired by interpretive 

exhibitions associated with 

natural history museums and 

national park sites leading to 

my latest work.  

 

The problem of the increasing loss of wildlife is of deep concern and a focal point in my 

artwork.  My first piece on this theme was made in 2004, as an homage to the 

Tasmanian Tiger, a species made extinct by humans in 

Tasmania. http://wendymaruyama.com/artwork/173482-You-don-t-know-what-you-ve-

got-til-its-gone.html. The wildLIFE Project is driven by my own personal passion for 



animals and addresses the plight of elephant and rhinoceros poaching and the terrible 

loss in these animal populations.    

There is a historical and artistic connection between furniture and memorials, including 

coffins and sarcophagi. At some point in history, the designs of these two seemingly 

disparate classes of objects were intertwined. Several of my recent works are in the form 

of cenotaphs, sarcophagi and Buddhist shrines.   

The wildLIFE Project began with 

the construction of five large life-

sized elephant masks.  The 

challenge for me was to resolve 

how I could make such large forms 

without the weight and mass that 

one would normally encounter. I 

work alone in my studio and I 

wanted to find a way to make 

these and still be completely 

independent. I used to sew 

clothing when I was a teenager 

and so I adapted a patternmaking 

technique that would allow me to 

work with thin lightweight pieces of 

wood and stitch them together in 

such a way that the form would 

become a three-dimensional form 

when hung on the wall. The 

process was also cathartic: the 

process of stitching these pieces became a therapeutic act of trying to fix a very complex 

problem (poaching).  

Cenotaph. http://wendymaruyama.com/artwork/3844286-Cenotaph.html 



 

At the turn of the 19th century, there were approximately one million rhinos. In 1970, 

there were around 70,000. Today, there are only around 28,000 rhinos surviving in the 

wild. Three of the five species of rhino are “Critically Endangered” as defined by the 

IUCN (World Conservation Union). The Southern subspecies of the white rhino is 

classified by the IUCN in the lesser category of being “Near Threatened”; and the 

Greater one-horned rhino is classified as "Vulnerable"; even this is considered to be 

facing a high risk of extinction in the wild.  



 

The prominent horn for which rhinos are so well known has been their downfall. Many 

animals have been killed for this hard, hair-like growth, which is revered for medicinal 

use in China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. The horn is also valued in North 

Africa and the Middle East as an ornamental dagger handle.   

The white rhino once roamed much of sub-Saharan Africa, but today is on the verge of 

extinction due to poaching fueled by these commercial uses. Only about 11,000 white 

rhinos survive in the wild, and many organizations are working to protect this much-loved 

animal. 



 
 

Sarcophagus. The 

sarcophagus form was used 

to house 16 life-sized 

elephant tusk forms that 

were hand-blown out of 

glass by a team of 

professional glass blowers 

who assisted me during my 

residency at Pilchuck 

School of Glass. 

Symbolically, the use of this 

material was meant to evoke the beauty of the animal from which these tusks were taken 

from and to, despite the size of these large animals, reference the fragility of life. 

 



*** 

 The following interview with Maruyama appeared in Art Newspaper: 

I have had a lifelong fascination with wild animals ever since I was a child. My first work 

related to wildlife was in homage to Ben, the last living Tasmanian Tiger — these 

animals were hunted with no justification whatsoever. By the time they put a ban on 

hunting these creatures, they were already on the brink of extinction and it was too late. 

 http://wendymaruyama.com/artwork/173482-You-don-t-know-what-you-ve-got-til-its-

gone.html 

 

 What is your relationship with the ivory trade/animal conservation? 

 

Only that it became a personal cause —wild animals, without any action by humans are 

defenseless: at the current rate we will have lost 30% to 50% of species by mid-century. 

This is an alarming statistic considering the current crisis is being caused entirely by 

humans. Ninety-nine percent of currently threatened species are at risk from human 

activities, primarily those driving habitat loss, introduction of exotic species, and global 

warming. 

 

How does this series mark a departure from your earlier work?  

 

This work moved laterally from the realm of social justice to environmental causes. The 

previous work was intended to bring a very dark part of American History (the Japanese 

American Incarceration during WWII) to life — and it affected my own family very 

directly. It was also very relevant in terms of what was happening now, with all the post 

9/11 anti-Muslim rhetoric, the anti-immigration laws, and this remains sadly relevant 

today. We have clearly not learned anything. 



 
 

What new materials did you use?  

 

With wood being my primary material, 

and I have used glass in many forms 

over the years, as well as video 

components, I suppose the newest 

material is steel, which provided a 

counter against the layers of sheet 

glass in one piece (Cenotaph). Also, as 

a deaf person, I don’t often consider 

sound in my work, but the sound of a 

bronze bell ringing signifies the death of 

an elephant — it rings every 15 

minutes, which is when an elephant is 

killed for its tusks. I might add, that the 

Bell Shrine  was all made of wood that 

was salvaged from a defunct rifle 

factory — all the wood was shaped like 

rifle gunstock — and it felt great to cut 

those things apart and make the pieces 

work for my shrine.  

 

 

How was the experience? How does that relate to the subject matter? 

 

The materiality of the wood, the glass, the steel all have emotive qualities that lend 

themselves to the individual pieces.  The process also plays a part — I remember just 

sobbing over the loss of one of the largest living “tuskers” — he was shot and killed for 

his massive tusks and I had designed the elephant masks to be made of smaller pieces 

of wood, and stitching them together — the process and method of fabricating this work 

became cathartic as I was stitching these parts together — hearing the bell ring in the 



background, and smelling the incense I would light in the Bell Shrine.  Interestingly too, 

having previously become introduced to many friends who were Buddhists while working 

on the Executive Order 9066 work, I learned about the ritual of the Buddhist shrine and 

its meaning: 

 

The most basic elements of the obutsudan are  

1.      The Central Object of Reverence or Worship (Gohonzon). The elephant in this 

case. 

2.      Flowers. Always on the left, representing impermanence. 

3.      Candle. Always on the right, representing unchanging truth (Dharma). Yes, we see 

the candle as a symbol of transience as the burning flame consumes the candle. But the 

candle works as a symbol of unchanging truth because the flame persists, even if 

transferred to another candle. 

4.      Incense Offering/Burner. In the middle, in front, as it relates to our spiritual state 

in the present moment, as a kind of living synthesis of transience and permanence. 

Sometimes our transient life is identified as horizontal time, and unchanging truth as 

vertical. Burning incense brings us to the current moment in which we experience the 

intersection of horizontal and vertical time. 

 

What are you hoping visitors take away from the show? 

 

That they understand what is happening, not only with elephants, but ALL of wildlife, and 

I hope they will consider becoming activists or advocates themselves, and spread the 

word that wildlife needs help! 
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DEENA METZGER 
The Mystery: Approaching the Elephant People 

 

This is a response to the darkest times. We know all life is threatened, and increasingly 

so under the current administration, yet we inevitably respond from our human 

perspectives and fears. However, we will not understand what we must without 

recognizing non-human wisdom. In 2010, several of us had dreams indicating that there 

are hidden passageways, different for each of us, to saving the earth and restoring the 

natural world. For me, making alliances with animals and other non-human beings 

became an essential path. 

 

In 1997, as co-editor of the groundbreaking anthology, Intimate Nature: The Bond 

Between Women and Animals, which testified to animal intelligence and agency, I was 

introduced to one of the great mysteries: the true nature of the beings with whom we 

cohabit the planet which I could only begin to understand by stepping out of my own 

mind into the consciousness of others.  

 

As many of you reading this know, I met an Elephant we call the Ambassador on 

Epiphany, January 6th, 2000, in Chobe National Park, Botswana. Traveling to various 

African wild animal reserves over the next seventeen years, I realized I was engaging 

with different Elephants and herds while fulfilling the mandate implicit in the original 

meeting to regard the Elephants as kin.   

 

A few years ago, I was alerted to Elephants in Assam, India occupying an airstrip to 

prevent military planes taking off and landing. There were also a series of attacks on 

humans in India and around the globe that seemed to avenge earlier assaults on 

Elephants, interruption or prevention of mourning rituals, and loss of habitat. It seemed 

like a global organized activity on the part of the Elephants and I was able to speak of 

Elephant sovereignty in an article translated into Hindi and circulated in Indian papers.  

Very recently, a female Elephant in Hwange killed a big game hunter who was tracking 

her and her herd. A great white Shark leaped into a fisherman’s boat in Australian waters 

and a Bear attacked a hunter in Ontario Canada. Regarded as random, these incidents 



 

 

can be understood as conscious non-human responses to intolerable human activities. 

Animals have a capacity for outrage and retribution as well as surprise and wonder. 

Once it’s accepted that non-human species have agency and spiritual lives, the world 

changes and we recognize, against all assumptions, who these others really are.  

 

In the early sixties, a black Panther escaped Jungleland in Thousand Oaks, California. 

Then a lion escaped from a Midwest zoo and children were bussed to view the hunt. 

Instinctively, I identified with the animals, imagined what it might feel to be lost and 

hunted in suburbia and wrote a novel, What Rough Beast, (unpublished) from a Lion’s 

point of view. I entered into his consciousness, his view of being imprisoned, then 

hunted, and his thoughts about the nature of human beings. Looking back at my life fifty 

years later, I see a thread, a calling to bear witness to and speak of the true nature of the 

non-human beings with whom we share the planet and Creation.   

 

January 2017.  I returned to Arica for the ninth time to be with the Elephants, holding 

different questions and marveling at the unpredictable ways they had been addressed by 

events 

 

Cynthia Travis, Matt Meyer, our guide, and I traveled first to Thula Thula, the South 

African reserve started by Lawrence Anthony, author of The Elephant Whisperer, and 

then to Chobe where a group of Elephants gathered around us, seemingly out of the 

blue, at 5 pm on Epiphany, just as the Ambassador had appeared on Epiphany 2000, 

and then walked back into the forest exactly at 6 pm when we had to leave the park.  

[https://deenametzger.wordpress.com/2017/02/22/beginning-awareness-approaching-

the-Elephant-people-part-i-thula-thula-and-chobe/]  

 

Such meetings constitute the ways the Elephants have been conversing with us over 

time and space. Sequences of events are a language through which we communicate 

across species–no translation needed.     

 

On January 9th we arrived at Mashatu in Southern Botswana and on January 14th in 

Damaraland, Namibia.  Given that this might very well be a last visit, it was time to 

approach all the trips and encounters as a single Story, which viewed as such could 



 

 

provide new insights and guidance for human connections to the wild. I was calling on 

memory – a very Elephant way of being – in order to see the entire pattern of our relating 

to each other and what arises from that integrated perspective. Alert to the subtlest 

possible transmission, still I could not distinguish between the Elephants’ intent and 

Spirits’ objective.  

 

Back at home, I could not speak of the journey. Then I wrote about Thula Thula and 

Chobe – humans and Elephants communicating with each other about drought (see link 

above). When Frankie the up-and-coming Matriarch of Thula Thula reproached me and 

our species for creating drought and bringing misery and death to her people, she was 

engaging in a direct, grave and strategic transmission. Too often people speak of the 

Animals’ inviolable love for us. It eases the human heart to think so. But I wouldn’t 

console myself with the illusion that this communication was tempered by love.  

 

There was more behind it:  Humans must change. How? Think with the heart as 

Indigenous people do. Think ‘we’ instead of ‘I’. Become more Elephant. Become less of 

what we are and more of the Indigenous and non-human that we have attacked and 

violated.  Become like they are -- earth-centered, spirit- centered, relational beings who 

would never hunt the way we hunt, kill the way we kill, destroy the way we destroy.   

 

Yes.  These are good beginnings.   

 

It takes years to step across the species divide and to recognize different species as 

peers and equals on this planet. It shatters the mind – as it should. It requires undoing 

the pervasive structures, apparent and subtle, of the dominating, imperial human 

cultures that have assaulted Indigenous wisdom and what remains of the true nature of 

the world. The future existence of the planet depends on creating honest working 

alliances with all the myriad sentient, intelligent non-human beings. Each meeting with 

the Elephants had been a gift and a mandate leading us to this understanding.  

 

However, the gift of such extraordinary meetings cannot be received without knowing the 

gravity of extinction, pollution and climate change we have created and without finding 

ways to heal what we have wrought.  



 

 

 

The animals, the Elephants, are aware of our criminal activities and are responding. 

Integrity requires us to change our ways and minds. This is what they are indicating 

when they come to meet us.  

 
*** 

Mashatu Game Reserve consists of 72,000 acres located in the Northern Tuli Game 

Reserve of Botswana, situated between the Tuli Safari Area, a national park in 

Zimbabwe and the Mapungubwe National Park, a World Heritage Site in South Africa. As 

it shares unfenced borders with both the South African and Zimbabwean national parks 

in the south and north respectively, the animals have a vast area, a long wildlife corridor, 

to wander through.  However, as they are know they are safe within Botswana where 

hunting is illegal and threatened in Zimbabwe where trophy hunting is encouraged, many 

animals, if food allows it, avoid crossing into Zimbabwe.  

 

Arriving at Mashatu, we knew we would not experience the intimacy with the animals 

that we felt with the single herd of Elephants on the 3,000 acres of Thula Thula nor the 

sense of destiny that came with multiple encounters with Elephants on six different 

occasions at five in the afternoon at the Chapungu tree in Chobe National Park. 



 

 

On the last day in Mashatu in 2016, we had been allowed to approach a large herd at a 

water hole. They departed just at the time we had to repair to an elevated place for a last 

cup of tea before going to the airport. We were stunned when the herd, split into several 

lines, approached the Mashatu tree so closely we took cover in the truck. But 

undeniably, they had come to say good-bye.  

 

Now we were returning a year later. The one desire I had had to listen from within a herd 

and to greet the Matriarchs formally had been met in Thula Thula and was unlikely again 

with such a large Elephant population. Earlier, our time in Chobe had confirmed the 

magical connections we had had there over the years. We accepted that we had been 

incorporated into a field of co-existence that made communication possible.  Now I 

wondered what insights or messages might come from our next two destinations?   

*** 

In a dry country, rain is luck. Abundant rains had come to Mashatu and were continuing. 

A pulley system helped us cross a swollen river where the year before we had driven 

across a dry ravine. Within minutes of going out on a first game drive, the winds picked 

up and we stopped the Land Rover to put ponchos on before the downpour. In an open 

vehicle without a roof we were as exposed to the elements as the animals. It was a good 

beginning. 

 

The rain accompanied us intermittently until sunset as we drove across darkened and 

then brilliant yellow fields of devil’s thorn with which the female Elephants adorned 

themselves. 



 

 

 

Accepting that we were not at Mashatu to repeat earlier experiences, confirm previous 

perceptions or gather new proofs of connection, we tried to look at everything with fresh 

eyes.  It was Cyndie who first noticed the gestures of a herd of Elephants moving with 

great deliberation and intent into a small grove. We followed them curious. There they 

divided into little groups leaning against the trees, caressing them with their trunks but 

not eating the leaves. It can be nothing less than devotion, Cyndie said. We had not 

expected to come upon Elephants in prayer. But… why not? 

 

 

Returning to the grove several times, we never encountered the Elephants there again. 

How empty it seemed without their presence converting it into a temple. Although we 

didn’t see them in prayer, we did come upon them blessing each other. 

 



 

 

  

Beautiful and awesome as this was, I didn’t initially grasp what was being revealed.  

Anticipating relationship with the Elephants, or continuously hoping for it, I wasn’t aware 

of what was, in fact, occurring. In retrospect, stepping out of the confinement and 

limitation of individual events and examining them within a progression over years, 

writing this piece, seeing the photos again, I understand what I couldn’t then.  

 

We were shown perfect beauty. We were shown … Creation. We were shown the 

spiritual lives of the Elephants and the animals. We were shown that we had been born 

into Paradise and had been exiled by our own hands. 

 



 

 

 

Within minutes of driving out of the Camp the first morning, we were astonished by two 

turtle doves making love on a tree branch. A wondrous instance on a brilliant morning.  

Several minutes later, we came upon a terrapin in the road and our guide following his 

intuition looked into the underbrush about twenty feet away where two terrapins were 

mating.  Spirit was getting our attention.   

 

For the rest of the days at Mashatu we marveled at the profusion of life forms.  There 

were newborn and young – Elephant, kudu, impala, zebra, wildebeest, cape buffalo, 

monkey, baboon, lion, giraffe …– everywhere.   

 



 

 

 

And in Namibia, where we were to go next, even rhino calves.   

 

 



 

 

As if to emphasize the message of fertility, everyone was mating. So it wasn’t a great 

surprise when we came upon an alpha lion we had seen the day before, sleeping under 

a tree while ten feet away, a young lioness, stirred restlessly. Unable to control her inner 

agitation, she approached the lion, circled him, prodded him until he stopped resisting 

her.  What struck us was his kindness. 

 

 

Our guide indicated that she was immature, had never had cubs, was overwhelmed with 

estrus. While the lion entered her, almost as if bidden, he did so gently, lowering his 

mouth to her shoulder to ease her before his thrust. 

 

This sequence repeated again and again.   

 

The last hour of the last day at Mashatu, we found a perch at the summit of a small hill 

that allowed us to look back toward the plain where we had been present as a great bull 

Elephant had been courting an Elephant matriarch before the entire herd. Then a 

startling shriek from a little one who resented the bull’s attention interrupted them and 

the bull strode away. 



 

 

 

 

Behind us to the east, the herd was dispersing for the night. To the north, two Giraffes, 

their bodies rosy from the setting sun were standing, enchanted.   

 

 



 

 

We could see that they wanted each other, though they were very still.  Then he arched 

back in a parabola of desire and in seconds they mated in the purple dusk. 

 

 

It was the last moment of the last day at Mashatu.  Then the full moon rose. 

 

We left the field of vision of fertility and creation for Damaraland in Namib, the oldest 

desert of the world. Here desert Elephants having adjusted to the environment and able 

to go without water for a few day are frequently born without tusks as a rapid genetic 

response to poaching. Last year, we saw a tuskless herd in the reserve and this year we 

were aware of many more tuskless Elephants among the others on the narrow oasis 

along a sand river where three very small herds sustain themselves.   

 



 

 

 

As at Thula Thula, we were able to have some intimacy with the Elephants, following 

one and then another in their daily life.  While we recognized individual conversations or 

connections as they occurred, it was only afterwards that I saw a pattern that could 

appropriately be acknowledged as interconnection. We were a small group, they were a 

small herd – we were with each other as distinct from observing each other.  I was 

hoping to be able to see the Elephants and other species for themselves, independent of 

my own understanding. Over time, moments cohere into a Story, a field of vision, and it 

is the human task to see it for itself.   

 

Thula Thula had prepared me for Damaraland though I didn’t know it at the time. The 

continuity of drought was an essential element. The abundance, even extravagance, of 

life forms at Chobe and Mashatu seemed to deny the grave danger of climate change 

caused by human activity, the on-going struggle for existence, the conflicts between the 

herders and the wild as a consequence of the lack of water and resources. In 

Damaraland, we remembered.   



 

 

 

The bare but startling beauty of the landscape resembles the moon more than earth, and 

the Elephants themselves seem to have emerged from the land.  In Damaraland as in 

Thula Thula, it became possible to focus on particular members of the herd. Following 

their lead when we came upon them, rather than our inclinations, we repeatedly found 

ourselves in the presence of a great bull Elephant. Only on our return home, at the 

airport in Frankfurt, did we realize that this great bull had dominated the landscape on 

the last day we had spent in Damaraland the year before.  He had been posed like a 

sentinel on a rocky incline at the entrance to the lines of trees and desert springs along 

the sand river.   

 

We had stayed with him for almost an hour, mesmerized. This year, the same; whenever 

he appeared, we gave ourselves up to him. Without acknowledging us, he silently 

directed us to stay and we did for long periods of time. The first day, we were parked 

below an earthen bank where a female was feeding on a tree when he appeared and 

displaced her.  Though we remained with him, there was no indication that he was aware 

of or interested in us. 

 

Again in our presence, the second day, he approached two young bulls who were trying 

to topple a tree. He advanced as an elder, demonstrated the right technique for grazing 

on trees and leaned against it so as to instruct them properly.   



 

 

 

When they became rambunctious, he turned abruptly and left.  We followed but he went 

off into the bush. 

 

We were finding him an interesting bull Elephant, but on the third day he astounded us. 

Then we began to consider that something extraordinary was happening and we were, 

and  were not, peripheral to the event. 

 

We had spent a good part of the afternoon unsuccessfully tracking desert lions along the 

small dunes, always slightly behind the new footprints in the sand. Then we turned back 

to the sand river to look for Elephants. Pausing to determine our next move, we saw the 

Bull Elephant approach the hillock above us and we turned the truck to watch him.   

 

He came slowly and determinedly, tore away some branches and threw them aside as if 

to extend the space. As was the case seventeen years earlier with the Ambassador, his 

actions seemed conscious and deliberate.  To our astonishment, he then carefully eased 

his great weight down onto the sand and went to sleep, facing the direction of the lions 

and allowing his back to us.

 
 



 

 

Neither Cyndie, I, nor Matt, who had been Head Ranger and Head Photographic Ranger 

at the private South African game reserve, Mala Mala, had ever seen an Elephant lie 

down to sleep.   

 

What was communicated?   

 

Trust.  

 

Accepting that direct communication and analysis came from the Elephant People 

allowed the field we were in together to become visible. We realized that we had been in 

‘spirits’ theater for sixteen years, simultaneously actors and audience. Neither Elephant 

nor human could have designed such situations in which members of both species 

appear to each other as if explicitly summoned. While our meetings were both intentional 

and circumstantial, the sum total of our many interactions over time, hours, days, weeks, 

years, cohered in nested living stories that became the language through which we, 

different species though we are, spoke to each other. This occurred both within and 

outside of time and space. We had been transported to another dimension where 

meaning and action are simultaneous and indistinguishable. The story that emerged 

from and enfolded us challenged all conventional assumptions of reality and hegemony. 

 

We had returned to the Elephants, again and again, at the behest of the Ambassador, 

and in return we were allowed to participate in a common field of consciousness that 

manifested unpredictably. Clearly both human and non-human were impacted by each 

other. Attuned to one another, we began to share a critical DNA of mind from which 

future connections and understandings would emerge. That is, we melted toward each 

other and, ultimately, without changing shape, we melted into each other. 

 

And so we entered the last day. Toward the end of the afternoon before we would have 

to leave Damaraland, we again came across the bull whom I began calling The Great 

Elephant. He was waiting for us in the central island of the sand river.   

 

 



 

 

 
 

We didn’t know he was waiting for us then, but I know it now. It has taken months to 

understand this, to see pattern and Story, too often hidden by time and doubt. A deeper 

understanding, one that encompasses all the years of engagement, beckons. Indigenous 

people knew this realm, this dimension beyond ours, this field of knowing and being 

where humans, non-humans, the spirits and earth co-exist beyond relationship. 

 

The Great Elephant was waiting for us … 

 

For the next hour or two, we followed him through the valley as he grazed or hid in the 

brush until he led us to the vast desert plain that all of us would cross at sundown. Just 

as night was falling, he would be on his way to a water tank set aside for the Elephants 

in return for the government digging wells for the Native people living there, and we 

would be returning to the Lodge.   

 

Soon after we arrived, he left the tree where he had been waiting, turned east and 

meandered from place to place.  At one point, he stopped, certain that we were watching 

though not glancing at us, and began to twist his trunk into a strange knot that I 

recognized as the gesture through which the Ambassador greeted us in 2000.  He 

continued contorting his trunk while we observed, moved and mystified. 

 



 

 

 

Finally, he unfolded his trunk, turned and went on.   

 

 
Following him was complex.  We had to be rigorous about not leading, finding a vantage 

point from which we could see without interfering or challenging him.  When he stopped 



 

 

by a small tree, we were already directly in his path and he knew it. There were 

moments when we felt his love for the tree in the manner of the Elephants in Mashatu 

and we were simultaneously aware of his comedic threat to topple it upon us. Still, we 

remained quietly. 

 

Sometimes when he approached, there was a divide between the Damaraland guide’s 

experience and training in caution and my own deep conviction that we were safe and 

needed to yield to the bull’s leadership not our fears.   

 

So many minutes passed. It felt like hours or days. Soon he began walking again and we 

assumed he was leading us out of the valley toward the desert and the mountains. 

 

 
But, unexpectedly, he entered a thicket and virtually disappeared. We waited and waited, 

agreeing among ourselves that we would wait no more than twenty more minutes. When 

the time was almost over, he emerged so dramatically he seemed angry to everyone in 

the truck. Believing we were completely safe, I begged them to be still and not startle 

him by turning on the engine. I had been speaking to him in my mind, explaining that this 

was our last night, actually our last hour, and had pleaded with him to come out as a sign 

or confirmation of the connection we were all feeling. And so, yes, he emerged.   

 



 

 

There was no attack, no threat, nor had there been for all the time we had been with him 

over four days.   

 

Now he ambled very slowly ahead of us down the stone-faced incline that was also 

masking the diminishing light. We might have thought he was oblivious to us if he had 

not defecated several times along the way. A sign of honor.  Connection. (When 

Elephants meet after being separated, sometimes only for hours, they are overjoyed to 

be in each other’s company and this is expressed through pissing and defecating.)   

 

I kept reminding our impatient guide, eager to return to the Lodge, to slow down and to 

wait. It was 7:30 and we were an hour late and tired. It was difficult to contain all the 

energies and stay parallel or behind the Great Elephant so that he could lead.  

 

The Great Elephant came to the stony edge of the slope where the wide plain of the 

desert opened before us. He stopped. He pissed and defecated again. Not one of us had 

ever seen such frequency. Slowly, then, with utter presence, he proceeded up the rise 

and as he paused to spray himself with dust, he caught the exact and fleeting angle of 

the ruby light of the setting sun. 

 

 
 

Then he went on, his footsteps, mysteriously filling with a sourceless light.    



 

 

 
 

The Great Elephant looked back at us one last time. 

 

 
An Elephant Ambassador came to meet us on January 6th, 2000, Epiphany. Now again, 

at the very last hour of the very last day, another such meeting.   

 

A spirit? A messenger? An angel? 

 

In the presence of the Great Mystery, it is best to remain wordless. 
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LOIS RED ELK 

Porcupine on the Highway1 

 

Amos: They said sister is stranded on the highway. 

Her car is about 10 miles east of town. 

Sister: I might as well pick up this porcupine or 

it’ll be smashed by tonight. 

Porcupine: I give my body to a quill worker, 

  and laugh at Magpie on the fence. 

  

Amos: Mom, I’m taking Myrna to help sister. 

Her car quit and I might have to tow her in. 

Sister: Oh, it’s a big one and he quills 

aren’t damaged. It’s got long hair, too. 

Porcupine: Clouds are fading. Earth is cooling. 

 Grass is calling me home. 

  

Amos: There she is. She put something in her trunk. 



It looks like a big old porcupine. 

Sister: This sure is a mess. I should skin it here. 

All the cats will be coming into the yard. 

Porcupine: They used to read my bones, study my 

   entrails for health and weather. 

  

Amos: What happened? Did you break down? 

Don’t tell me, you’re scavenging road kill? 

Sister: Yeh, both! All of a sudden this thing 

stalled, then I saw this huge porcupine. 

Porcupine: They say our voice sounds like a 

   whimpering child. People gather. 

  

Amos: Pull your hood latch. Your cable was loose. 

Take it home and skin it. We’ll follow you. 

Sister: I’ll make Myrna a quilled bracelet and 

brother some armbands. Surprise them. 

Porcupine: She’ll remember later that last night she 



 dreamed about a big porcupine on the highway. 

NOTES 

The Porcupine is very 

significant in the D/Lakota 

culture as it teaches patience 

and skill to the persons who 

use the quills.  The persons 

have a vision and become 

quill workers. This skill is 

regarded as being equivalent 

to a warrior status.  On my 

reservation my mother, 

sisters and I are known to be 

quill workers, we belong to 

the Quill Worker Society and 

teach quill work.    

  

  

 

Take Her Hands2 

  

Female whole, but losing ground, 

standing there weeping 

and screaming her loss. 



It was like the sun and the moon left 

her alone on an isolated star, 

her voice failing, her arms flaying, 

I thought she would fall over 

from the vanishing of breath. 

    Her body swayed in a 

circular motion, an angle 

the force of anguish. 

Loving feelings, so precious 

leaving 

and out of reach. 

Suicide thoughts 

taking over all her senses, 

all stability. 

   Her knife slashes her arms. 

“You with the beaded moccasins, 

take her hands,” shouted my aunt, 

“Bring her back, 



she needs to think clearly.” 

  

It was our way of showing support, 

sharing her grief that she must 

  continue with the earth for now, 

       to remember the living. 

And, it was enough 

to give her composure, 

        to let her know, why she had to stay. 

  

“Take her hands” are words Sioux women say when someone is overwhelmed. 

 

NOTES 

 When a woman intentionally takes the hands of another, it is to console them. Prayer is 

shared to keep the grieving spirit here in this time and place and to remind of their earth 

responsibilities. Sometimes grief can be extremely difficult and the spirit may leave or 

wander. 
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LORA MATZ 

Love’s Awakening 

 

To this day, I can feel the unconditional, pure form of embodied love Dale gave me when 

I was eight. This unconditional Love is a mysterious field of Presence that I’ve come to 

recognize in many faces but first felt in her arms.  The Presence of Love that moved 

through Dale called my soul home to itself. It motivated me to find a way through my 

ongoing unspeakable situation.  This love transfusion changed not only my nature, but 

my way of relating to and seeing the world. I suddenly belonged in life. When Dale 

wrapped her arms around my small trembling, sobbing eight-year-old body, she opened 

in me lines of kinship that I suddenly felt EVERYWHERE: earth and stars, human and 

animal.  

 

I longed for death. It fascinated me. I was eight years old, and Saturday after Saturday, I 

snuck into local churches to sit in the back of funeral services.  My obsession grew, and 

after a week of spying into the windows of a local funeral home, I snuck inside, hoping to 

see a dead body.  My risk was rewarded. A large room was filled with flowers and a 

casket with a body. Alone, I slowly crept up to the casket.  Looking down in awe at the 

woman in the coffin, I gently touched her arm and then her face.  In a flash I knew that 

nothing was there except this empty shell the woman had once lived in.  It reminded me 

of the loud cicadas that had been everywhere the summer before.  Walking down the 

street had been frightening because you never knew if you were stepping on an empty 

shell or one that would startle you by taking flight. I felt like I’d seen what I was looking 

for. Weeks later, I took two bottle of aspirin and lay down to die. 

I lived to return to my bleak existence, deprived of love and protection from a mother 

who didn’t want me, and who made me available to her drunken johns. From the time I 

was three, she had blamed me for my uncle’s suicide. She and I were both present when 



he shot himself in the head.  I found myself frequently reliving this event as I planned my 

own demise, trying to come up with the perfect solution after my failed, shameful attempt 

with the aspirin. 

On hot, muggy early summer nights when she was out with her men, I waited to hear her 

returning footsteps, my emotions swinging from rage to terror.  When angry, I fantasized 

about finally shouting my nearly nine-years-worth of anger at her.  When frightened, I 

saw myself clinging to her legs as she tried to kick me away, or wandering alone forever 

in the narrow confines of our apartment.  These night terrors were fueled by her 

uncontrollable mood swings during the day, when she’d threaten, “I ought to just leave 

you and never come back.” 

One Saturday morning, after one of these anxiety-ridden nights alone, I wandered 

outside to sit on the front steps and watch for her to return.  Some neighborhood kids 

began to tease me, and I got up to go inside.  I’d momentarily mistaken their attentions 

for friendship and let them know that I was home alone, waiting for my mother.  As I 

jumped up to move toward the door, they ran past me into the apartment and slammed 

the door in my face.  Blindly, frantically, I pushed to get in. Five of them held the door 

closed from within laughing at my ineffective effort to push the door open. Suddenly, the 

energy of fear and anger coalesced, giving me the strength to push harder.  My hands 

and arms broke through the upper glass in the door.  Only the sudden explosion of 

broken glass and blood stopped me.  

The kids scattered except for one, a girl named Barbara who dragged me up the block to 

a small free- standing weekend emergency room repeating, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” as 

though she was praying the rosary.  Several hundred stitches closed torn flesh while my 

anxiety mounted about my mother returning. Barbara said goodbye and ran off. 

Overwhelming dread and misery engulfed me as step-by-step I neared the apartment. 

With bandaged arms and hands, a beating seemed certain for the mess, the broken 

window and the bill from the emergency room stuffed in my pocket. 

I paused as I approached the entryway; I had seen movement inside and stiffened, 

anticipating the blows my mother would rain down upon me. To my surprise, the kind 



face of the upstairs neighbor greeted me.  The hall was cleaned up and he’d almost 

finished installing a new window.  “Hi, are you okay?  My wife, Dale, came down and 

looked for you after we heard the glass break and all the commotion.  She cleaned 

things up a bit and sent me to the hardware store.  I’ll be finished here in a little while.” I 

couldn’t speak. “Your mother doesn’t seem to be home yet.  Dale’s making lunch and 

said to send you up when you got back.  Why don’t you go on upstairs now?” My mother 

didn’t return again that night. They invited me to sleep on their couch.  I shook my head 

no but smiled and clutched the “just in case you change your mind” key tight in my 

closed fist. Dale told me to keep the key just in case there was another time. I was both 

intrigued and frightened by their kindness, which didn’t seem to want anything in return. 

My mother didn’t return for several days. Dale sought me out, bringing food and 

friendship. She always asked if I wanted to change my mind and sleep on the couch. I 

knew I’d be in trouble with my mother if I did, so said no each time, letting her caring and 

the key be more than enough. 

Dale was stunningly beautiful, with the raven-haired, porcelain- skinned beauty that 

made young Elizabeth Taylor a star. And she was kind to me. I was enchanted. 

For the next several months, Dale warmed me with grown-up attention.  She noticed if I 

was cleaner, or happier or sadder.  She often made cookies to share, and I’d pretend 

she’d made them just for me.  

I had lived in a realm of shadows and dead expectation for so long that until the day 

when Dale and her husband were to move away, I hadn’t realized how I had come to 

cherish and depend on those small crumbs of attention from her.  “She’s just got to be 

my friend,” I mumbled as I made the slow and painful climb up the stairs to say 

goodbye.  I hoped she wouldn’t see my legs and arms, left bruised by Oscar, one of my 

mother’s regulars, when he pounded me into the bed down to the springs the night 

before, giving her enough money for her beer and cigarettes for several days. I tried to 

focus on the flowers I’d picked from the courthouse lawn as a surprise.  But the grief and 

terror of Dale’s departure overtook me. I choked back tears, my panic mounting with 

each step. 



Limping into her apartment, I took one look at her soft, beautiful face, and fell apart, my 

body wracked with sobs.  Dale reached for me, pulling me to her, and held me close. “I 

love you. I love you, shush now, there, there.  I love you,” she murmured over and over. 

“I want you to know that and believe it.” She held me, rocking me close for what seemed 

like hours. I wanted to melt into her body and never leave its soft, warm contours. As she 

cradled my head, gently patting my matted, greasy hair, I momentarily cringed from 

embarrassment. She seemed not to notice. I sobbed as I begged her not to leave me. 

She gently sat me up and held me by the shoulders, looking straight into my eyes. I 

looked down and away. She tenderly lifted my chin as she said, “This is very important, 

look at me as I tell you, I want you to remember it.  I love you. I wish you were my little 

girl so that I could take you with me, but I can’t because you’re not mine.  You must learn 

to take better care of yourself, because your mother is sick and can’t take good care of 

you.  I love you and I’ll always keep you in my heart.” She pointed to her heart. “Right 

here.” 

Tears spilled onto her cheeks.  I was speechless. Tentatively, I touched a tear, bringing it 

up to my lips and kissing it—the most precious thing I had ever been given. We cried 

together as she cradled me again.   She smelled fresh and clean, her soft voice 

comforted me. “You have to reach out and trust others like me.” She made me promise 

that I would. “It will be okay.  You’ll be okay.”  Something deep inside unfurled and came 

alive, filling me to overflowing. Love. It permeated every starving and hurt cell, organ, 

and muscle in my body. It held the smell of her violet rose-scented neck; her voice and 

her loving touch woke something so deep in me, I knew I would never be the same.  

Dale gently kissed my forehead and cheek as we said our last goodbyes.  I looked into 

her eyes and again promised that I would never forget. With the tentativeness of an 

infant taking her first steps I whispered, “I love you, Dale. I’ll always keep you here, too,” 

as I pointed to my own heart. 

I learned in those moments that love, this pure, unconditional state, was as essential to 

life as food and shelter. It filled me with purpose and energy. It felt holy. For the first time 

in my life, I felt I not only deserved to be alive, I knew why I was alive.  For this: To 

accept, feel and learn to receive love and learn how to give it. 



That night I lay in bed, energized and restless with newly born sensations and feelings. It 

didn’t matter that my mother was gone another night. In my mind, Dale sat on the edge 

of the bed and tenderly tucked me in. I thought of the story of Sleeping Beauty and 

suddenly understood how a kiss by someone who loved you could wake you up.  

Looking out the window at the rising full moon, I noticed for the first time how beautiful it 

was. I felt connected to it, feeling that it hung in the sky that night just for me. A tree 

brushed the side of the house, and I felt its life force.  I repeatedly touched my cheek 

where Dale had kissed me, replaying every word, gesture, and look that had passed 

between us. As the moon wrapped me in its mantle of light, I fell into my first peaceful 

sleep, snug in the embrace of love. 

My days had been defined by thousands of ways a child can hurt.  Now, I was defined 

by the memories of softness and the contours of warmth. Where I had previously felt 

disconnected and unmoored from everyone and everything, I now felt connected to 

everything and everyone, to the earth itself. 

Dale’s act of kindness saved my life and changed its course. I worked hard now to be 

kind, carrying groceries home for people who needed help. I went to church. I loved to sit 

in the stairway of the choir loft on Saturday afternoons and listen to the music, which 

transported me to a place of love and connection just like my time with Dale. I brought 

home flowers and small trinkets for my mother, who was either angry or didn’t notice. I 

ignored her response, driven in my mission to be the love I had so generously received.  

Like a mantra, I repeated Dale’s message to take better care of myself because my 

mother was too sick to care for me. I started to feel sad for my mother. I noticed how 

tired and confused she often was. An average day for her consisted of 5-10 men, 4-6 

six-packs, shots of whiskey when it was available, some unrecognizable pills 2-3 times a 

day, a Lucky Strike or Camel continuously burning in an ashtray, and some feel-good 

music from the radio on the days men came to the house.  I began to feel the smallness 

of her life as mine began to expand. A third grade substitute teacher helped me gain the 

confidence to learn to read. I discovered I could take out unlimited books from the library 

and I did.  I also reached out to others who were kind and to neighborhood cats and 

dogs. They, along with Dale, the trees, the moon and flowers, became my family. 



Thirty-eight years later, I had a successful and inspiring career helping others. As part of 

my ongoing healing I had started to write about some of my history. I found myself 

increasingly thinking of Dale, longing to find the woman who had made such a difference 

in my life. After months of searching, I found her living in a small blue-collar town south 

of Chicago.   I dialed the number, shaking with excitement and also worry that she might 

have forgotten. She picked up on the third ring. I recognized her voice immediately and 

told her who I was. She didn’t seem surprised. She said that I had always been her 

“heart child” and “of course I never forgot you.” 

Two weeks later, I flew to see her.  I had carried her image, her voice, her words and 

touch for thirty-eight years. Her striking, simple beauty and sense of presence again 

moved me. It was as though all those years of longing and separation fell away.  I was 

no longer a child wearing a face immobilized by fear but she recognized me. And I 

recognized the directness of her gaze, and the love that poured forth from her. Once 

again, her presence enveloped me. We cried off and on in each other’s arms over the 

next several days. 

After Dale moved away, I imagined her living in a big house, surrounded by loving 

children of her own. Over the years, I fantasized I would drop in and visit. But Dale had 

suffered through abuse and a divorce. She had given birth to one child, a troubled 

alcoholic son.  She told me she had barely graduated from eighth grade and had always 

had difficulty learning. She was very poor; she lived in an economically depressed 

neighborhood, hardly making ends meet on a maid’s salary.  In spite of all this, she had 

a deep serenity.  Our first visit turned into another and another, along with weekly phone 

calls.  It became increasingly clear that Dale needed me in her life as much as I had 

once needed her. 

About six months after our first visit, it became apparent that Dale was sick.  She had a 

racking cough that didn’t stop. When I asked her about seeing a doctor, she confessed 

that she didn’t have any insurance or money for medical care.  After seeing to it that 

Dale got to a doctor, I was heartsick to receive the news that she had metastasized lung 

cancer and only a short time to live. I knew from years of professional experience and 

from my mother’s and friends’ deaths that Dale was in the early stages of dying. I was 



concerned about her lack of support and wanted to help in any way that I could. 

Deeply saddened, I went for another visit.  I took her out to lunch.  Dale sat across from 

me, pale and barely eating.  I began to cry.  “Dale, I feel so bad that I didn’t find you 

years earlier. We’ve missed so many years together. I just found you again; I don’t want 

to lose you.”  “But you did find me”, she said. She sighed, and reached across the table 

to pat my hand.  “It’s okay, I’m not afraid to die now. I know now that I did at least one 

good thing in my life.  Just look at you.” We sat in loving stillness gazing at each other. 

Several moments later she continued, “I hardly went to school and you went to college 

and kept going. It’s like a ripple that keeps going out.  I helped you and now you are 

helping so many more.  It’s okay,” She squeezed my hand, tears sparkling at the corners 

of her eyes. As I had done as a child, I reached out and brought one of those precious 

tears to my lips. 

Over the next several months, I visited her as often as I could.  On the last of those trips 

she was in the hospital, where she seemed too sick to talk. She reached for me as I 

stood to leave.  “If I really needed you, would you come?”  I gulped back tears, “Of 

course I’d come, Dale.”  I held her frail body tightly and kissed her on the cheek before I 

left. 

One night weeks later, I dreamed Dale was calling for me over and over again.  I woke 

around 5:00 a.m. remembering her words, “If I really needed you, would you come?”  I 

reached for the phone and dialed the hospital where she had been undergoing palliative 

radiation treatment. The nurse informed me that Dale was actively dying and wasn’t 

likely to make it through the day.  “She is expressing a lot of fear of dying alone. Her son 

wasn’t willing to come and I haven’t been able to find any other family. I’d do a double 

shift if I could, but am leaving today on a long-awaited family vacation. We’re short 

staffed and she isn’t likely to get much attention.”  “Please tell her I’m coming,” I said, “I’ll 

catch the next plane.”  I booked a seat on the next flight to Chicago.  

I arrived at the hospital around noon.  Approaching her bed, I said, “Dale, I heard you 

calling me, I came as fast as I could.” She nodded and weakly squeezed my hand as 



tears ran down her face. I was overwhelmed with gratitude that she was lucid enough to 

acknowledge my arrival.  No longer capable of speech, Dale indicated her awareness of 

my presence off and on for the next several hours, occasionally gazing into my eyes to 

try to gesture her gratitude.  

As afternoon passed into evening, I watched the magnificent changing colors and 

patterns of the sky. Time became measured by each of Dale’s inhalations and 

exhalations, her life reduced to minutes, seconds, and heartbeats.  As her breathing 

became increasingly labored, for a few moments my chest felt so full and tight that I 

could hardly breathe myself.  I moved between grief and gratitude until they co-mingled 

and became one emotion.  My heart and breath began to fall into rhythm with Dale’s.  I 

began to savor the intimacy and fullness of each moment; every inhale, every exhale. 

The air and energy between us became palpable, energized by a loving connection 

much greater than the two of us.  

I felt Dale’s body slowly shutting down, moving upwards from the base of her spine as 

she began to pull away. At the same time, I felt more solid and anchored in the 

poignancy of every moment.  I was awed at the territory of loving consciousness 

expanding in front of her and between us as she slowly shed the skin of her body. 

Dale was fevered, burning off energy in one area of her body after another.  Eventually, 

the heat focused only in her face and the top of her head.  Each breath became 

shallower and farther apart from the last. I prayed the twenty-third psalm, the Tibetan 

prayer for the dying, anything and everything to stay focused and keep this bridge 

between us alive and intact.  I breathed with her.   

At 2:00 a.m., Dale left her body through the top of her head with a sigh and smile. I had 

been with her for about 14 hours. I witnessed the opening of her crown center and the 

birth of her spirit as she burned herself clear.  Her face was radiant, and as her body 

broke open, I was sprinkled with a little bit of that light.  After calling the nurse, I slowly 

bathed her body, putting lotion on her face, hands and feet. I anointed her with rose oil. I 

meditated. Then I kissed her cheek one last time, and left the hospital. 



Outside, I was greeted by the sound of birds singing to the golds and reds of a rising 

morning sun, as a full moon descended against a backdrop of fall-colored trees.  

As a child, I’d learned in a deep sensate way that love is as essential to my life as 

oxygen, food and water.  On this glorious October morning, I was enveloped again in 

love’s presence, connected to the essence of life and all things holy.   

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Lora Matz has been a leader in the field of Integrative Medicine 

for the past eighteen years.  She is a psychotherapist, lecturer 

and writer who works throughout the country in the area of Mind-

Body Medicine and Transpersonal Development.  She is senior 

faculty member for the Center for Mind-Body Medicine’s 

Professional Training Programs. This work has taken her around 

the world to places such as the Middle East and Haiti. Lora has 

extensive experience in end-of-life care with both children and adults and teaches 

Midwifing Conscious Dying workshops in Minnesota.  Lora also teaches and works with 

archetype, myth, and symbol as a bridge to personal and collective spiritual 

transformation. She is completing a book of short stories about end-of-life care, Fishing 

for Fallen Light While Living and Dying, and is currently working on her own spiritual 

autobiography.  

 

 



 



Erica Wurth 

 

Arcing Towards the Sun 
 
Wandering through these stores, their strange, wasted  

version of us everywhere, I can see how you were once a dancer, 

like my mother, how you both still are, your long brown hands arcing 

towards the sun. And for him. Whoever he was. And for the days you saw 

in a vision once, now faded and gone, like a black and white photograph  

you might’ve picked up as a girl, lost somewhere in the middle 

of the dusty city you call now home.  

 

Cold and Tired Wind 
 

We moved quickly through the rain soaked streets, and I could feel 

your long dark fingers on the back of my seat, in a stranger's car. Those hands 

on the small of my back. Once, the heat of you and me reduced 

to a few hours in this large, wet city. 

 

We stopped in the street by the market, eating falafel with the other poet,  

and you pulled a picture of your dark eyed child out of the pocket of your worn out jeans, a boy 

who is now living as you did, without. 

 

When it was time for you to catch a ferry I ran with you, down streets, 

past a man begging, a large old drum between his legs, his eyes lighting up at us, 

our white heat, asking you what you could possibly be doing with me.  

 

We laughed and I asked you to wait, come back; 

it was only to hand you my name in red, and you took it, 

the years before stretching in the space between your hand and mine, 

our fingers together like angry, delicate flowers  
growing in a garden that waits in a secret cave somewhere underground,  



where there is just enough wind and sun for a thousand green shoots to grow 
and move in the cold and tired wind, a wind now completely gone.   

 

Notes: 
"Arching Towards the Sun," is about the kinship I felt through two really strong Native women - 

both dancers, both with lifetimes of sadnesses. "Cold and Tired Wind," is about one of the first 

men I loved, when he was only a young man. He's gone now. He and I had a very turbulent, 

though deep connection. The pieces aren't 100% autobiographical, in fact, most of my work is 

80% imaginative, but what I described above is where they began. And the collection they come 

from is honestly, probably the most autobiographical thing I've written. Dark, feminine, and all 

about the kinship of Native people in different points of their lives.  
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ANNE BERGERON  

Winter 

 

“By midcentury, it is predicted, there will be no more glaciers 

 and a million species of living beings will become extinct.  

The end of winter might mean the end of life. 

 What is the future of winter, of snow, of ice?”   

Gretel Ehrlich from The Future of Ice: A Journey Into Cold 

 

 

Twenty degrees below zero. The bird feeder is empty, the heel of bread eaten, the weekend 

visitors have closed the door behind them. Orion is up, not a tree moves, nothing expends 

energy, only what is needed to hold everything in place. I keep my wits, kindle a big fire in the 

Freeflow barrel stove, place a worn sheepskin on my chair and curl up. The barely insulated 

walls of my one-room cabin and the fire are my warmth.  

 

The thaw begins the next day. After a stretch of sub-zero mornings, one ice storm and many 

snowfalls, the world unlocks. I split wood in the warm sunshine in army issue wool pants, an 

Icelandic sweater, and knitted cap. Walking into town with the dogs to get the mail, I inspect 

moose tracks in the center of the dirt road. They lead to a pile of first cut hay, full of vetch, red 

clover, and timothy -- my neighbor’s offering to the resident moose, who like all of us, has been 

working overtime to stay warm this past month. When I return home, it is too sunny to go inside, 

so I make myself an outdoor room. I kneel beneath the maple tree where the bird feeder attracts 

chickadees, nuthatches, blue jays, and red squirrels. There, in deep snow, I sculpt a bench and 

a round table. The snow holds beautifully: wet, dense, and deep. On the table, I place a clay pot 

full of hemlock boughs. I collect two pack baskets worth of sticks and a scroll of white birch bark. 

I dig out my fire pit and kindle a fire with twigs and bark. I marinate chicken, clean the cabin, and 

invite a friend to supper.  

 

As daylight falls away, I look west toward the red glow where ridgeline meets sky. Inside, I run 

spring water over watercress, parsley, and purple cabbage, then toss them with oil in a red 

Mexican bowl. Behind me the sky deepens with darkness. The fire has burned down, and it is 

still warm inside. As I move a lighted match toward the mantle on the gas lamp, I hear footsteps 



on the cabin porch.  

  

  This excerpt from my journal, kept while I lived in a one-room cabin in the hills of Vermont in the 

winter of 1992, documents a classic January thaw, several consecutive days of above-freezing 

temperatures in the midst of winter.  In Vermont, winter typically begins in November and ends in 

April. In recent years, the dramatic fall and rise in temperatures has mellowed as the climate has 

warmed. I feel winter’s identity shifting, and my own changing along with it. 

 

  Last winter, in mid-February, my 15-

year-old nephew Kyle and I attended an 

art exhibit at 

  Vermont’s Shelburne Museum, entitled 

“32 Degrees: The Art of Winter.” The 

curator brought this mixed media 

collection together to explore the 

identities of snow and ice and to pique 

viewers’ nostalgia for the season. 

Included in the exhibit were large snow 

globes with darkly comic tableaux, a 

snow music video game, Monet’s 

“Haystacks, Snow Effect,” and three 

large digital images of tiny fishing 

shanties set in the center of landscapes 

of white by photographer Scott 

Peterman. The loss of winter due to global warming across the planet was the unifying message 

coming through the work of each artist.  

 

Inside the snow globes, children and adults in street clothes soared off the edges of icebergs with 

smiles on their faces, a woodcutter wielding an axe chopped a tree with black birds seated on every 

limb, and wolves surrounded a man perched on stilts. Outside on the museum grounds, we explored 

a village of fanciful fishing shanties, the work of several craftsmen paying homage to an age-old 

winter activity. On the field of greening grass, these tiny houses looked marooned and odd as space 

ships. It was 55 degrees Fahrenheit, a day of high clouds and intermittent sun. January’s snowfall 



had melted away. Kyle wore a light jacket and blue canvas boat shoes. We took pictures of each 

other with our phones as we opened each shanty door, sat on curving cedar benches, ran our hands 

along decorative carvings, and admired stained glass windows.  

 

From inside one house, Kyle looked out at me through a perfect cutout of a large geometric fish. 

Above the fish, carved circles of all sizes represented air bubbles. Closing the door of the house 

across from him, I sat down inside and looked out onto the empty field. A memory of my mother 

arose: She stood at the stove in our galley kitchen, battering and frying to a golden crisp the tiny 

smelt my grandfather had caught that day on a frozen Lake Champlain. Her back was to us as she 

dipped the fish by their tails into flour and egg batter, and then dropped them into hot oil in the skillet. 

I could almost taste the crispy fried batter, could almost see the little golden headless fish draining 

on brown paper lunch bags next to the stove.  

 

The Shelburne museum sits astride Lake Champlain, the sixth largest lake in the United States. Last 

winter, once again, it did not freeze over. Even the bays, usually solid enough to skate and fish on, 

were thought to be too precarious for fishing shanties. From 1860 to 1930, there was only one year 

that the lake, 120 miles long and 12 miles across at its widest point, did not completely freeze over. 

After that, each decade included multiple years when the lake did not freeze completely. The 1990s 

were a turning point. For seven winters the lake remained open, and in the first decade of the new 

century, only half of the winters saw a solid stretch of ice between Vermont and its far shore in 

upstate New York.  

 

Inside one of the artists' fishing shanties crafted of memory and imaginings, I sat on a bench and 

looked down at the hole in the floor where the ice would be cut.  My gaze turned out the window to 

February’s grass, and I understood what it might mean to lose the full experience of a season in my 

lifetime. When I was Kyle's age, I could never have imagined such a thing. 

 

It is now nearing the end of January 2017, and Lake Champlain is open for the fifth winter since 

2010.  So far, only three days have registered below the average temperature for the month. Most 

have ranged much higher, as much as 27 degrees above the historical average; January 12 came in 

at 54 degrees Fahrenheit. Today, far from the lake, in the hills of eastern Vermont where I live, fat 

flakes of snow blow chaotically, then turn to ice that pings onto windows, and then transforms to rain 

that coats white spruce trees in a frosting of ice. A symphony of silence, a chorus of ice, a tympany 



of water. I chose the town where I live because it is well known as the center of a snow belt. I feel 

most fully alive in winter gliding on my skis through the forest. I am nostalgic for all that winter means 

and has meant to me. 

 

 It is February and I breathe heavily, 

climbing on wooden skis through 

Nebraska Notch toward the junction 

with the Long Trail below Mount 

Mansfield. I am twenty-two.  Gregg is 

ahead of me on the trail, his coat an 

occasional patch of blue through the 

thick flakes that fall, wetting our faces, 

sticking like icing to our wool hats. A 

few inches of new snow allows me to 

easily angle my skis as we 

herringbone the steep sections. Our wax holds, the skis grip, and I use my arms to anchor metal 

poles and push downward. At the trail junction, a wind gust obliterates our visibility; Gregg looks 

back to me. I nod that I want to continue. Our destination is Taylor Lodge, a favorite spot, and I mean 

to get there one more time before I leave. Through blinding snow we press slowly on, focused on 

finding the white blazes on trees that mark the trail.  We travel like this for at least a mile, and just as 

I realize I am scared, the snow lets up and begins to fall gently. Beneath our skis, the powder is deep. 

Above us, clouds rise in between firs and balsams. I feel my effort lessen as we start to glide down 

toward Taylor, kicking with long strides through fresh snow. It's so easy now. I love this, more than 

anything. 

 

Soon, the roof of the lodge comes into view.  

 

We tamp down a smooth place with our skis, remove them, and hop up onto the porch. Snow buries 

the stairs. Little paths have been worn through snow to the half-door and along the porch. We kick 

new fluff from in front of the door and open it.  Inside we shed our parkas and put on the down vests 

we pull from our packs. After slipping on spare hats and gloves, we retrieve our lunch: a thermos of 

tomato soup, cheese, and bread. We place the meal on the wooden table and sit next to each other on 

the bench.  



 

We pour soup into stainless steel cups and drink. Salty, thick and warm, it relaxes my stiff limbs and I 

lose the slight chill I had. I cut cheddar into wide slices with the Swiss army knife Gregg gave me and 

place them onto wedges of bread. A whirl of wind sprays snow onto the table. Thin shafts of sunlight 

appear. We walk to the door and watch the clouds lift a little, not enough to open the view of the 

Champlain Valley spreading below the rock face in front of the lodge. 

 

 
 

Now, three decades later, each passing winter tells me that the winters I knew as a youth are 

becoming extinct. I feel this loss as grief, as for someone I love, with whom I feel intimate. Skiing in 

deep snow below Mount Mansfield in winter is part of my story, my geographical autobiography. On a 

sub-zero day or in the midst of a white out, the warmth of a sturdy shelter, a cup of hot soup, a cozy 

place at the wooden table engenders an intimacy with others and ourselves that may be more difficult 

to access when the weather is warm and the energy is high, as in the height of summer.  Experiences 



in the cold, snow and ice tell me who I am, over and over again. Remembering them makes me feel 

good. In 2012, The Atlantic reported on a study first published in the American Psychological 

Association’s journal Emotion and conducted at the University of Southhampton. The study linked an 

increase in nostalgic feelings to cold temperatures. The college students participating in the study 

claimed more nostalgic thoughts in cold rooms and on cold days, and, interestingly enough, 

experiencing nostalgic thoughts correlated to an increase in the participants’ body temperatures. 

Feeling nostalgia literally warms us up.  I wonder if nostalgia may be an antidote to experiences that 

leave us emotionally cold, sad, or depressed -- such as our changing climate.  

 

I think again of the Shelburne Museum exhibit. The painted winter landscapes, the fishing houses, 

snow covered haystacks, and snow globes reminded me of the winters of my childhood and young 

adulthood. What happens to us when there are fewer of those memories to stir? 

 

That day at the museum, after Kyle emerged from a dome-shaped shanty, we went back into the 

museum. From the far edge of the gallery, we heard the low moan of a glacier calving. Kyle walked to 

the source of the sound, a screen stretched across one full gallery wall. With his phone, he took a 

video of the video. It was several minutes before a section of the Iceland glacier cracked, slid, and 

plunged into the ocean. Kyle seemed small before the sound and the slow, certain crash of ice, much 

as I was once small before the snow squalls filling Nebraska Notch. Will Kyle’s geographical 

autobiography include the story of winter as told on a gallery wall? For what will he feel nostalgia? 

 

Several years after my last ski with Gregg in 

Nebraska Notch, I found my way to a job in the 

White Mountains of New Hampshire, and thereby, 

back to winter. On the day of the Winter Solstice, a 

neighbor told me he believed that because their 

lives were so entwined with the seasons, ancient 

people knew they had to participate in ensuring that 

the sun would return. Each year on the afternoon of 

the Winter Solstice, in the long shadow of his 

ancestors, my neighbor skied to his special place 

on a mountain trail above his home to make sure 

that the light would come back.  



 

 

The following year, in encroaching dusk on the Winter Solstice, I skied alone up a trail along the 

Smarts Brook in the White Mountain National Forest. The whispers of my wooden boards in the snow 

plied the silent air, rich with the scent of balsam fir. I skied up to a west-facing outlook, and then 

stepped off the trail to watch daylight fade on the darkest day of the year. I felt my skis sink. The late 

afternoon sky was pale, the falling sun gone, and the evergreens were nearly black against the 

whiteness. I stood for some minutes, waited until true dusk, and then quietly slipped back down the 

trail, navigating by the light of the snow. My neighbor’s story had become my own myth, a tradition 

that I keep-- whether on skis, snowshoes, or on foot-- of taking myself to a special place outdoors on 

the year’s shortest day so that winter will come and the light will return.  

 

In my memory of that first Winter Solstice ski, I see myself as if in a painting, standing still in the forest 

on my old blue wooden skis, not aware enough yet to feel nostalgic for the deep snow, for the young 

woman I was, and for my neighbor, no longer alive. 

 

But here and now, on the far side of that memory, I am deeply nostalgic for Nebraska Notch in winter, 

for the sub-zero nights in my Vermont cabin, and for the sight of 12 miles of frozen lake between two 

long shorelines. The memories warm me today, at the end of a mild January, as the temperature 

drops below freezing and snow begins to fall.  
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SHERYL NOETHE 

Dimly Lit Ballrooms 

  

1. The Dark Matter 

Women in white dresses dance with men 

in black tuxedos across dimly lit ballrooms. 

All you see are the whirling skirts of spinning gowns, 

but you are aware the partners are there. 

Non-reflective fellows who reveal nothing known 

They have their reasons, I'm sure. 

One thing we know— 

They cannot stop waltzing.  

2. The Future 

The past, bound to Euclid, follows right-angles and rules to a T -- 

Meanwhile what’s coming ahead splits time like a bed sheet 

and peels off a few more secrets turns the lights on and 

Like sugar, crystallizes into the now like water into snow— 

only it’s not from the cold, it’s the lenses of your eyes, only hesitating.  

You may find yourself standing beneath a Hokusai painting: 

Giant waves: curve of the underbelly, crest and peak, 

Sprays of foam and a fisherman’s tiny boat perched 

  Atop a breaching whale.  



  

3. Black Bodies 

Theoretical, approximated by a hollow sphere, 

Absorb all incident radiation and reflect none. 

They do not shine. They are full of what we don’t know. 

We have many such people lying on our streets.  

They are a barely noticeable presence   

the only evidence dense blasts of gamma rays.   

In our cities we have no problem simply 

Stepping over them 

Once on the street I saw a woman dressed in hefty-bags, 

I saw a naked woman begging. 

Everyone passing was already late for work. 

  

We ask them to jump over their own shadows, 

 or drag them 

behind. 

  

NOTES: 

There is the unseen kinship of matter and antimatter, and the lack of human  perception 

that we, too, have our own dark matter which is unknown  yet carries a huge gravity. We 

see what we choose in the light,  while the greatest volume is in what we don't/can't/won't 

see.  
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KYO MACLEAR, CATHERINE BUSH, SHARON ENGLISH, ALISSA 
YORK 
 
Bio-Empathy: Writing to Re-See the World. A Discussion 
 
 
 
In the spring of 2016, a group of women writers gathered over a kitchen table in Toronto 

to discuss how, in an era of ongoing and oncoming ecological crisis, we might use 

narrative to reimagine our relationship to nature. Much of the literature around us 

remains profoundly de-natured, and yet as beings and as a species we are entangled for 

our survival with the natural world. We reconvened on a panel a few weeks later at the 

Canadian Creative Writers and Writing Programs conference in Toronto where we 

presented short talks designed to open up a conversation. The pieces that follow have 

been adapted from those talks. In the largest way, we contemplate what the vocation of 

literature might require at this time, while noting narrative’s incipient perils: the way a 

story creates a frame; the impulse to make the world over into metaphor. How can we 

interact with nature on the page without co-opting it to our own designs?  

— Catherine Bush 
 
 
 
KYO MACLEAR 
 
Diorama Thinking 

 
We want the new pristine. We want the reclaimed wild. We want California 
Closets. We want to file everything in small display cases. In drawers… bits of 
leaf fragment. Pouches of dried marigold. Pouches of iris. Pouches of wax. We 
love our pouches. We are encased even as we move through the air. We move 
and compile. We are an economy of women grieving.  
—Sina Queyras, “Of the Hollow” in MXT 



 

 
It’s a late April morning, mid-week and I am standing before a diorama display at the 

Royal Ontario Museum. The display is titled “Empty Skies: the Passenger Pigeon 

Legacy” and it is placed in a high traffic area, between the bat cave and gift shop. School 

children are running around and there are parents with strollers but I have the tall glass 

display to myself.  

 

Arranged throughout the case are ten taxidermied passenger pigeons. Russet-breasted 

and elegant—a few are suspended in ‘flight.’ Five ‘rest’ on groundcover of oak leaves 

and flora meant to replicate a southern Ontario spring. And, finally, one female with 

duller plumage ‘studies’ the diorama backdrop as though viewing a painting at a 

museum.  

 

Of all the birds, it is the female by the background canvas that intrigues me the most. 

She does not seem at all convinced by the scene, which depicts an April morning in the 

1860s.1 She does not seem to believe in the great flight of pigeons filling the sky. She 

bears all the skepticism of an art connoisseur who has caught whiff of a forgery; or 

perhaps more poignantly of a bird that has stopped believing she will ever be reunited 

with her vast migratory flock. I stare at her slender figure and try to see her beyond the 

swirl of my anthropomorphic projection: a bird made extinct by slaughter, habitat 

destruction, trapped now in this airless theatre. 

 

"What does it mean to write in a time of exterminations and extinctions?" asks Deborah 

Bird Rose (quoted in Haraway 2010.) What is the vocation of literature at a time of 

ecological consternation and narrative failure?  



 

 

The story of any lost life form is a tragedy, but the disappearance of the passenger 

pigeon, once the most plentiful bird on earth, occurred on a scale unmatched in human 

history. In Toronto, the birds were once so bountiful that “as late as 1860, one flight likely 

exceeded one billion birds” (Greenberg, xii). The birds blotted out the sun. 

 

But fifty years later, the birds were gone.  

 

This was not the story of averted catastrophe. It is a story that offers nothing in the way 

of ecological consolation. 

 

The diorama before me is, like most dioramas, a combination of fake and real. Fake rock, 

real oak leaves. Fake wildflowers, real branches.  

 

There are children shouting near the bat cave. I wonder about this diorama. I wonder if it 

can produce any signal at all in the noisy and frenetic corridor of this particular museum. 

It seems strangely fitting that a memorial to a species that slipped away, as though 

vanishing in a stream through a rent in the sky, could so easily escape notice.2  

 

I wonder about the patina we place on nature—as conservationists, museum curators 

but also as artists and writers. I wonder about the vitrine of story. The pedestal of plot. 

We are living amidst two fairly large narratives, two outsized conceptions—the 

Anthropocene and the Sixth Great Extinction.  Both convey something of the epic scale 

of the earth’s predicament, both are contributing to burgeoning academic and literary 

output.  



 

 

But are there limits to such grand-tragic frames?  

 

Last week a friend of mine visited an expert on Scandinavian butterflies. The expert’s 

concern was that Climate Change has become such a dominant narrative that other 

notions of time (and associated phenomena) within butterfly studies are now becoming 

lost. The politics of climate anticipation press deeply on ecological research and species 

are being increasingly framed as climate indicators— small additions to the robust 

climate story. We are all becoming swept-up in the temporalities of our climate 

performance. What does this mean for less indicative species? What does this mean for 

a bigger wilder messier picture? 3  

 

Back by the diorama, three new children have arrived. They do not look at the case. A 

“touch table” hosted by two ROM volunteers has upstaged the passenger pigeons. 

Placed on a trolley is a mounted Great Horned Owl.  An older woman who resembles an 

airline stewardess with a tidy bob and chic neck scarf holds a Snowy Owl aloft and 

invites the children to touch the bird’s plumage. They approach the dead bird as though 

greeting an unfamiliar pet and stroke it with a mixture of warmth and wariness.  

 

In the museum, and not just in the museum, nature has become a tableau imbued with 

melancholia and what Rachel Poliquin calls “a vague sense of noble tragedy.” 4 

 

I wonder: is it possible to see an extinct or threatened bird beyond the meanings and 

uses humans apply to her? Can it be anything other than a cipher of human loss, a tidy 

icon of sadness/failure to us humans? What of visceral, idiosyncratic, complicated, 



 

fractious animals? 5 

 

In H is for Hawk, Helen Macdonald observes that when a species is threatened its 

decline, from a human vantage point, is not only numeric but also semantic. “The rarer 

they get, the fewer meanings animals can have,” she writes. “Eventually rarity is all they 

are made of.” 

 

The stuffed bird in the glass box. The vast world diminished in the unearthly space of the 

museum, the zoo, the nature sanctuary, the poetic set piece. 

 

The point I wish to make is that we should be less concerned with the diorama as form 

than with the diorama as “a way of seeing.” Or as a way of thinking. We do not, after all, 

need the glass vitrine to encase nature. We do it all the time.  

 

We do it with our literary fiction and our lyric poetry and we do it with conservation efforts 

that reinforce a “reserved, distanced view of modern nature-appreciation.” There are 

many ways of enshrining nature.  

 

Indeed, one might ask: What is most sad? That the world has become a place filled with 

absences? That many of us don’t know that these absences exist? That we place 

technology in and around the gaps? Or that, in the name of protection/conservation, we 

risk imposing a diorama on the world itself? 

 

A few days after I visit the passenger pigeon display, I will speak with the director of a 

local wilderness awareness school for children. He has just come from a meeting with 



 

the city’s forestry department where he has been told that the children he takes through 

High Park will no longer be able to touch the sticks they find. In the interest of 

conservation, the PINE Project will have to import sticks and remove them at the end of 

each day—like props on a theatre set. To treat nature as untouchable, to treat children 

as intruders, where does this lead? 

  

The museum has returned the diorama to me as something strange and unsettled, a 

compartment but also a comportment.  

 

The questions that linger are these: 

Can art/literature be a hammer to plate glass thinking?  

How, finally, might we fight against “the diminution of the world”? 

 

With thanks to Catherine Bush, Sharon English, Alissa York, Kathryn Kuitenbrower, and 

Lise Weil. 

 

CATHERINE BUSH 

Writing the Weather 

Last month saw the biggest year-over-year jump in atmospheric levels of heat-trapping 

carbon dioxide on record. And that, reports NOAA, the US weather service, took May 

2016 to the highest monthly levels of CO2 in the air ever measured — 407.7 ppm.  



 

At the same time, the National Snow and Ice Data Center reports the warming-driven 

death spiral of Arctic sea ice hit a staggering new May low. May 2016 saw Arctic sea ice 

extent drop “about 600,000 square kilometers below any previous year in the 38-year 

satellite record”.  —  from an article by Joe Fromm in the online forum Climate Progress. 

Closer to where I live, after a warm winter, it was cold for weeks this spring and there 

were no cherry blossoms. Now a surfeit of swallowtail butterflies has appeared, sucking 

nectar out of my garden’s wild phlox; hawks nest a couple of blocks away and send 

keening cries from silver maple trees onto passersby below. Cars speed past. A strong 

wind blows out of the west. In the park a mother hovers over her 13-month-old son who 

wanders among the dogs. He’ll only eat off the floor with his mouth, she says. He drinks 

from the dog bowl and pants, and she’s fine with it for now but worries about what will 

happen to him when he gets older. When he grows into this world of ours, whatever this 

world will be.  

 

Two years ago I stumbled across this quote, which appears near the end of the 

Uncivilization Manifesto, a text co-authored by Paul Kingsnorth, the English writer and 

activist. The manifesto, available online (http://dark-mountain.net/about/manifesto/), led 

to the founding of the Dark Mountain Project. Through Dark Mountain, Kingsnorth and 

fellow travellers seek to create a new literature for this unsettled present lived on the 

edge of a climate precipice and in the midst of mass species extinctions. The manifesto 

states: “The shifting of emphasis from man to not-man: this is the aim of Uncivilized 

writing. …This is not a rejection of our humanity – it is an affirmation of the wonder of 

what it means to be truly human.” 

 



 

While I balk every time I read the phrase “from man to not-man,” the underlying impulse, 

to shift our emphasis from the wholly human-focused to an inclusive world that includes 

human and nonhuman life, feels crucial. 

 

Writing recreates the world through particular ways of paying attention. Our attention 

informs every choice of word, rhythm, gesture, movement, subjectivity, thought. It’s a 

kind of energy transfer, too. Poets have it easy. They can create a world on the page out 

of their noticings and the synaptic links between them. For prose writers, there is the 

thorny question of narrative, as in, How do we turn the world of our noticings into a 

story? Narrative amplifies certain kinds of choice: the need for agents, for people, usually 

people, to do things and be changed by them. Narrative is the choreography of change, 

as the New Zealand writer Eleanor Catton said in a talk to my students. 

 

As I work on my current novel-in-progress, whose title like the weather keeps shifting, 

I’ve been attempting to make the nonhuman elements — weather, landscape, animals 

—something other than backdrop to the human drama. I want to give them presence and 

agency, to shift the balance of parts. How do I give the weather agency in a novel? 

 

The novel takes place on a fictionalized version of Fogo Island, off the northeast coast of 

Newfoundland. It opens in the midst of a storm, the remnants of a huge hurricane that 

has surged up the East Coast of North America. Fogo Island is a place where “wind 

decides everything,” in the words of Al Dwyer, one of its residents. Wind lives against the 

skin, and people are in constant interaction with it. It pushes against the body, is 

ferocious in the ears. People notice as soon as the direction of the wind shifts. Each 

direction brings different weather. Wind isn’t wind it is winds, multiple. How do I make 



 

this presence felt to the reader without personifying it? Or romanticizing it? My narrator is 

not a local although she has lived on the island for a long time. Her relation to the deeply 

local remains that of a settler, always and forever an outsider, if one deeply familiar with 

the place. Her father, an Arctic climate scientist, teaches her to be a wind noticer: he 

gives her lessons in the winds. She grows attentive to them. The novel voices her 

noticings and that of others. As the climate shifts, the winds, as people in the Arctic have 

remarked, grow shiftier. The old winds become new in sometimes dangerous ways. I 

want the subjectivity of the novel to enact this shifting awareness and presence without 

overwhelming the reader with too much windiness. 

 

I don’t want to argue that I’m doing anything new, only something that is new to me. In 

The Spell of the Sensuous, philosopher and ecologist David Abram writes of how “many 

indigenous peoples construe awareness, or ‘mind’ not as a power that resides inside 

their heads but rather as a quality that they themselves are inside of, along with the other 

animals and plants, the mountains and the clouds.” [pg. 227, Chapter 7, The Forgetting 

and Remembering of the Air, The Spell of the Sensuous by David Abram, Vintage 

Books, New York, 1996; italics his.] In Navajo culture, he writes, “mind as Wind is a 

property of the encompassing world, in which humans – like all other beings – 

participate.”  [Ibid, pg. 237]  

 

We all have origins somewhere but many of us live displaced from ours. I spent my 

childhood in Toronto as a first-generation immigrant, lacking any sense of land roots 

while being hyper-attuned to the sentience of the natural world. I felt like an outsider 

always. Any of us trying to connect the human and nonhuman in words must navigate a 

relationship to indigeneity. Here in North America we write in the presence of cultures 



 

who have lived on this continent for thousands of years and for whom the wind has 

always been a living presence. Before being sucked into lives shaped by materialism 

and objectification and capitalism, our own ancestors lived tuned to the natural world. If 

we now live outside of indigeneity, and even outside of deeply local land roots, how do 

we acknowledge these in our writing? You might say that contemporary industrialized 

culture’s fetishizing of the human to the exclusion of other forms of life perpetuates its 

own ongoing fiction: wind and weather actually have more agency over us than we allow 

them either in our perception of our lives or in our literature. 

 

How do I make the natural world a living presence in a novel without sounding 

sentimental, nostalgic, without gesturing towards a pastoral and nonurban past? What I 

want to evoke is a here and now, where wind moves through cities as well as the 

country. This here and now also pushes my characters as it pushes us, towards a future 

confrontation with disaster and possible extinction. How do I counter inevitable despair 

with something else?  

 

I want to mention a few novels that I feel embody the interconnectedness of human and 

nonhuman presences and give a sense of a fully animated world. First, to underline my 

sense that what I’m calling for is not inherently new, I’ll point to French novelist Jean 

Giono’s Colline (1929), recently republished in English as Hill (New York Review Books 

Classics, 2016). In Hill, French peasants respond to their landscape as a living body and 

are terrified by it; nevertheless, Giono’s metaphor-rich prose insists on the depth and 

profusion of the interconnection. The omniscient narrator of American Kathryn Davis’s 

novel The Thin Place (Little Brown, 2006) acknowledges the deep time of the geological 

past and briefly inhabits the points of view of beaver and lichen as well as various 



 

humans and other animals. At the end of Canadian/American Lydia Millet’s novel How 

the Dead Dream (Soft Skull, 2007) a former stockbroker lies by a muddy riverbank 

pressed against a lost young mammal, trying to love it like a mother, tentatively 

imagining his way into its consciousness. 

 

In any attempt to re-wild our literature the reader is essential as a co-creator of wildness. 

Writers may de-centre the human in their work and push their own consciousness 

elsewhere but the reader must notice the displacements and respond empathetically to 

the live-ness of other elements: animal, vegetable, geological, meteorological. If the 

reader doesn’t bring a reciprocal desire and attentiveness to her reading, the writer’s 

attentions will not register. Larger, necessary cultural transformations require writers and 

readers to engage in this process together. 

 

Repetition is a strategy of trauma, a way of calling attention to the traumatized place that 

needs to change but can’t. Stories use repetition to enact change. Narrative power 

arises when the element that returns alters. In this way, stories enact hope. They 

contain, structurally, the possibility of change and the opportunity to see anew. Through 

stories we can create a world with radical and ever-extending forms of empathy that also 

make space to acknowledge all that we don’t know of the world around us.  



 

 
 

SHARON ENGLISH 
 

Making Room for World: Fiction as Wayshower 
 

The Task 

As a writer, I’ve long been drawn to place: how places inhabit us even when we’ve 

chosen to be rootless, a people of transience, individualist and opportunist. My first book 

of stories was about growing up in the suburbs, while my second was about the 

Canadian west coast, that oft-romanticized, final frontier to which many have drifted 

hoping for a better life. In writing these stories I came to realize that I was, 

fundamentally, always dramatizing the same thing: our separateness, our lostness, our 

angst and confusion in these communities of strangers and lands that are, at best, 

beautiful yet mute, and at worst alien, damaged, hostile.  

 

When I began thinking about the book that became my novel What Has Night To Do 

With Sleep?, I’d become immersed in reading nonfiction writers like Barry Lopez, Annie 

Dillard, David Abram, and Roger Deakin. These writers, whose works foreground the 

natural world, helped guide me ever further away from a human-centred worldview. They 

revealed a different way of living in respect, celebration and deep relationship with the 

world and all its diversity. At the time I was increasingly gripped by the reality of 

ecological devastation; the social alienation I’d explored through stories seemed to arise 

fundamentally from our broken relationship to the natural world.  

 

I wanted to write about this in fiction, yet could find few models to follow. Most literary 

fiction, unwittingly or not, colludes with rather than challenges our culture’s dominant 

stories—the master narratives and myths that fuel the engine of our civilization. Such 

stories include the notion of a ‘natural’ split, even an opposition, between humanity and 

nature—which our unique evolution and glittering techno progress and even fate are 

pulling us away from at lightspeed. Under the myth of human exceptionalism, nature 

exists to service us, our pool of things (‘resources’) to commodify; our consciousness 



 

and intelligence are the only ones that matter, or even exist, and our achievements and 

desires take priority over the integrity of all other life.  

 

I no longer bought this. I wanted stories that called out our misaligned relationship with 

the natural world, that showed us the way back home. I felt that fiction could contribute 

enormously to this task—an essential one, it seemed to me, for healing ourselves and 

restoring life on this planet.  

 

My goal, then, became to write a novel that conveyed the atmosphere of imminent 

ecological catastrophe in which we live—yet also took the reader through a breakdown 

of the civilization/nature split. I wanted to explore what the end of our separateness 

might feel like—and how it might happen, that beginning of deep reconnection, return. 

What might it take to reawaken to the field of earthly relationships in which we exist, to a 

sense of kinship with the community of non-human presences that have been always 

with us?  

 

Novelist’s Notes: Strategies and Risks 

Setting. It was crucial to me that the book be set in a city because most of us live in 

them, and thinking of nature as ‘elsewhere’ is part of the civilization/nature split, the 

psychosis that needs to be healed. I wanted to show that reconnection to the natural 

world happens right where we are, not by touching the wild on vacation. Part of fiction’s 

magic, generally, is that it opens the reader to the complexity, beauty, mystery and 

sorrow that accompany us every day. So I set the book in Toronto and made use of the 

less urbanized spaces like Toronto Island, which is central.  

 

Plot.  By immersing the reader so intimately in other perspectives, fiction can subvert our 

prejudices, self-obsession and myopia. In my novel I decided to focus on three 

characters, their stories told in alternating points of view. The thematic connection is that 

each character becomes obsessed with something in the natural world. In this way, 

personal and ecological were linked, and I also could show that the journey to 

integration/reconnection is unique for each individual. 

 



 

Portraying nature. A great challenge for me lay in how to write a human-focused story, 

about people in an urban environment, without the natural world being subordinated to 

mute background—its customary role in everything we write, from fiction to science. I 

tried to emphasize the weather, terrain, stars, and presence of animals naturally yet 

persistently to keep non-human dynamism and drama present. Yet I also wanted to 

suggest that this field of earthly and cosmic relationships in which we are perpetually 

enfolded has agency and intelligence. That there’s always communication happening 

within the field, between ourselves and other beings, whether or not we’re aware of it. 

We are never alone, and always influenced.  

 

To suggest this, I tried several strategies. First, I tried to show that each character’s 

obsession with nature isn’t something that they decide, but that finds them. We are part 

of the world, and thus the world speaks and acts through us. The characters might resist 

the call, but resistance only makes things harder.  

 

Another strategy involved the characters’ dreams and intuitions, which are important. I 

wanted to suggest that the non-human world often communicates through these 

experiences, giving us messages through the heart and subtle senses. As the 

characters begin to align with these, they find a strength and grounding they didn’t 

expect.  

 

Finally, I wanted to show a more direct intra-species communication, human to 

nonhuman. Everyone knows we ‘speak’ to our dogs and cats, yet these are familiar, 

domesticated species. I wanted to push into different territory, and this was the most 

risky thing I did, in my opinion. In the novel, one of the characters is searching for a 

species of luminous moth that only she’s seen. Finding it consumes her, yet despite her 

skill and effort, the moth remains elusive until she stops trying to lure it to her and learns 

to be called. Without giving too much away, I tried to show how the moth chooses when 

to meet, and where; that it demands a surrender of will, assumptions and ill-intent, and 

that this experience—meeting a consciousness and agency equal to our own—is the 

message. This isn’t simply a creature fleeing humans or being rescued by them; it’s 

actively rescuing itself and positing a different kind of relationship.  

 



 

In fiction we use the term ‘worldbuilding’ to describe the act of creating a convincing 

imaginary setting. Yet in truth, all writing does worldbuilding. Whether fictional, 

academic, legal or corporate, our writing conveys a notion of reality, the frames and 

nuances of which depend on the writer. Fiction is uniquely positioned to challenge and 

enlarge those frames—to open up our human-privileged worldview, to imagine other 

ways of seeing and living that we desperately need. The stories we tell can help us 

reckon with what’s gone wrong in our world, and find a new sense of home in a grand 

and luminous field of conscious creation 

 

ALISSA YORK 

Bio-Empathy 

 

The results are in, science having once again trapped the moth of common knowledge in 

a jar: stories build empathy. Tests have shown that reading the line “she leapt from the 

branch” lights up the region of the brain used in leaping. “We knew it!” writers 

everywhere exclaim. “Now what?” 

 

Much of the world is coming to value diversity—a shift in perspective due in no small part 

to the contributions of writers and other cultural workers. So while we’re at it, why not 

adopt the prefix “bio,” thereby extending the empathetic impulse to include all life? 

 

It begins, as communion so often does, with paying attention. In his haunting elegy-cum-

manifesto, The Once and Future World: Nature as It Was, as It Is, as It Could Be, J.B. 

MacKinnon describes walking though grizzly country in what the naturalist John 

Livingston characterized as a participatory state of mind: “As my senses reach outward, I 

spread away from myself. . . . It’s the closest a person can feel, I think, to being a flock of 



 

birds.” It’s a poetic reckoning, but MacKinnon’s findings are also deeply practical: “It’s 

not that self-awareness is absent in animals . . . but that it is a less useful tool than an 

outward mind: to endure among other species, you must experience the world as a place 

you share with them.”  

  

Which is what I want to talk about here: sharing the world. In fact, I want to tell you a little 

story. 

 

One March morning, some half-dozen years ago, I looked out my living room window 

and spotted something dark moving against the patchy snow. Three doors down on the 

far side of the street, a raccoon was staggering across a narrow front yard. Keeping one 

eye on it, I reached for my phone.  

 

“We’ll be there as soon as possible,” the man at Animal Services assured me. “Thanks 

for letting us know.”   

 

I grabbed my coat, yanked on my boots and headed outside. For ten, perhaps fifteen 

minutes I stood at a safe distance, warning passers-by, none of whom appeared to 

notice the ailing raccoon. Not even when it dragged itself onto the sidewalk. Not even 

when it tottered off the curb into the road.  

 

What could I do, wave down every passing vehicle? It was either that or watch from the 

safety of the sidewalk while the raccoon tempted traffic like a reckless drunk. Looking up 

and down the block, I spotted a third alternative in the form of the old blue box on my 



 

porch. Symbol of humanity’s good intentions—or possibly of  “too little, too late”—the box 

seemed built to purpose; it even had a few holes to let in the air. 

 

The raccoon had made it to the middle of the road, where it bobbed and shuddered, 

peering alternately at the pavement and at the sky. I approached it with care. Dropping 

the trap, I nudged it back until it butted up against the curb. Tufts of grizzled fur poked 

out the holes. An eye looked up. A quivering nose. The raccoon struggled for all it was 

worth—which wasn’t very much. It was enough to move the box, though. Enough to 

require that I plant a boot on it, the way a hunter plants a boot on her kill.  

 

When Animal Services finally arrived, it arrived in the form of a young woman—almost a 

girl—with black feathered hair and enough eyeliner to create the impression of a squint. 

She glanced at the box, nodded and opened the back doors of her van. 

 

“He’s really sick,” I blurted. “He hasn’t moved in a while.”  

 

She turned to face me. In one hand she held a small cage, in the other, a stick of sorts 

that ended in a wire noose. “It’s okay,” she said. “You can lift the box.” 

 

The raccoon was still alive, but just barely. His eyes had clouded over and—I know this 

can’t be right, but it’s what I remember—he seemed to have shrunk by half.  

 

“Oh, buddy.” The girl gazed at him. “Feeling pretty rough, huh?” 

 



 

He put up no fight as she slipped the noose over his head, worked it down past one 

foreleg, then the next. Slowly, she drew it tight. 

 

“That’s it,” she murmured. “Thattaboy.”  

 

She lifted the raccoon as gently as one can with a noose on a stick, and deposited him in 

the cage. Latching it shut, she slid it into a dock in the back of the van. When she closed 

the doors, she did so carefully, with scarcely a sound. 

 

You see what happened there? From vermin to living (dying) individual in one short, 

bushy tale. Stories have the power to make us alive to one another—that is, to all 

“others.” 

 

When we write and read biodiverse narratives, we foster bio-empathy—a crucial 

undertaking in an age of extinction that could very well include our own. In her naturalist 

masterpiece, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard lays out the necessary work: “We 

must somehow take a wider view, look at the whole landscape, really see it, and 

describe what’s going on here. Then we can at least wail the right question into the 

swaddling band of darkness, or, if it comes to that, choir the proper praise.” 

 

ENDNOTES  

1. To be precise, the scene captures an April morning near Forks of Credit, Ontario. It is 
an exact digital reproduction of a portrait that existed in the museum from January 1935 
to 1980, when it was taken down. By remounting an old display, the ROM is perhaps 
making the point that this was one historical moment’s vision, one engineering of truth—
not nature per se but another era’s perspective of nature. 
 
2. There are different ways of minimizing difficult knowledge in museums. Avner Segal 



 

addresses several of the pedagogical processes that contribute to assimilative or liberal 
framings of “difficult knowledge.” He writes: “Those might include a desire to protect the 
learner by avoiding knowledge that is likely to disturb his/her held worldviews or by 
framing the learning in ways that minimize the horror of the events described, preferring 
instead to produce what Linenthal (1995) termed a comfortable horrible. This is 
sometimes done by avoiding particular elements of the difficult knowledge to be 
encountered, by ‘hiding’ it in less accessible spaces, or by framing it in ways that help 
learners see the difficult knowledge at hand as part of a larger, more comforting, story” 
(2014, 57). 
 
3. I had never thought to consider how a focus on climatically sensitive life forms might 
"disappear" other, less indicative species and earth systems. 
 
4. I struggle with how to relate to the sentience of other creatures in terms other than 
human. How do we depict life that cannot speak to us? Narrative feels like an imposition, 
dangerously narcissistic and self-serving. Yet the problem of how to encounter nature, 
the other, the 'vibrant' (often unseen or glossed-over) matter of the world feels pressing; 
the stakes of not trying feel too high. How to relate to the sentience of other creatures in 
terms other than human? What are the stakes involved in such a project?  What 
aesthetic/methodological rendering can support it? 
 
5. Roger Simon writes, “As Judith Butler emphasized, for a death to be grievable what 
must become apparent is that there was a life there and that this life mattered. When the 
apprehension of death becomes a spectacle, one may be horrified, but the possibility of 
thinking through one’s relation to this image as the death of another is sharply 
attenuated” (31).
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There’s a Wilding Inside: Theater , Ritual and Biophilia*  

Karen Malpede 
 

 

I am a writer and director of plays. Increasingly, I think of my theater as post-

tragic, written in the most dangerous times known to sentient creatures, when the 

tragic reversal from good fortune to bad is perhaps already the inescapable 

trajectory. Written on the precipice of climate and perhaps also nuclear disaster 

(the first, as at Fukushima, could set off the second or vice versa), written with 

intent of pulling us away from blind obedience to this ominous fate. Written to 

allow a glimmer of clear sight in which we grasp the inevitability of the crisis even 

as we act to shake it off.  

 

As a playwright, I am keenly aware of the ritual source of ancient drama. Gilbert 

Murray, the great classicist, relates a “tale from Pausanias, that when Aeschylus, 

as a child, was put in a field to watch the grapes and fell asleep, Dionysus 

appeared to him and commanded him to write tragedy. When he woke up he 

tried and found it quite easy.” From which we may conclude not that writing 

tragedy is simple, but that there is an inviolable connection between nature and 

creativity, between human nature and biophilia, our love of world. Wishing to 

retain connection to that same earth-centered impetus I begin by asking what 

sorts of actions can I put on stage that might allow contemporary people to 

engage in experiences that would help us face our dangerous reality. How might 

the intensity of the ritual passage be reinvented so that modern participants are 

brought to conscious reassessment of our place in the web of life? 

 

In the back-and-forth exchanges between characters facing the extremes of 

modernity, an intensity of thought and feeling might be reached that allows 

expulsion from the collective mind of wearying numbness, a breaking-through to 

a vision, momentary, fragmentary, nevertheless real and embodied, of a dance of 

life, a returned embrace—a connectedness to others, to natural forces, and to 
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the felt perception that our own individual deaths might leave us part of an ever-

cycling web of life. And though we will all ultimately be lost to our particular 

consciousness, such intense lyric exchanges remind us that what we were is still 

to be a part of life wondrous and whole, and we owe therefore to the coming 

memories of ourselves a full embrace of the endangered natural world. This, 

then, is a ritual language whose purpose is to address the violence of the now 

and to mediate the fear of individual death by bonding us more securely to the 

endless round of life. Surely, this is kin to the experience of the initiates into the 

Eleusinian Mysteries; surely, kin to the worshippers of Dionysus as his ritual gave 

birth to drama, tragic, comic and the satyr play for which celebrants became 

audience/participants. Such a theater embodies an ecofeminist ritual experience.  

 

The Beekeeper’s Daughter was written and performed during the Bosnian war, 

1993-95, and revived in a June 2016 production in recognition of the plight of 

current refugees. The play is structured as a mystery in which the celebrants 

(here I include the author/director, actor/characters and audience) must enter 

deeply into the dark, delving down into the reaches of their unconscious minds, 

there to relive dangerous secrets of the flesh and soul that might annihilate were 

they not grasped in communion with one another. Inside this play, mass rape is 

exposed, its lethality defused, and that which threatens to destroy becomes a 

story whose telling and hearing allows for movement through trauma into a 

created life.  

 

Rachel, a human rights worker, brings Admira Ismic, a pregnant victim of a 

Bosnian rape camp, to her ex-pat poet father’s idyllic Adriatic island home to ask 

for help from her Aunt Sybil, a beekeeper, who raised Rachel after her poet-

mother’s suicide. Sybil bears a terrible secret about the circumstances of the 

death of her own child that has left her with deep sight. She understands 

immediately what fearful journey into her own psyche will be asked of her if and 

when Admira is to survive. It takes more than half the play to arrive at Sybil and 

Admira’s shared song in the forest. Everything Admira relates about the rape 
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camps actually happened to women during the Bosnian war. A significant 

number of those women later killed themselves. The play asks its audience to 

consider if bearing witness matters. Can the acts of listening and of sharing be 

reparative?  

 

[Sybil sits on her stool in the clearing in the forest, rocking back and forth with 

Admira’s child on her lap] 

  

ADMIRA: I want to kill my child. 

  

SYBIL: I know, child.  I know that.  

   

ADMIRA: No one should live. Not anymore. Beasts. Only monsters should walk 

the earth.  He is too weak. I won't let him.  I won't allow it. They took babies by 

their heels, hit their heads against rock. I saw what came out. 

  

SYBIL: I did. I did it. No one believed me. It was an accident. The wall came out 

of nowhere. I turned right into it. I had my foot on the gas. The air smelled like 

spring. I had the pedal to the ground. I could smell her sweet flesh. 

  

ADMIRA: They did it all in front of everyone. They took four of us. In front of 

everyone. On the ground. They did it. Everyone saw it. No one moved.  

   

SYBIL: It was a long time ago. Before even Rachel was born. Then no one could 

believe such things. I didn't believe it myself. Even with my black eyes, I couldn't 

see. Now people try to believe. They read in the newspapers.  They see on the 

television.  

  

ADMIRA: I itched so. The smell. I couldn't stand the smell. They made me smell 

like that.  I can't say these things to anyone. I want to shout. All the time I want to 

shout.  I am so dirty inside. I must be dead. No one lives with so much dirt. 
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SYBIL: She used to talk in poetry. She said to me when she was three and a 

half, "mama, where do the stars go in day?  Do they go down under the earth to 

dance with the dead bones."  When she was just two, she asked: "Mama, why 

doesn't light always come colored like in rainbows?" I wrote the things she said 

down in my head.  They were going to take her away from me.  They were going 

to take her away. Because I watched him one night from the door, when he hurt 

her.  I watched. My tongue turned to ash in my mouth. 

 

ADMIRA: I wanted to kill them all. I want to go back and I want to kill. I want to kill 

everyone who looked at me. Everyone who watched. Everyone who knows 

anything.  Rachel knows too much. Some nights I want to take a knife. I want to 

cut out her heart.  So she'll know. So she'll know what it felt like. 

 

Sybil, whose daughter was wounded by an abusive father but who died at her 

own hand is the only one who knows in her own flesh enough of sorrow to hear 

Admira’s rape story without recoiling. At the end of their call and response in the 

forest, after they each have unburdened themselves, Sybil speaks of the comfort 

she has found. 

 

SYBIL: That’s how I learned to keep bees. Dora bought me a hive. Dora was 

always very good to me. I found out that bees live the same way in captivity or in 

the wild. No one has ever been able to change the essence of bees. All we have 

ever been able to do is steal their honey, but the bees go on being bees just the 

same as always. They live as if they were free. They talk to each other with their 

wings. They make up dances. In times long ago, people used to understand the 

language of bees but now we've forgotten how to understand them 

 

It is the poet, Robert, who does most of the childcare throughout the play, having, 

surprisingly, fallen “in love with this baby.” Like many men as they age, Robert 

has become open to the experiences of nurturing the young he was simply too 
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busy for when his own daughter, Rachel, was young and he was making his 

name as a writer. And it is Robert who sits with Admira when she confesses her 

wish to become an avenger—feelings that terrify her so she has been trying to 

starve herself to death “so I won’t raise my son to be a killer.” Robert’s ability to 

hear the full force of Admira’s rage allows her to arrive at the moment of clear 

sight (Katharsis) she and the audience require—and after she speaks, she 

breaks her starvation by eating the chocolate he has offered.  

 

ADMIRA:  Suddenly all I could see were swollen bellies. In the room all around 

were women crying.  I was one of their voices. All alone, shivering. But all I could 

see were bellies heaving.  Like the bellies of the sea.  Swollen sea bellies.  And 

the sea was singing to us; she opened her mouth, swollen bellies heaved out. I 

tasted sea salt in my mouth.  I cannot explain what I saw. We were each one of 

us waves, all the women alone in that room were like the waves on the sea; I 

saw it all in that moment.  I remember I said to myself,” I am going to live." That is 

my story, too, isn't it, Robert? 

 

Fear of refugees is a fire being stoked across the world in 2016, but what is really 

at stake here is not so much fear of the other as fear of what openness to the 

suffering of others will awaken within the self. Facing someone who has endured 

the seemingly unendurable rouses the irrational, the unexplored inside the self, 

and in order to reintegrate that sufferer into the larger world, those who dare 

listen will also be challenged and changed. Such listening must be done in 

community; the characters in The Beekeeper’s Daughter form a family around 

Admira. Each actor in the drama plays a role in her final decision to return to life. 

In the theater, the audience becomes the larger listening community; perhaps 

they are strengthened for the task of becoming empathic listeners to those who 

are suffering in the world, perhaps, too, they become more aware of the benefits 

of taking action to mitigate that suffering. 
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Extreme Whether (2014) is largely an agon, or verbal contest, between two 

climate scientists and two representatives of the fossil fuel industry. Theirs is a 

battle between the accretion of terrifying knowledge, as the scientists measure 

the extent of the quickly melting polar ice and try to predict the climate system’s 

tipping points, and the extractive representatives’ accretion of ever more money 

and power. As is usual in drama, the antagonists are related. Jeanne, a publicist 

for the fossil fuel industry, and creator of the now ubiquitous “I’m an energy voter” 

advertising campaign, is the twin sister of John, preeminent climate scientist 

whose story of struggle is inspired by Dr. James Hansen, who announced to 

Congress in 1988 that global warming had begun and was subsequently 

censored by the U.S. government for which he worked. Rebecca, an ice scientist, 

is John’s lover; Frank, a fossil fuel lobbyist and unscrupulous self-made man, is 

married to Jeanne.  

 

Their verbal dueling is periodically interrupted and counterbalanced in ritual 

ways—just as the agon sections in a Greek tragedy periodically give way to 

contemplative choral odes or charged speeches of the messengers or prophets.  

 

The aged steward of the inherited estate whom everyone calls Uncle and the 

young self-defined intersex Annie serve as oracular voices in the drama. Both 

give speeches in which they set forward earth-centered ways of being. “We 

sensed our place in the grand design, to marvel at the large and small, to tread 

lightly not to leave a mark, the grasses would rebound, we would exit as we’d 

come, gently, unremarked upon,” Uncle remembers. To which Annie responds: 

“Don’t cry Uncle. I am not numb. I can feel the vanishing of things. What else can 

we do but work to save what is.” The two are digging a frog pond in which 

Sniffley, Annie’s beloved frog deformed by the pesticide atrazine, can find safe 

haven. 

 

The forward movement of the play, its bitter conflict of truth versus profit, halts 

periodically for collective moments of biophilia, when love of nature asserts itself 
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so powerfully the characters have no choice but to stop and wonder. This begins 

with Extreme Whether’s prologue on the hill, the most beautiful place the 

characters know, when Jeanne returns to the family land after a long absence, 

and the twins remember their youth and speak of the death of John’s wife. Later, 

Jeanne’s plotting phone call with Frank is interrupted as Annie calls John and 

Rebecca outside to see the starlit sky that subsumes within its grandeur all 

mortal tensions below. 

 

UNCLE:  There’s a wilding inside.  Rebecca! John!  

 

JEANNE: Dear Frank, I have to hang up. It’s a madhouse. 

 

UNCLE: A wilding inside that wills to connect to the wilding up there.   

 

(The door slams.) 

 

ANNIE: Papa!  Rebecca!   

 

JOHN:  Whatever is it? 

 

ANNIE:  It is the heavens on fire.   

 

JOHN:   This is the cathedral dome.    

 

JEANNE: Why, John, you’re a poet. 

 

JOHN:  Jeanne, here? 

 

JEANNE:  Here. Take my hand.  Let us pretend we are children, again, and the 

sky is as big as it was then.  We used to stand with Father and he’d name each 

constellation for us; funny, I’ve forgotten them all and yet there they are the same 
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as ever.  I could feel myself aloft, as if dancing in the night sky. I’d get dizzy and 

fall. 

 

ANNIE:  It’s so. If you squint. Squint, papa, squint. See, you fly right up there. I’m 

twirling in the middle of the stars.   

 

UNCLE:  Tip me out of this chair! 

 

JEANNE:  Goodness, no. 

 

UNCLE:  Lay me down, spine to ground.   

 

ANNIE:  Papa, help. 

 

(Annie and John tip Uncle out of his chair.)  

 

UNCLE:  Thank you, John, Annie child. Now, all able bodied ones, the same. 

Eyes up.  Spirits aloft.    

 

(Rebecca and Annie lie down.  John follows them, then Jeanne. The stars spin 

overhead; the sounds of insects below echo the music of the spheres.) 
 
REBECCA:  There’s Sirius, the Dog star. 

 

ANNIE:  In Canis Major, of course.    

 

UNCLE:  “The grand processional of all the stars of night.” 

 

REBECCA:  Lyra fading out.  Aquila growing bright. 

 

ANNIE:  I’m dancing with the Dolphin Delphinus.    



 9 

 

REBECCA:  I’m astride Capricornus, the sea-goat. 

 

JOHN:  The sky will endure.   

 

REBECCA:  As long as we see. 

 

ANNIE   Heaven’s song…   

 

UNCLE:  Will be sung. The unfortunate ones, the lost, who struggled and wept, 

whose voices never were heard on earth, they sing to us in the night. 

 

JEANNE:  What a lovely thought. 

 

UNCLE:  Attend; you, too, shall be blessed by those who sparkle and shine, who 

cry in the dark. 

 

(Music of the spheres.  Sniffley and friend croak.) 

 

JOHN (jumps to his feet): By god, I feel full of such power.  I’ll draft a speech that 

will be unforgettable.   

 

(Black out. Night music shifts to morning music of the birds.)  

 

In Act II, as Jeanne and Frank plot to blackmail Rebecca in order to destroy her 

reputation and John’s and to frack that beautiful hill, Sniffley dies. Annie’s family 

gathers to mourn the nonhuman person who has become part of their lives. 

Again, the audience is asked to suspend its own desire to witness conflict and to 

contemplate with the characters what really matters. 
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(Annie enters ringing a ritual bell; Uncle carries in Sniffley’s body in a hand-made 

box. John joins the funeral procession, they arrive at a clearing in the woods. 

Uncle places the small box on the ground. Then Rebecca joins the group, 

coming from her walk. Annie removes her hat and stares at her father until he 

does the same.) 

 

ANNIE: Sniffley came when I called.  Sniffley ate from my hand.  Sniffley liked 

oatmeal cookies into which instead of raisins I would bake some flies. Sniffley 

listened.  This is a quality of soul most rare in humans. Sniffley looked out at the 

universe with a clear gaze.  He wanted nothing more than to be. This is what I 

learned from Sniffley:  I was seen and I was heard. I was. I am. Sniffley was. 

He/she/me/birl/Sniffley-boy-girl, the world is far more precious for you lived. 

Those who knew Sniffley, I would now like each to say a few words. 

 

 (Silence) 

 

JOHN: What struck me most about Sniffley, despite his deformity, which meant 

that every time he jumped he nearly fell on his face, was how utterly dignified he 

was. 

 

REBECCA:  I shall miss his frog song, morning and night; I shall miss his croaks. 

 

UNCLE:  I shall be brief.  I have said it before and I shall say it again: where is 

Sniffley, now?  In that slim slice of air that surrounds the earth, our atmosphere, 

no thicker from space than tissue paper. We are breathing him in. Sniffley is now 

of us; we are of him. So, it goes, in death we unite. We are no more alone. We 

become. Enough. Being is. 

 

(During Annie’s song, Frank enters and stands outside the group, observing.) 

 

ANNIE:  I should now like to close with a song:   
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 (sings) 

 

 Sniffley was 

 And the world was, too 

 The most decent frog 

 Most beautiful place 

 We knew 

 

 Sniffley rose 

 And the world rose, too 

 Out of H2O.  Ocean  

 River, lake, pond, womb 

 Give form 

 

 Sniffley asked 

 For nothing at all   

 He cocked his head 

 Listened, Dreamt, felt, caught bugs  

 Thought some 

 

 Sniffley was 

 A hop, a croak, a fall, 

 Nothing of him does remain  

 Life surrounding 

 

(The last line is repeated twice more, with John, Uncle and Rebecca joining in.) 

    

UNCLE:  We shall retire to the funeral pyre. 

 

Extreme Whether ends with an epilogue in which the choice confronting the 

human race is starkly posed and Uncle reappears from the netherworld (as a god 
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often does at the end of a Greek tragedy) to offer, once more, not a curse, but 

the benign and inclusive vision he first voiced in the star scene. 

 

EPILOGUE 
 
(The air is pea green, heavy, and dense; a few coughs are heard.  Slowly, a 

yellow light comes up, as if a piercing sun-light is struggling to cut through the 

fetid atmosphere, bringing with it greater heat.  John, Annie, Rebecca, sit 

together on the hilltop.  Behind them is Uncle’s wind turbine, but the blades are 

not moving.  Deathly still.) 

 

REBECCA:  Pass the water. 

 

JOHN:  There is no more water. 

 

REBECCA:  Uncle dug us a well. 

 

ANNIE:  The turbine’s stopped working. 

 

JOHN:  There is no more wind. 

 

REBECCA:  It’s so hot. 

 

JOHN:  The ocean water seeped in. 

 

(silence) 

 

ANNIE:  The salinity of the ocean water is very great.    

 

(silence) 
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REBECCA:  The air is so thick.  

 

JOHN:  Just sit. 

 

REBECCA:  This is what Venus is like. 

 

JOHN:  Not quite. 

 

(silence) 

 

JEANNE (off):  John. 

 

(Jeanne appears, crawling.) 

 

JOHN:  Jeanne. 

 

JEANNE: I don’t want to die alone. 

 

JOHN:  Of course not. 

 

REBECCA:  Where is Frank? 

 

JEANNE:  Massive heart attack. 

 

REBECCA:  Lucky Frank. 

 

JEANNE:  I no longer loved him. 

(silence) 

 

JEANNE:  Where is Uncle? 
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REBECCA:  Uncle died serene.  He left us a working well and a wind turbine… 

 

(silence) 

 

ANNIE:  Papa! 

 

JOHN:  Yes, Annie, what? 

 

ANNIE:  I want to wake up.  Will you wake me up, please, papa, like you used to 

do, remember, shaking my shoulders, holding me, saying, “Annie, wake up.  

You’ve been having a bad dream. That’s all it is.  Wake up, now.”  I think 

everyone should wake up, Papa, now.  Let’s wake up, please.  Wake up and tell 

me what you see.    

 

(Music of nature slowly begins.) 

 

REBECCA:  I see trees. 

 

JOHN:  I see deer, and frogs. 

 

ANNIE:  Sniffley’s line. I hear birds.  

 

JEANNE:  The Ocean is teaming with fish. 

 

REBECCA:  Ice.  

 

ANNIE:  Wind. I feel wind. 

 

(The wind turbine begins to turn. The multifold sounds of the music of nature 

begin once again to intensify.) 
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REBECCA:  Stars. 

 

(Uncle appears.  Stars come out. ) 

 

UNCLE:  Attend. I have given you everything. You, too, shall be blessed by those 

who sparkle and shine, by those who cry in the dark. 

 

(End of Play) 

The young of all species come into this world already able to feel delight and 

terror. By halting the forward action in Extreme Whether with scenes that call our 

attention to the exuberance of shared contemplation in nature, I am leading the 

audience to re-experience those moments of absolute wonder, utter peace, and 

sudden insight we have all experienced alone in the natural world. Through the 

oracular voices of Uncle and Annie and the juxtaposition of lyric and realist 

stylistic modes, I try to create a poetry of the theater that frees the imagination 

and allows us quite literally to come to our senses. 

 

*Much of this essay as well as the excerpts from scenes from the plays is 

originally published in Plays in Time: The Beekeeper’s Daughter, Prophecy, 

Another Life, Extreme Whether, Intellect Press, September 2017. 

Karen Malpede is the co-artistic 

director of Theater Three 

Collaborative, with her partner, 

actor/producer George Bartenieff. 

The late Lee Nagrin was a co-

founder. The Beekeeper’s 

Daughter was TTC’s first 

production in 1994-5. The play 
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was revived in June, 2016, at Theater for the New City in New York City. 

Extreme Whether premiered in October 2014 at Theater for the New City, and 

was performed in Paris in December 2015 as part of ArtCop21. Extreme Whether 

is scheduled for revival in New York in February 2018 at LaMama ETC, in New 

York City.  She is author of A Monster Has Stolen the Sun and Other Plays, 

Plays in Time: Beekeeper’s Daughter, Prophecy, Another Life Extreme Whether, 

editor of Women in Theater: Compassion and Hope; her play Us is published in 

Women on the Verge: Seven Avant-Garde Plays by Women, Better People is in 

Angels of Power. She is author of 17 plays, numerous essays, articles, and short 

stories in Confrontations, Tri-Quarterly, The Kenyon Review, Torture Magazine 

and elsewhere. For information about her theater’s work visit 

www.theaterthreecollaborative.org   
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PETRA KUPPERS 
       

Dolphin Pearls 

 

The dolphins played beneath the soaring arches of the intra-coastal bridge. They twined 

around one another, just a thin shell’s edge away from touch, and then lay on the 

surface for a breath, beak to beak, and felt the sun dry them. The stickiness of salt skin, 

tacky, where jawbone meets another sinus. They fell back from one another, and 

accelerated into the diving game, tail fin high up in the air. 

 

On the day Miranda’s mother went away, in the local swimming pool, Miranda hardly 

wept. She was stunned, a 14-year old lanky and shivery in the tiled corridor. Her mother, 

Cassandra, chose a spectacular way out. At the end of Cassandra’s aqua fitness class, 

elbows still vibrating from a vigorous sequential jog, Miranda’s mother jumped up, up, 

higher, and higher. All around her, her elder friends looked at Cassandra, the relatively 

younger woman in their midst, their mascot fairy, their light one, smiling and twirling to 

the Elvis beat. Cassandra smiled back, beatifically. People told Miranda later that 

Cassandra spent a lot of time with the swimming pool mural, porpoises in mid-jump over 

the waves, the realistic rendering surrounded by the starfish imprints of countless 3rd 

graders’ small hands. Cassandra had looked at the mural hard, focused, as if there was 

something to decode among the reds and greens, the yellows and blues of these 

fingerprints, the plastic whorls holding the DNA of a whole community.  
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Then, that day, during the aqua fitness class, Cassandra started to sing, her throat 

opening wide, flaring beneath her pink lips, tongue twisting upward, engorged with the 

luscious purple blood of ancient vibration.  

 

Miranda heard her mother’s singing, heard the eerie sound while fastening her shoes in 

the corridor that ran along the back of the pool. She put her feet down hard, and her 

teeth clamped shut, too. Then she raced round to the wet passageway that led to the 

pool. She screech-turned around a wall of green tile. There was Cassandra, her mum, 

surrounded by a gaggle of aqua fitness elders. Her mum’s face was turned up, to more 

fully extend a throat like a cormorant’s red sack, billowing like the sail of a sunship that 

glides between the stars.  

 

Miranda jumped in the water, paddled to her mother. She knew it was urgent. She 

needed to get there. The moment she arrived at her mother’s warbling form, the sound 

nearly exploding her ears and chest, Miranda dived under, and made for Cassandra’s 

feet. There they were, light green in the cool light of the pool bottom. Miranda could see 

the webs beginning to form between the toes. Then Miranda extended her own small 

white hand, like a twig in the water, and used her short nails to clip the near invisible 

rope that held her mother’s ankles to the pool bottom. The leash parted, translucent 

ribbons sinking to the pool floor, the remnants shaping bracelets around Cassandra’s 

sturdy ankles. That was all that was needed. Miranda burst up through the blue water, 

pushing out a placenta’s worth of water from lungs and trachea. Next to her, her 

mother’s singing subsided slightly. The folds of neck gills retracted into yellow skin. And 

then she shot up, amid a geyser of pool water, loosened and open, a shrill note in the 

air. Cassandra was gone.  
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None of the pool elders knew what had happened. One or two stared at Miranda, as if 

searching her for fire, for rockets, for blasting caps. Only one elder, a blue-haired lush 

half swaying in the water, looked at the community mural, and traced with her hand the 

back fin of the nearest dolphin.  

 

Miranda had burst into tears, and was inconsolable, first in the pool, in the drafty corridor 

where she waited for her father, and then at home, in the quiet, dark, empty rooms 

where her father first cried, then drank, then told her stories of mermaids and sea 

mammals, and the terrible price of land legs. 

 

Today, on the pleasure cruise boat, was the eighth anniversary of Cassandra’s rapture in 

the pool. Miranda, motherless orphan, watched the dolphins, her hands twisted and 

white around the tourist boat’s railing. She felt her balance shift with the curvy roils of the 

mammals just off to starboard. For a second, she relaxed her own grip, and felt the salt 

stick on the tender palm of her hand. Then she resettled, grasped, keeping herself from 

mounting the rail and jumping high up to the sun, deep down into the green wave.  

 

Miranda congratulated herself on her levelheaded denial of those desires. Just like 

passing up a cooling gin and tonic, the tinkle of ice cubes like giggles in her ear. Like 

passing up a genteel glass in the local gallery’s exhibition opening, Chardonnay slipping 

in past murmurings of pastel appreciation. She was strong, and her feet were firmly 

planted on the Astroturf of the pontoon deck.  
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Behind her, Miranda could hear the Argentinian couple bickering about stars, and inlets, 

and, maybe, far away islands. Her Spanish was rustic, and not up to these round rolling 

sounds. With eyes and heart she sent love vibrations to the white-haired woman, the one 

who quietly looked at the passing scenery, only interjecting here and there a comment 

into the waterfall of her speaking spouse. The dolphins continued their play off the boat’s 

side, and now they had come up close, quite extraordinarily close, heads rearing up from 

the waters. One’s beak was just to the side, like an intelligent poodle judging her owner. 

Miranda stared at the dolphin’s eye. It held her. It commanded her. It pushed her 

forward.  

 

Later, one of the bystanders on the boat would report how the young woman who had so 

desperately clung to the railing suddenly let go, opened her handbag and started the 

ritual.  

 

Miranda took out the rosary. The dolphin looked on, curious. Still standing upright in the 

water, its beak opened from time to time, as if preaching. Miranda tore the rosary’s silk 

string. Individual wooden pearls gathered in her palm. The small silver crucifix at the end 

of the string cut sharp lines into her tender flesh.  

 

The dolphin wanted this. This was her way in. Miranda took the crucifix, and dug deep 

into her face.  

 

The other dolphin caught on to the game aboard, and began running antics behind its 

mate. Standing high on its tail, it roared backward through the waves. Miranda did not 

pay attention. She was right then about eight years old, firmly attached to her father’s 



 

 5 

hand. They had visited a Disney park that housed a sad-eyed giant dolphin, an Orca. 

Miranda and her father visited the underground aquarium wall, and she held her small 

hand against the cool thick pane. The orca swam nearby, its black and white skin 

shimmering in Miranda’s vision, obscured by tears. Meanwhile, her father told her about 

rape in the dolphin world, about gangs of juvenile males ravaging one of their sisters, 

about blood in the water, about how nothing is as innocent as it looks. When they went 

up to the surface, to the dolphin show with its finale, the orca jumping out of the water 

and splashing the audience, Miranda wasn’t able to see the mammal through her tears. 

At home, her mother, the poet, scolded her for being morose, for being withdrawn, for 

being a loner, and how her father was fed up with the both of them, the sobbing women, 

the treacle stickiness of family life. Miranda wrote down these words in her diary that 

night: Treacle. Morose. Gang rape.  

 

On the boat deck, Miranda succeeded in opening shallow cuts on her cheeks, little 

pepper stings of tribal scarring. The fellow boat passengers shifted backward in horror 

as the first drops of blood fell thick and dark onto the green turf. Miranda was still looking 

at the dolphin, only taking her eye away to select the first two beads. Then she inserted 

them carefully under her dermis. The dolphin chattered at her, its sensitive jaw vibrating 

in the drying air. Miranda felt the air’s coolness on the new braille beneath her skin. 

 

Miranda finished inserting the prayer beads. She felt sure that her future love would 

understand the message, etched in blood and pearls. Her fellow cruise passengers 

shrank back even more as the young woman grasped the rail, swung a foot on the 

lowest rung, and then stepped like a gymnast up to the top bar. One man, a recent 

transplant from Colorado, looking to make his home in the surf shops of the barrier 
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island, reported that the young woman had reminded him of Rio de Janeiro’s Sugarloaf 

Jesus. She shone, he kept repeating to the coast guard men. Another passenger, 

recently returned from her first trip to Havana, remarked on the music floating in the air, 

a cushion of sound that seemed to surround the boat like a light fog, a swaying deep in 

the hips of the keel.  

 

After that moment of suspension on the rail, Miranda dove down to the intra-coastal 

waters.  

 

None of the fellow passengers could quite agree on what had happened, and the 

interviewing Coast Guard officers sat over a beer that night, redacting their reports for 

the official record. Had the dolphins really approached the young woman, lifted her hair 

with their beaks? Had they twirled around her, offering fins to her groping hands? And 

had they truly towed her away from the boat, out toward the far islands beyond the 

horizon? They didn’t believe a word of it, and knew that a long day of search lay ahead 

of them, poles and bright lights lancing into the coves where the manatee rest in the 

warm waters.  

 

Privately, the officers dreaded that amid the searchers would be the one remaining 

member of this stricken family, Hector, Miranda’s dad, Cassandra’s husband, dark- 

eyed, army fatigues hitched over belly, the strength of a luchador still tingling beneath 

dark tattoos.  

 

The coast guard veterans remembered the weird story of how they had found Hector in 

the swamp. Oh yes, that was, to the day, exactly four years before his daughter’s jump 
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off the boat, four years after Cassandra disappeared from the pool. Hector was found 

huddled, mud-smeared, in the root cave of a mangrove. They remembered the wounded 

bellows of the once powerful man, now under constant suspicion after the vanishing of 

his wife. They recalled the barks and whistles of an exhausted larynx. In his belt had 

been a knife and a diving bag full of abalone. Tucked amid the plump shell flesh, 

provenance unclear and hence occasion for instant rumor, was a rosary. A tiny crucifix 

was haloed with pink pearls still nesting in the moist flesh folds, ancient sand corns that 

had grown more and more luminous with each passing moon tide.  

 

The Coast Guard officers extracted Hector from the root labyrinth, and he had been 

silent, drifting. They brought him to his home, where his teenage daughter sat beneath 

the kitchen table, clasping the wooden leg, a tableau of pity and grief.  

 

Not knowing what else to do, they left them there, father and daughter, with the father’s 

hunting bag. For the next week, till the stink became too much, the bag of mollusk flesh 

oozed fluids onto the kitchen table, sticky and drippy. From what the officers could figure 

out when they visited later to check on their charges, father and daughter just spent their 

days looking upon the miraculous rosary and the pearls, marveling at the drying liquids 

transforming colors into flesh. 

 

The dolphins played in the dying light. Their beaks broke the surface of the still water, 

their dorsal fins lancing through golden evening streams. Their numbers fluctuated with 

the seasons, predation, the patterns of migration. Whale lovers joined, and floated away, 

new babies were born. Today, a creature of green-blue whiteness glided among them, 

and breached in the weeds. 
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NOTES 

The story is part of a wider story collection and prose poem work in which I use 

imagination and speculative means to investigate women's connection to water. During 

the time of writing these stories, I trained in various body work modalities in the water 

(aquafitness, Watsu, Ai Chi), and I participated in water protection rituals, often linked to 

the NoDAPL movement, and indigenous women’s care for our world. I worked on the 

Salamander Project, an art project in which disabled people go swimming together, 

semi-nude in public, going underwater, exploring liminal space.  

Questions that intrigued me included, how does settler colonialism’s repression deform 

myths? How do contact zones reinvent themselves in surrealist lineages? My writing and 

art work as a white queer disabled performance artist is informed by feminist lineages, 

and by Donna Haraway's recent work: how genre forms reshape affective regimes and 

do their own labor in opening up to strange touching kinships. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Petra Kuppers is a disability culture activist and a 

community performance artist. She is a Professor at 

the University of Michigan, and she teaches on the 

MFA in Interdisciplinary Arts at Goddard College. Her 

most recent poetry collection is PearlStitch (Spuyten 

Duyvil: 2016). Her stories have appeared in Drunken 

Boat, The Sycamore Review, Visionary Tongue, 

Future Fire, Capricious, Wordgathering, Festival 

Writer, and Accessing the Future: A Disability-

Themed Anthology of Speculative Fiction.  Her first 

fiction podcast, Ice Bar, came out with PodCastle In 

March 2017. She is the Artistic Director of The Olimpias, an international disability 

culture collective. She lives in Ypsilanti, Michigan, with her poet partner and collaborator, 

Stephanie Heit. 

 

Website: www.petrakuppersfiction.wordpress.com  



 



 



SUSAN CERULEAN 

 

Becoming Earth: Essays by Eva Saulitis (Boreal Books, Pasadena, 
California) 2016 

 

Essayist, poet and marine biologist Eva Salinas studied killer whales in Alaska's Prince 

William Sound for nearly thirty years.  She was drawn deeply into the lives of a single 

extended family of endangered orcas struggling to survive in Prince William Sound, and 

in 2014, published Into Great Silence: A Memoir of Discovery and Loss among 

Vanishing Orcas.  At age forty-five she was diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer. 

Five years later she died, leaving this last brilliant volume of essays for the still living to 

ponder. 

What was I looking for so eagerly in Becoming Earth that I hadn't already enjoyed in the 

vivid prose and poetry that emerged from her braided life as a whale scientist, a woman, 

and lover of wild Alaska?  Or more specifically: that I hadn't already read in a long line of 

cancer memoirs, including Eve Ensler’s In the Body of the World, Terry Tempest 

Williams’ Refuge, Deena Metzger's Tree, Marion Woodman’s Bone, Kelly Corrigan’s The 

Middle Place?  

Before the robust evolution of the modern nature memoir, Rachel Carson's magnificent 

Silent Spring was the best we had to help us understand the corporate-sponsored killing 

of our bright and beautiful world. What Carson did not share with us was her own cancer 

story. She died too young, a private person known for her scientific brilliance, her 

courage as a spokeswoman against DDT, and perhaps most of all, for her exquisite 

prose.  But the confessional aspects of contemporary memoir would not have interested 

the reclusive Carson. 

In Becoming Earth, Saulitis draws from the wisdom traditions of Carson and many other 

writers and poets including Stanley Kunitz, Christopher Hitchens, Anna Kamienska,and 

Sogyal Rinpoche.   Yet Eva’s stories remind us that just like the whales, the human body 

dwells within the body of the Earth, and shares her fate: “My personal cancer 

trauma...like eveyone’s—was bounded by trauma in the larger world:  the Deepwater 



Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico during my diagnosis and treatment, and then, in 

Hawaii during my recovery, the earthquake and tsunami in Japan.”  Eva Saulitis is of our 

time—was of our time--and my hope is that the personal nature of her account will spur 

us to heal the Earth we have damaged so badly. 

I had tracked the last years of this colleague’s life through her online journal, and found 

there a compelling investigation into the end of life, including the design and weaving of 

her own casket. I was similarly riveted by the opening chapter of Becoming Earth, where 

Saulitis returns to New York state for a visit, and comes to understand the violence 

perpetrated against her homeland and her own body, likening it to "an embodied 

memory of abuse, like silence." 

"I witnessed sources of that abuse during childhood drives to Buffalo to visit my parents' 

immigrant Latvian friends, the thruway taking us through the steel mill town of 

Lackawanna, with its spewing stacks and grimed-up row houses...we came of age an 

hour's drive from Love Canal, downwind of Three Mile Island, on the heels of Silent 

Spring. 

"Genetic testing would eventually reveal one piece of my ancestral story. (A) mutation 

shut off my immune system's ability to fight breast cancer. It was just bad fucking luck--

genetics meets life history. My oncologist would later say as much. We live in a poisoned 

world. Some people have the genetics to handle it, some don't, that's my sense of it." 

Saulitis reminds us of the inescapable relationships between our bodies and the Earth, 

even as, in illness, we might try to deny them. "(I was) still wearing low-cut jeans that 

pinched my hipbones,” she writes. “Still thinking I might one day train for a 

marathon...but how can I say this: dissociated from my body as flesh, which is 

vulnerable, which is mortal. Dissociated from my body as a repository for my natural 

history, and the unnatural history of my birthplace." 

 Even though I have spent many days of my life in doctors’ offices, chemo infusion labs 

and radiation waiting alcoves, accompanying my own loved ones on their journeys, I 

have not done this as a patient. I prefer (don’t most of us?) to pursue what seem like the 

more pressing matters of living, not dying. In Becoming Earth, Saulitis is a pathfinder for 

all of us, as she peels back the layers of her dying process. 



Even as she undergoes treatment after treatment, Saulitis never loses her focus on the 

Earth holding her. "Each morning, I walk my altered body down the hill to the wetlands, 

through a dark spruce forest, listening...if the coastal spruce forest has a voice, this is it, 

varied thrush calls sketching an acoustic self-portrait of the landscape...how did I ever 

grasp time and home without these markers?...The same bird, over and over, year after 

year, its song pinning me more tightly to this landscape, thousands of miles away from 

my birthplace, and I'm more greedy than ever for it." 

Because we live in a time and culture that hastens not only our own deaths (through 

cancer) but the extinction of so many other species, we are honor-bound to learn from 

what Saulitis offers. It may be that only if we can open our eyes and our hearts fully to 

the painful realities of our time can we find a way forward. 

What I want is for Eva Saulitis' book to spark the transformation of a culture dissociated 

from the Earth, and from the fact that we have permitted poisoning of our earth.  And 

recognition that that poisoning is resulting in an ever-increasing human suffering and 

death through cancer. I want to know that even though her body has been returned to 

the Earth, Saulitis’ words on the page will help each one of us engage in the struggle to 

move our culture away from warring on its own bodies. Some of that work will be 

educational, some political, but we are called to stand up and speak out as protectors of 

life.   

"Death may be the wildest thing of all, the least tamed or known phenomenon our 

consciousness has to reckon with. I don't yet—might not ever—understand how to meet 

it. I stumble toward it in the dusky conifer light." In Becoming Earth, we are privileged to 

walk beside her. 
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JAIME R. WOOD 

 Yaquina at Low Tide 

  

Sea lions peek their heads up 

like periscopes to stare 

at the bipedals corrupting 

the rocky shore. Each time 

the waves sweep the blue black 

pebbles and roll back into themselves 

the stones applaud the effort 

it must take to be the tide. 

  

Atop the fisted cliff jutting from the shallows 

perch a thousand Murres and beyond them 

a thousand more who will never know 

the prison of a cage or a too-small wage 

or the death that awaits them 

beyond their knowing. 

They understand the sea, the cycles of the sun, 

the threat of eagles stealing their young, 

the cacophony of seagulls 

who catch their unhatched progeny 



and return each day for more 

as if this is what they live for. 

  

We make words for everything, 

name every species we find, 

but there’s no word for the distance 

between the clumsy penguin-like birds’ desire 

to nest in the crags, 

the long-necked Cormorants’ skill 

for fishing the bay, 

the sea lions’ bellies buoying 

on the water, 

and my urge to pitch into their world 

and unmake myself. 

  

The Seedlings 

  

You are not alive 

as I am alive 

but it seems every minute 

you are 

climbing for the first time 



out of your bed 

in the kitchen window 

and provoking the others 

to do the same 

  

The morning before you broke 

ground I was worried 

the soil would be too much 

for you to overcome 

  

Now I follow 

my grandmother’s practice 

stand close and whisper 

encouragement to your leaves 

while you turn closer each second 

to the light 

  

You are alive in a way 

I am not alive 

so I sing to you 

  

  



 Felicity died on a cold metal table 

  

On a towel she lay unshaken 

but uncalm from my perspective 

she breathed a sigh, looked 

from the table toward the walls, pale 

and unmoving, she was a stone 

or so I wanted her to be, stoic 

and free from my misery, the veterinarian’s 

needle touched her leg, pointed 

to the place it would enter and stop 

her heart, I held her head unnecessarily 

still, she had no intention 

of running and couldn’t know the darkness 

as I imagined it coming, solid 

and impassible, I wanted to see light in her 

I wanted a final flinch from her muscles’ 

small slack ropes, her eyes did not close finally 

but couldn’t see, the room was the same, cold table without 

a place to go after the body has given up 

her hair, black and white, fell out and came home with me 

to the bed where I lay with the orange tabby 



who licked the tips of my fingers 

as if there exists a scent for sorrow, as if hungry. 

   

Lives of Elephants 

  

She wants to paint the horizon, the way it bends 

at the edges, the way it becomes 

an unreachable branch where light meets the river. 

When the man dips her brush in the paint, 

she wants it to be black like distant water. 

She wants to show how she bathed her baby 

under the yellow sun. The man points his finger 

at the blank canvas and the people 

whisper What will she paint? How 

does her trunk move so precisely? 

She wants to choose her own colors, to sweep 

the brush in soft lines that remind her 

of her mother, the trail they took each year 

following the water, the leaves, like paint strokes, 

but the brush makes what it always makes: 

three purples flowers with stems and green leaves 

she has never seen 



NOTES 

Dark Matter’s mission asks the question, “How shall we live in these times?” We live in 

confusion about our own natures as something quite animal and yet separate from the 

“wild” that we shield ourselves from both physically and philosophically. In his book 

Becoming Animal: An Earthly Cosmology, David Abram notes that, “We are by now so 

accustomed to the cult of expertise that the very notion of honoring and paying heed to 

our directly felt experience of things--of insects and wooden floors, of broken-down cars 

and bird-pecked apples and the scent rising from the soil--seems odd and somewhat 

misguided as a way to find out what’s worth knowing....This directly experienced terrain, 

rippling with cricket rhythms and scoured by the tides, is the very realm now most 

ravaged by the spreading consequences of our disregard” (4-6). My poems explore how 

humans crave the natural world just as we’re so eager to escape it, how we mold 

animals and plants to serve our needs without considering the consequences to them or 

us, how our desire to anthropomorphize everything blinds us to a beauty that exists 

beyond ourselves. There’s a loneliness in our “cult of expertise” that I hope to embody in 

my poems as a way of questioning our place in the world and to make note of the power 

of the planet we’ve found ourselves on. 
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SARA WRIGHT 

 

Lily B., My Telepathic Bird 

 

Every morning at first light Lily B sounds a call to wake up the rest of his family – his 

human mother and her current dogs, two small Chihuahuas whose names are Hope and 

Lucy. The moment he calls “co cooooo,” Hope and Lucy jump out of bed, and I stumble 

behind them in a daze. The dogs insist it’s time to go out because Lily B woke them up!  

 

Occasionally I refuse to get up if I haven’t slept well. When this occurs the dogs come 

back to bed. But not for long. Lily B repeats his beautiful morning call a few more times, 

flies to the lamp that has a good view of the cave that we sleep in, and then sails down 

to the floor and waddles into the dark room. This maneuver always works because Lucy 

can’t resist chasing him– she leaps out of bed just as Lily soars to the top of the door. By 

this time I am fully awake, like it or not.  

 

Lily B is an African 

Collared dove who has 

lived with me for 24 

years. He came to me as 

a chick and has never 

been caged. I named him 

Lily because I thought he 

was a female and added 

the “B” for boy when I 

realized my mistake. 

Soon after he arrived, I 

discovered that he preferred to sit on top of the highest furniture in the house, so I hung 

baskets from the ceiling with newspapers inside them. He loved perching on swinging 

baskets and it solved the problem of cleaning up after him.  

 

About six months together I was forced to acknowledge that Lily B literally read my mind. 

Whenever I had a new insight he would bellow out his song in approval or validation, 



repeating his song exactly three times. He doesn’t use this threefold call at any other 

time. 

 

I listened for Lily B’s commentary as I wrote in my journal each morning, even as the 

rational part of my mind struggled with incredulous doubt. I had always loved doves and 

had spent many hours watching them as a child and drawing stylized images of them as 

an adolescent. But it was the sound of their voices that I loved best. I listened with a kind 

of rapture to their beautiful songs that seemed to flow like water through my body, 

soothing her through song. 

 

It was a relief when I discovered biologist Rupert Sheldrake’s work on telepathy in 

animals. I no longer felt like I was imagining things. Sheldrake postulates that telepathy 

is a normal ability found in both humans and animals. Telepathy works as a survival 

mechanism, functioning as a tool of communication between animals and other animals, 

humans and other humans, or between animals and humans by keeping them 

connected. Telepathy works best between those who are emotionally intimate or who 

have close familial bonds. For example, if one animal is out of calling range of its mate 

and danger is perceived, that information can be transmitted via telepathic 

communication almost instantly to the other. The strength of relationship or kinship is the 

key. Sheldrake hypothesizes that telepathy works through his theory of morphic 

resonance, where by animals and/or people who share an invisible morphic or bodily 

“field” can tap into thoughts and feelings of others consciously (mind) or on an 

unconscious (body) level. Telepathy is not distance dependent but works most efficiently 

through intimate relationship, human or non-human.  

 

 As soon as I read that Rupert was looking for apparent telepathic experiences between 

humans and animals, I sent him a letter describing the seemingly extraordinary 

connection I had with Lily B. He replied that my anecdotes were exactly the kind of 

information he was looking for. Lily B’s behavior promptly became part of Rupert’s data 

bank. It’s important to note that throughout my life I had experienced telepathic behavior 

between my mother, my brother, my children, various wild and tame animals, plants, and 

myself, but I had no context and secretly thought I might be crazy until Rupert provided it 



to me. Now, at age 45, someone, a scientist no less, actually believed me. I was 

stunned. 

 

Meanwhile my life with Lily B continued to amaze me and I continued to record it. When 

Lily was about five years old I noticed that he began to sing a plaintive new song to the 

mourning doves outside our house. This song upset me because I felt his distress 

resonating through my body. That Lily needed a mate seemed obvious. One day he 

sailed out the door to chase mourning doves.  After the shock wore off I felt deeply 

conflicted; on one hand I was afraid I’d lost him, but on the other I loved the idea that he 

was truly free. He spent six weeks in the trees flying after one mourning dove or another 

but was never able to convince a female to join him. His loneliness broke my heart. 

Curiously he rarely left the yard and every morning he sang up the sun from a lilac bush 

outside my window. One day I was leaving for work when he flew into a young apple tree 

just as I was walking to the car. Astonished, I turned around and opened the door to the 

house, inviting him to come home, and immediately he flew in of his own accord.  

 

We spent the following winter in Tucson, Arizona. By accident or design I met a woman 

who had many doves in an outdoor cage and she invited Lily to join her crowd. By then I 

knew that he had to choose a mate. After being in the cage for about a half an hour, he 

chose Fey, a pure white dove. After the two came home they were inseparable. I was so 

happy for Lily B! Although he continued to read my mind on a regular basis, making his 

comments in triple calls, I did note that the bond between us seemed less intense. I 

accepted the loosening of ties gratefully because my beloved bird was clearly ecstatic. 

Driving back east the following spring with Lily B and Fey perched on a cholla branch in 

the back seat, we stopped in Indian country for a break. As soon as I opened the car 

door, Lily B flew out into one of the thick pines… Horrified, I stood there dumbly for a 

moment. Then a clear thought materialized through thin air: Lily was gathering sticks for 

a nest. I sat down in the red sand and waited quietly. Within minutes he returned with a 

mouth full of sticks and sailed through the open car door. Fey was waiting. She pulled a 

few bits of grass from his mouth placed them on the sheet that covered the baggage 

below their perch. Lily followed suit and I immediately collected bunches of grasses and 

small twigs and left them on the back seat to add to Lily B’s offerings. A nest appeared 

by the end of the day. By the time we returned to the east Fey had laid two eggs. 



 

I learned more about fathering from this bird than I ever did from a human. Lily was a 

devoted parent who incubated the nest each afternoon, while Fey did the rest of the 

sitting. When the two chicks were born Lily took over, feeding both with regurgitated crop 

milk. He was tender and sweet, preening the chicks, oblivious to their open mouths and 

pitiful peeps until he was finished. Then he would feed them again. Fey seemed 

somewhat detached from her offspring, which surprised me. After the chicks were almost 

as big as Lily, he suddenly turned on them, forcing both to leave the nest. He used his 

warning call repeatedly and pecked at their wings until they flew away. It was time for 

them to be on their own. Anticipating an abrupt ending to fathering, I had made 

arrangements for the chicks and promptly took them to their new home.  

 

When Fey died suddenly the following year I thought Lily would perish from grief. He 

stopped eating and singing. I frantically tried to find another mate for him. I talked to him 

constantly but he was so apathetic that I feared I couldn’t reach him.  

 

African collared doves are imported to sit on exotic birds’ nests. After the young are 

born, the doves nurture the young like their own. I had a very difficult time finding 

another collared dove to keep Lily company because these birds were not raised as 

pets; They are imported periodically to parent other birds. This is when I learned that 

collared doves are considered “trash birds” by the exotic bird industry. When I presented 

Mary Anne to Lily, he immediately started singing and bobbing his head up and down, 

his feathers quivering. By some act of grace, or through telepathy, I had chosen the right 

bird. Relieved, I finally relaxed my vigil. Lily B rewarded me by bellowing out his song. 

Within a day he was responding to my thoughts telepathically and all was well. 

 

One of the most curious habits Lily B has is that he responds to dreams when I am 

working with my own, or with others on a professional level. His pattern involves singing 

(more like bellowing) out his three calls to me if I interpret a dream correctly. Over the 

years I have come to trust his judgment completely, even when it doesn’t make sense to 

me. 

 



Lily loves classical music, especially when it is accompanied by choral singing. Two of 

his favorites are the Mozart Requiem and Handel’s Messiah. His favorite folksingers are 

Joan Baez and Gordon Bok. 

 

He also loves earth-based ritual. Ritual is woven into our daily lives; I write my own 

rituals and celebrate them eight times a year using the Celtic calendar. I also celebrate 

the full moon each month by honoring my body and the bodies of all living creatures. At 

each of the eight spokes of the wheel on the calendar, I follow the subtle changing 

seasons; I give thanks, release what is no longer needed, and set intentions. Lily 

frequently joins in with his songs. If he thinks, for example, that a particular intention is 

important, he sounds his triple call. 

 

Passionflower vines delight him. He doesn’t like the flowers but tears the leaves to 

shreds, eating tiny pieces of green. But his favorite plants are orchids. He rips apart the 

flowers with utter abandon — especially the ones with pink and magenta blossoms — an 

infuriating habit that I can’t seem to break. I put up a screen to keep him out of the 

orchids in my window! 

 

Torturing people who are afraid of birds is another of his tricks. He somehow knows who 

is afraid of him and promptly dive-bombs them, causing a great commotion. He also has 

tormented every dog that I have had by walking around on the floor just in front of them 

until the dog begins to chase him. Instantly Lily is airborne, and out of reach.  

 

 

 Cooking in the kitchen is 

one of Lily’s favorite daily 

activities. He investigates 

all fresh ingredients 

tearing and pecking at 

greens and root 

vegetables with 

enthusiasm, tasting 



soups and pasta, all the while keeping one amber eye fastened on me. He is often next 

to a hot burner and knows enough not to touch it. This penchant for kitchens is how I 

discovered when Lily B was just a few months old that he loves hard-boiled eggs and 

cheese. I was particularly curious about these high-protein foods because doves are 

supposed to be seed eating birds. Yet many other birds often feed their young insects or 

worms, at least for a time. I began to give Lily chopped egg every morning, a habit we 

continue to this day. He is very particular about cheese, preferring Brie or Havarti, and 

every afternoon he flies down to the kitchen counter for his treats. Lily is a very old bird 

by Collared dove standards, having lived more than twice as long as most of his kind (10 

to 12 years), and I often speculate that these protein sources have helped keep him 

healthy. 

 

The loss of Mary Anne seemed to traumatize Lily less than losing Fey. Mary Anne 

declined slowly over a period of weeks and I sensed that both Lily and I knew we were 

going to lose her. His behavior towards her shifted. They no longer roosted next to each 

other and he began flying around without her. Although it was December, the morning 

she died at least a hundred mourning doves appeared out of nowhere and clustered in 

one tree outside his favorite window singing their very plaintive song. They were 

witnessing Lily’s loss. Later that morning, after the doves dispersed, I played the Mozart 

requiem, sitting just below my silent bird who was perched in his basket. We grieved her 

loss together, and he watched me cremate her body in the woodstove. 

 

The next day I discovered Lucia on the internet. I had a clear thought: This was the right 

bird. Immediately I printed out a picture of her and put it in one of his favorite spots so he 

could see her. After I got the news that she was coming to us, I started calling her by 

name and Lily began to coo excitedly. When she arrived it was love at first sight and the 

two had the most wonderful time chasing each other through our very happy house!  

That night they slept huddled close to one another. 

 

Lily and Lucia seemed extremely bonded. He taught her how to avoid hitting the mirrors 

and windows, something he had never done with his other mates. Even their 

conversation seemed more intimate, with the soft cooing between them almost 

continuous. If he flew to one basket she followed him. Their favorite spot was swinging in 



a basket next to the front door, where they could keep an eye on comings and goings. I 

sensed that neither would fly out, so in the spring and fall, the outside door was almost 

always left open. I loved the way Lucia answered him when Lily sang to her, imitating his 

very complex song with ease. As close as they were, the telepathic connection between 

Lily B and me never ceased, which frankly surprised me. I now thought of Lily B as my 

animal “familiar” – a guide whose presence graced my life. Lily has become one of my 

most important teachers. 

 

 During periods when I suffer from depression, Lily flies around my head to get my 

attention. Once he succeeds, he sings his triple cooing song. And of course, for a time at 

least, I am pulled out of unhealthy self-absorption. How can anyone resist this kind of 

attention? 

 

The summer before last, Lucia died suddenly at age seven. The morning I found her on 

the floor, Lily was standing over her dead body protectively. He looked up at me once, 

and the anguish that passed between us was palpable. 

 

I refused to let Lily grieve alone. I played his favorite music and kept talking to him. My 

dogs gathered around him, too. I let Lily guide me, leaving her dead body with him until 

he was ready to leave her. When he finally flew into one of his baskets on the porch, I 

went out and dug a hole in my flourishing flower garden. He stared at me in silence as I 

gently placed his mate in the ground just outside the door. I filled in the earth around her 

body and placed a flat stone on the bare ground to protect the place where she lay. 

When I re-entered the porch we sat together quietly, no one uttering a sound. After a 

time I began to coo to him mimicking his threefold call. At first he did not respond. I was 

trying to convey to him that he still had us – the rest of his family – and that we loved him 

– I, most of all. I also told him in my mind that this time I was not going to look for 

another mate unless he indicated to me that he absolutely had to have one, because 

both of us were getting old… If he died and left a mate, I knew that I would always be 

comparing a new bird to him. He had a decision to make. Would he choose to live or 

die? That day I never left the house and Lily’s silence was unnerving.  

 



The next morning Lily bellowed out his wake up call. I leapt out of bed to stand below 

him as I cooed good morning. When he followed me into the kitchen and hopped down 

on the counter, I knew the crisis had passed. Lily had made his choice. 

 

Day after day, Lily attached himself to me like glue, flying into whatever room I was in, 

watching my every move. Eventually he returned to his favorite basket on the porch and 

struck up conversations with his favorite neighbor, blue jay. If a mourning dove landed 

on the sill outside the window Lily would puff up like a blow fish and rasp his territorial 

call. 

 

Last summer Lily B, Hope, Lucy, and I drove out to the high desert of New Mexico to live 

for a year. We arrived during the monsoon season and I soon put him in a large outdoor 

cage to enjoy the soaking rains and warm sun. He sang his heart out to his avian 

neighbors and greeted me each morning with his song. 

 

One morning while walking the dogs I saw feathers scattered on the ground, some with 

blood on them. Following the trail around the corner I was horrified to see my poor bird 

huddled under the plywood cover of his cage. His eyes were glazed over and he didn’t 

respond to my voice. Reaching into the cage I gently gathered my injured bird in my 

hands and brought him in the house to inspect his wounds. Lily B was in shock. 

Something had ripped a hole in his flesh and made a three-inch gash that ran from his 

right eye to his breast. His right eye was swollen shut. Had he been blinded, too. 

 

It was Labor Day weekend and I couldn’t reach a vet. The rest of the day and night 

passed in a blur. I remember nothing except my repeated attempts to comfort him. I 

couldn’t sleep that night and wept, hoping he would die quickly.  

 

The next morning, he was still alive. I made an appointment with a vet for that afternoon. 

The vet gently took my bird, examined him and told me she could do surgery the next 

morning. She hoped she could save his life. I left him there, after telling him I loved him, 

and came home. 

 



Lily B survived the surgery. The vet told me that lily B had an incredible will to live. She 

had never heard of a dove who had lived as long as he had. The next day he came 

home. When he finally started eating again I allowed myself to hope that he would really 

survive this trauma. 

 

It took about two months for Lily to recover. He never cooed once during that time. And 

then one morning a miracle occurred.  He sang to me once. Overjoyed, I sang back. He 

peered down at me from his ceiling perch. A day or two later I was writing, when 

suddenly he cooed three times. The telepathic connection was working again! 

  

That was four months ago. Today Lily and I have regular conversations and our 

telepathic bond keeps us connected even when we are apart. Just within the past couple 

of weeks, the outdoor birds have started to sing their mating songs. Sometimes wild 

doves visit the feeder but Lily has lost interest in them. This abrupt change initially 

baffled me. But his intent is unmistakable; Lily B has chosen me as his partner.  
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Holding the Sparrow 

 

 

 

 

The cat brought you in 

graciously spit you at my feet 

I lifted you tenderly with 

light hand and sorrowful thought 

Photo credit: Ellen Gerberich, Photography Artist, Nature’s Palette Photography Art 
 



carried you out through 

spring's unfolding 

cradled in palm 

fingers wrapped up 

an open cage 

faithlessly I assigned you dead 

then 

from deep surrender you stirred 

one shallow inhale mine 

from body in my hand 

to a tickle of sparrow feet 

your 

eyes clearing 

hesitation trusting 

flight spiritual 

Oh, if only I could have held love like that. 

NOTES 

When I think of "making kin," my thoughts immediately go to Standing Rock.  It seems to 

me that the unifying force of the kinship that grew beyond anyone's imaginings, was 

Sioux spirituality – the Great Spirit is of everything and therefore we are all related- 

people, plants, animals, rocks, water. To save Grandmother Earth's water is also to save 

us all, all species.  It seems to me that Standing Rock provides an example of how 

psychological kinship is created among people through an alchemy of proximity, respect, 

mutual goals and shared experience, including trauma.  While familiarity may be the 



basis for making kin, shared trauma becomes the proving ground for it.  As Deena 

Metzger writes in "Becoming Kin-Becoming Elephant" (Dark Matter: Women Witnessing, 

2016), "Kinship means relationship. It could mean family. It implies attunement and long-

term commitments to each other. The first time I met the Ambassador Elephant, I said, “I 

know who you are. You are from a holocausted people and I am from a holocausted 

people. ... I promise you, your people are my people.”   In recognition of shared trauma, 

we can feel kinship with the other victims, even if they are of another species. 
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Lise Weil 
After Word: Kathleen Dean Moore’s GREAT TIDE RISING: Towards Clarity and 
Moral Courage in a Time of Planetary Change* 

 

This may be the most important book of nonfiction I have read in recent memory. 
Glutton for naming-things-as they-are that I am, it was definitely among the most 
nourishing. Moore’s subject is our situation as humans in a world on the brink of 
unimaginable and possibly horrific change brought on entirely by our way of life.  A 
philosopher, Moore ponders the moral implications of this situation.  A naturalist—not 
the armchair kind, but the kind who sleeps under the stars in cold, wet and wind—she 
details the landscapes and seascapes we are so rapidly losing along with their 
residents, and she does so with a poet’s gift for language. I have not encountered 
before this combination of razorsharp philosophical clarity, scientific precision, and 
poetic intimacy.  

Above all this book is a wake-up call, of the most vehement kind. Remarkably, it was 
written before the new U.S. administration took over (though Rex Tillerson shows up 
twice). If they read books, if they had the capacity to respond, I would want it put in in 
the hands of every member of that administration, of every Republican congressman 
and senator in office, as I can’t help feeling it could soften the hardest of hearts. That’s 
because it is so palpably driven by love: unbridled love for the inexpressibly beautiful 
world we are losing, and also for Moore’s young grandchildren, who are already 
cognizant of those losses (the book opens with her three-year-old grandson fingering a 
dead starfish). But make no mistake: this love is not tame or domesticated. This is love 
that rages, that expresses itself most eloquently as outrage. 

….this world is astonishing, irreplaceable, essential, beautiful and fearsome, generative, 
and beyond human understanding…This is the wonder-filled world that we are 
destroying, the lyric voices that we are silencing, the sanctity that we are defiling, at a 
rate and with a violence that cannot be measured because we have only the paltriest 
understanding of the world’s multitude of lives.  

Moore suggests instead of “Anthropocene” we name this age we are entering the 
“Obscene era. The name is from the Latin: ob- (heap onto) and caenum (filth).” Her 
outrage is directed in part at our silence in the face of this obscenity.  Talking about it, 
feeling it, Moore writes, would mean we “have to turn away from [our] glittering lives.”  
Talk of adaptation is part and parcel of the obscenity. As CEO of Exxon, Rex Tillerson 
insisted: “we can adapt to climate change.”  Moore exposes this as the cynical, self-
serving lie it is. Who is this ‘we’? she asks. “Is it African children on failing farms? Is it 
northern people on melting ice? Is it coastal residents of Bangladesh? Or is it Rex 
Tillerson, who earned $40.3 million last year?”  ‘Adaptation’ projects allow “the 



privileged [to] use their power and money to try to shield themselves from the worst 
consequences of their own excess while imposing the costs of climate change on the 
disenfranchised and displaced.”  ‘Adaptation’ means the vanishing of entire species and 
ecosystems. It means giving up on even trying to mitigate any of the losses. We 
humans made this mess. Now we throw up our hands and say everyone has to live with 
it?  

The New York Times Magazine devoted an entire issue to climate change in April;  its 
focus was exclusively on adaptation. “We’re not debating if climate change exists, or 
measuring its impacts, but telling stories about how we will—or might—adapt to its 
effects,” explains the editor. As if stories about how we might ward off its most 
catastrophic impacts did not exist, or were of no interest. “The most miserable truth 
about this moment of the Anthropocene is the inevitability of it all,” writes Samanth 
Subranamian, whose essay describes ingenious plans to build both up and down in 
land-starved Singapore.  Jon Mooallem speaks for the other contributors when he asks, 
“How do we live with the fact that the world we know is going and, in some cases, 
already gone?”  “Pretty damn well,” would seem to be the answer, as he goes on to 
demonstrate our seemingly infinite capacity, as humans, for normalizing and absorbing 
the catastrophic. The message is reinforced by the “glittering lives” displayed in giant 
ads on every other page of the magazine. 

The root problem, I am convinced after reading Great Tide Rising, is not lack of 
knowledge. Most of us in industrial growth societies know on some level how violent is 
the effect of our way of life on our habitat and the nonhuman creatures we share it with.  
In fact we’ve compiled an impressive amount of documentation of the damage.  But we 
don’t really feel what we know—or what we feel is not commensurate with that knowing. 
Moore confesses to lapsing into this kind of denial herself …sometimes I forget to 
grieve. Sometimes I take it for given that this is the way of the world. I forget the call to 
life, the urgency to continue that is built into every plant and animal, the reaching toward 
life.  I forget that in a different world, a better world, this level of human-caused 
destruction would be unthinkable. 

Part of what prevents us from feeling what we know, Moore suggests, is not wanting to 
fall into despair. But despair, she points out, results from not feeling enough. If this is so, 
then reading Great Tide Rising is a certain cure.  Moore gets us to feel with her: rage, 
outrage, and , inevitably, grief.  Along with her we mourn the dependable comings and 
goings--of birds, of flowers, of fruit, of seasons.   

This year the swallows came back to Oregon before winter was finished. They followed 
the coast, where the weather is usually mild and mayflies are hatching in the ponds. But 
a terrible late-winter storm blew in and there were no insects in that wind.  Have you 



seen a starved swallow, swinging by its claws, upside down from a wire? Have you 
seen the frozen eye of a swallow?  

Along with her, we mourn—and remember—the places and creatures that will never 
return.  

I remember when there was a meadow, complete with meadowlarks, where there is 
now an asphalt parking lot for the new Home Depot. I remember the clam flat where 
there is now a liquid natural gas terminal on rock fill at the end of Newport Bay....I 
remember the heron rookery on the headland where there is now a subdivision called 
the Rookery.  

The dark, ferny-kneed forest and shy owls, the soft trails, the smell of pine and bracken 
are gone-maybe gone forever from a sizzling hot future. I don’t know how to bear the 
dead weight of this sorrow and of this shame.  

I have often thought I would obsess less about climate change and our ongoing 
desecration of the earth if I had children.  I listen to the family upstairs--the little girl’s 
peeling laughter--and imagine how reassuring it must be, how like a guarantee of 
continuation. Laughter like this tells us all is well, or allows us to feel it, at least in the 
moment.  As both a mother and grandmother, Moore seems to know this state of grace, 
to dwell in it often.  But this does nothing to allay her own fear or dread. One of the most 
poignant stories Moore tells is of a family Christmas tree expedition. Instead of snow 
there is rain and the family is clad in yellow rainslickers. Out in the field, they choose the 
most beautiful tree they can find. As grandpa chops it down they all yell “Timber” --and 
granddaughter Zoey promptly bursts into tears. That night the child awakens crying and 
her mother comforts her: “don’t be afraid.”  But I knew that on this deep and starless 
night, Moore writes, the whole world was awake and afraid.  The child’s fears were the 
world’s night terrors. Under a half moon, cattle licked dust in the desert.  Bedrock 
dissolved in the acid sea.  Blue ice fell at the ends of the Earth.  Saltwater snicked over 
seawalls. We grown-ups had pronounced the world good, perfect in every detail, and 
then we had severed it from its roots and hauled it away.  Maybe we had already 
twisted the great swirling skies into storms that would change the world forever. 

What, then, should we do? How should we be? How should we live? There is no 
shortage of answers in this book, and they range from the abstract to the very practical, 
from small- to large-scale.  One change that would fundamentally alter everything, 
Moore writes, would be to replace a worldview of separation with one of kinship, to 
understand that we are not lonely lords but rather kin in a family of living things, aware 
in a world of awarenesses, alive in a world of lives…. How complicated and layered and 
open-ended this kinship of humans with all of natural creation actually is, this beautiful, 
bewildering family. 



For five hundred years, Moore argues, Western civilization has been living in an 
adolescent superhero comic book, the sort of cartoon fantasy of planetary subjugation 
and mastery that stirs the loins of teenage boys and Wall Street bankers.  That this 
fantasy is now being consummated orgiastically in the White House cannot erase what 
so many of us know in our bones:  That story is over. It is a failed experiment. The world 
doesn’t work that way.   

We are at a hinge point in history-- and the challenge of this moment, an outgrowth of 
recognizing kinship, is to align [our] ethics with the ways of the Earth. Doing so will 
require creative change in the very ideas of what it means to be a human being… It will 
call everything into question: our current capitalist economic systems, our educational 
systems, our food production systems, our systems of land use and ownership. It calls 
us to re-examine what it means to be happy and what it means to be smart. 

There may be no ultimate refuge from fear and dread, but one of our tasks now, as 
destruction threatens so much that we love, is to create refugia… places of safety where 
life endures, where ideas are sheltered and encouraged to grow. “Refugia” is the term 
scientists coined for those small places in the blast zone that were spared the 
devastation when Mt. Saint Helens exploded in 1980. Here, a bed of moss and deer 
fern under a rotting log. There, under a boulder, a patch of pearly everlasting and the 
tunnel to a vole’s musty nest. …We can create small pockets of flourishing, and we can 
make ourselves into overhanging rock ledges to protect life, so that the full measure of 
possibility can spread and reseed the world.   

But even as we seek out and create pathways of refuge and regeneration, new ways to 
live, we can and we must bear witness to crimes against nature both large and small, 
and to the miraculous life forms we are losing.   

Let us be chroniclers of loss.  Let no species disappear without public notice. If our 
ways of life are going to destroy infinitudes of lives, let us at least do it knowingly, and 
grieve for the terrible absence.  

Of course we need to stand up to companies and governments, to call them and 
ourselves to account. But first and foremost, we must feel what is happening to our 
world.  From these feelings, Moore suggests, creative forms of protest will arise—
activism in the form of ritual.   Fill the forests with death notices.  Transform every stump 
in the clearcut into a cross, so no one can drive by a bare-ass hillside without seeing it 
for what it is- a graveyard that stretches for miles.  Let the roadsides bloom with shrines 
adorned with flowers to mark the extinctions of sparrows. ..Send an obituary to the 
newspaper each spring, when the frogs do not sing. …Assemble the choir and sing 
hymns as the bulldozers gouge out the last checker lilies in the valley…Rent a hearse 
and follow the truck that sprays poisons in the ditches…. 



Above all, Moore insists, we must not turn away. We will understand that we are 
daughters of the Earth, pulled from her spinning surface.  And so we will take on the 
duties of the moon.  We will not look away.  The shadow of the Earth will pass over our 
faces, but it will not erase us; at the edge of that moving shadow, our faces, our 
characters, will be most clearly seen.  We will reflect the light that comes to us from the 
darkest spaces of the night. 

Great Tide Rising is itself a luminous act of bearing witness, and a grand refugia of the 
imagination. Under its shelter, inspired by its example, may we humans come together 
in the one thing that has the power to change history—a great rising wave of moral 
outrage at the plunder and the wreckage, and an affirmation of a better way… 

 

 
*Thanks to Sue Cerulean who sent me this book no doubt knowing that I would have to write 
about it   
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LAWRIE HARTT 
Roses for the Dead 
 

This past week, I brought roses to the dead — 36 white blooms for the 36 righteous ones of 

mystical Judaism, the ones who though unknown to anyone keep the world turning towards 

justice and beauty and the gathering of light.  We had gotten word that the Mt. Carmel Jewish 

cemetery here in Philadelphia had been vandalized and I knew I had to go and once again bear 

witness. Hoping to be there quietly and unnoticed, we arrived to a wide scattering of local and 

national news trucks with their satellite dishes and roving reporters, a hovering drone camera, a 

circling helicopter and the mayor, gratefully without an entourage.  

 

Inside the cemetery, headstone upon headstone upon headstone lay toppled. Over 500 of them, 

by some accounts, (though news reports only gave credence to 100), massive granite stones 

heaved off their foundations over and over and over, over and over and over again. The sheer 

physical fierceness of the destruction was assaulting and inescapable. Such vituperative 

madness can knock the wind right out of you.  

 

The five of us had come for the dead, for those whose resting place had been assaulted here 

and the previous week in St. Louis, for their descendants, for the Jewish community, for all 

communities subjected to vicious violence, for any of us torn up by fear, and for the ground and 

trees, once again bearers and witnesses to all of it.  

 

We walked among the toppled graves, now and then resting a hand on a stone. We said little. 

Two of us were drawn to a small patch of grass near a section of many toppled stones where it 

seemed a human bulldozer had come through with an avalanche of destructive zeal. There we 

all sang. We asked for protection for what we love. Mostly we were silent.  

 

A couple approached us, looking for their relatives’ graves, not easy to find in the expansive 

hillside of mayhem. It turned out we were sitting right beside them. Together we spoke the 

ancient words of the Kaddish, the Jewish prayer of mourning. We honored the tradition of laying 

pebbles on the gravestones, and I offered them white roses to place there also. 

 



Without knowing that in Jewish tradition, a cemetery is made sacred for burial by walking its 

perimeter seven times, one of us had imagined the five of us walking the circumference of the 

burial ground. So, we walked slowly, sometimes in silence, sometimes singing, picking up trash, 

stopping again to lay pebbles and white roses on top of toppled stones.  

 

Being in the midst of violent devastation can feel like being swallowed by an undertow. No 

sooner do you poke your head up than the current of outrage and sorrow grabs your feet with 

the weight of generations and pulls you back under. On that afternoon the only lifeline was a 

hand and pebble placed on a stone, the ancient words of mourning spoken among strangers, a 

chant, a rose, a restless silence offered in the presence of the undertow’s power. The wind, in 

her own way, was sweeping through like sweet medicine.  

 

We had intended to be at the cemetery incognito. Yet the next day, we found ourselves on the 

front page, above the fold of the Philadelphia Inquirer in a large photo of the five of us praying 

amidst the toppled stones. That drone camera had taken our photo had been taken from above. 

The caption read, “Visitors pray amid the damage.”  

 

I saw it then, in that moment when our gathering was shown to us from a distance. We are 

visitors, guests on this earth, borrowing time from a slice of eternity. And there’s sure damage all 

over, ancient and modern, the unquiet dead calling out from their forgotten hiding places, and 

the current deluges of hate, anger and fear in their daily cataclysms of destruction. And then 

there’s the circle of prayer, that geometry of wholeness called into the middle of all of it, as 

witness and legion singing and silent, never a solitary venture, for even if you are alone on a hill, 

the air and the ground and the sky are singing with you.   

 

“Visitors pray amid the damage.” It’s a good job description for our time.   
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MIRIAM GREENSPAN 
 
Trump Nightmares and the Medicine of Resistance    
 
The morning Donald Trump was elected President, I shook like a leaf. My whole body 

trembled with fear. I had to sit down. It was as though I’d just heard that someone I love 

had been attacked or killed. 

 

This was no irrational anxiety—it was a profound bodily intelligence, registering the 

enormity of the threat Trump poses to our democracy and to the world. It wasn’t shock 

that shook me. I wasn’t surprised by Trump’s win. I’d predicted it many months before 

when most people were treating him like a bad joke. In a moment of electric intuition I felt 

it in the air—that the United States was ripe for a demagogue. I could feel this in my 

body in the same way that a victim of assault can feel a predator close by. She can 

sense the presence even if it’s not visible.  

 

My sensitive antennae have been fine-tuned by my history as the daughter of Holocaust 

survivors.  My parents survived two different fascisms, one from the Right and one from 

the Left. Newly married just before the Nazis invaded Poland in 1939, they 

honeymooned on the run, landing in the Soviet-occupied sector of the country, where 

they were greeted by Communist fascists who put them on cattle cars and imprisoned 

them in a Siberian gulag for the sin of being “suspicious persons” (i.e. Jews on the run 

from Hitler). 

 

When they returned to Poland five years later, their world had disappeared, their families 

turned to smoke in Auschwitz and Treblinka. I was born in a refugee camp, my first 

home for the first four years of my life. I came to this country, a scrawny kid with big 

eyes, knowing in my bones that the world can steal your life in a heartbeat. 

 

The fear that I felt as a child in the Displaced Persons camp, and growing up in the south 

Bronx, was not only a response to the dangers of my immediate environment. It was an 

energy I carried transpersonally, transmitted to me by parents traumatized by genocide.   

 



For years before and after my parents told me their Holocaust stories, I dreamed 

recurrently of an un-nameable Onslaught on its way to destroy everything in its path. In 

the dream, I am trying to save myself and others, packing my bags to get on a train, 

unable to pack quickly enough to escape the approaching cataclysm. The dream always 

ends with a feeling of overwhelming dread. 

 

The dreadful menace in this dream is personified for me now, in 21st century America, by 

Donald Trump. My childhood fear that the world is not safe is now a common feeling for 

millions of Americans who have been privileged enough never to have felt it before. 

 

Who feels safe in America today? If you’re not afraid, you’ve either drunk Trump’s Kool-

Aid or you’re not paying attention. What we’re witnessing is the advance of a uniquely 

American brand of fascism. Especially if you’re anyone with a history of anxiety, 

depression, or trauma, it feels like there’s no place to rest. Not in the past. Not in the 

imagined future. And not in the present, with its escalating madness. In a time of rising 

chaos, as Trump’s administration and a fascist-enabling Republican Congress do their 

best to actively disable or passively collaborate with the dismantling of democracy, our 

collective dreams carry the truth that is either intentionally or unwittingly obfuscated by 

the White House and the media. 

 

*** 

 

In the weeks and months following the election and inauguration of Donald Trump, I 

began to fill a dream journal with nightmares. The feeling of radical unsafety is the heart 

of most of these dreams; being hunted, losing my children are recurrent themes. There 

are three that seem particularly important at this time. I have listed them in sequence. 

 

Dream #1 

I am living in a new house and looking out glass doors at the length of the backyard. At 

first glance this is a luxurious strip of land but looking closer I see that the land is 

completely arid and desiccated. The soil is cracked and yellow and marked with deep 

crevices. Looking out to the left I see the ocean and think “Oh! Ocean view property!” 



This seems promising but then I see that the surf is rolling in. The storm surge will soon 

flood the house.    

 

I had my first dream about climate change in the late 1970’s. I dreamed the seasons out 

of joint and the sun too hot. I have had many since then. But in this post-Trump dream, 

climate change is on my doorstep. Drought and flood, two of the rising environmental 

threats brought about by an overheated planet, are immediate threats to my home.  

 

This was my first dream response to Trump—that with him as our leader, the ecocidal 

madness of our civilization would now be driven up to the highest notch. The 

ascendancy of Trump is a threat to the earth and all its sentient beings, a threat that, if 

left unchecked, will speed our way to planetary disaster.  

 

Dream #2 

I am walking through a house and there’s a single bed in a small room. I’m about to lie 

down when I alarmed by a man in my bed. It is Trump, wearing nothing but loose white 

underpants, expecting me to have sex with him! His body is covered with little blond 

hairs, a big bloated mass of air and fat. He is smiling a smug little grin and very pleased 

himself. Then he turns to show me his backside and says “Oops! I took a dump in my 

pants!” He thinks his being full of shit is amusing. I am filled with a disgust so 

overwhelming that it is palpable when I wake up. 

 

This dream speaks for itself. People of good conscience are experiencing en masse a 

kind of moral repugnance and nausea, responding to a noxious, noisome poison 

circulating in the air, a poison we are breathing in and that we cannot escape—though 

we can try to mitigate its effects. 

 

The bulk of my dreams for the next several months had do with being hunted by violent 

men, running, trying to escape. The terror of my parents’ world, now mine. Other dreams 

concerned my fears for my daughter’s health and safety. Esther is a beautiful soul with a 

multitude of physical and mental disabilities who relies on state funding to support her in 

the group home in which she lives and the day program in which she participates. In one 

dream, her funding dries up—again, a very rational fear. In another, I dream that, from 



now on, babies born with any physical or mental impairments or infirmities will have to 

be buried alive or killed and then buried. Hitler declared Jews, homosexuals, and people 

with disabilities “useless eaters,” unworthy of life. Trump has a similar contempt for 

human life and a penchant for creating scapegoats. 

 

 

Dream #3 Thanksgiving night, 2016 

I’m on the street. People are hunting for me. I am their prey. There are laws that, if 

broken, will get me arrested—though it’s unclear what the laws are. There is danger 

everywhere. I’m holding a small container of homeopathic medicine. A man walks up 

and he is about to arrest me for this. I am defiant. I take two homeopathic pills in front of 

him and say, with a smile: “You don’t expect me to police myself, do you? I’ll go on until I 

can’t anymore!” He is charmed by my attitude (though he was menacing at first) and lets 

me get away with it—like a Nazi with his ‘favorite’ Jew. My refusal to be docile makes me 

interesting to him. 

 

Here’s how I see this dream: it is the turning point in which the traumatized victim of my 

Trump nightmares becomes a woman of courage and resistance.  

 

What is the medicine of my dream? Homeopathy is a delegitimized medicine. It is not 

covered by insurance. It is not recognized as medicine. It is debunked by scientists who 

speak of ‘anecdotal evidence’ while knowing little about it and who claim that it is anti-

scientific. It is a disputed medicine—accepted as legitimate in Europe while American 

‘scientists’ continue to witch-hunt it. (I have never heard of a single instance of 

homeopathy harming anyone whereas Western ‘scientific’ pharmaceuticals are 

responsible for untold deaths and irreparable harm). 

 

In homeopathic medicine, a micro amount of something that is poisonous is medicine for 

the condition that it would cause if taken in larger amount. In this dream, I am taking in a 

poison in benign, healing form. The medicine’s power is that it transforms something 

potentially dangerous into something curative. 

 



I am brazenly resisting the laws that would keep this medicine out of the hands of the 

people. I will not police myself i.e. I will not buy into the culture that says I must regard 

the medicine as criminal. I am an open practitioner of forbidden medicine—a 

homeopathic witch! My relationship with the authorities is personal; i.e., I am face-to-face 

with someone who would jail me and openly defiant. This is in contrast to the ways in 

which I have to be hidden in order to survive my persecutors in the recurrent dreams I’ve 

had since Trump came to power. In this dream, I step out of being the victim of 

persecution and I am smilingly taunting my persecutor that I will resist his authority until I 

die. Resistance is this: a personal act of defiance that stems from a refusal to be 

dominated. And the willingness to die for this refusal. Standing up entails courage—the 

willingness to master the fear of death. It’s not just a matter of changing consciousness 

but of actions in the world. 

 

In a sense, the medicine is the resistance itself—for it is the resistance that heals our 

helplessness and fear. The healing of our democracy will not come about without this 

resistance to the tyranny of Trump and his enablers.   

 

This is the dream I return to when I need to remind myself to live with my fear in a post-

Trump nation as gracefully as I can. And to resist in whatever ways I can the fascist 

advance. For me, given the constraints of my life, that resistance has to do with writing 

as clearly and forcefully as I can about Trump and fascism, guided by the wisdom I have 

received from my ancestors. 

 

The Jewish sage Rebbe Nachman of Bratzlav said, “The entire world is a narrow bridge. 

The most important thing is not to be afraid.” I don’t think he meant that we should not 

feel afraid, but rather that we should not let fear overtake us. We should not be cowed by 

our nightmares. We should not let fear propel us to jump off the bridge or to push each 

other off.  

 

The great theologian Abraham Heschel said: “God is waiting for us to redeem the world.” 

May we find a way, together, to strengthen the narrow bridge of this world that so 

desperately needs to be redeemed. 
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SHARON ENGLISH 

Nourishing the Future 

In my dream, I’m walking on a trail by the river Thames in London, ON, near the neighbourhood 

where I grew up. I enter the ravine, moving into the woods, and find myself at place I know well 

where the river bends. The current’s powerful here, and on the opposite bank rises a sandy cliff 

full of swallows’ nests. I swim across, emerging on a ribbon of sand at the cliff’s base. Suddenly, 

I’m naked. I roll in the sand vigorously, really getting it into my skin and hair. Then I lie back, 

waiting.  

A rope or belt, interwoven with shells, comes up from the ground and hooks me by the neck, 

hard. I resist briefly, instinctively, then surrender, and am pulled into the earth. It’s utterly dark, 

and for a while I see and feel nothing but the rope now loosely about me. Then a place appears, 

dimly in the distance: a small beach against a rock face with a cave opening there and a little 

fire burning before it. It’s night. I come and sit by the fire. I can sense water close by, though can 

see nothing but my immediate surroundings and stars overhead. The white sand is fine and 

cool. All is still. I feel like I’m in a spirit world, or our world long ago.  

I lie down, thinking to sleep. A crab emerges from the sand and crawls onto me. Though briefly 

unnerved, I accept it. Then many crabs emerge. They crawl all over me—and they begin to eat 

me.  

This happens fast and slow. My awareness is focused on them: their eyes glinting in the 

moonlight, their delicate legs, their smooth hard backs and strange claws. I’m a floating 

awareness now; I’ve become food to nourish them. They eat neatly, until everything is gone and 

only my clothing and bones remain. All of this feels utterly holy: a great, spiritual event.  

The crabs disperse, some toward the unseen water and some nearer to the cave, where they 

lay eggs in the sand. Disembodied, I observe, aware that I ‘am’ the crabs now and that I’m  

making possible the next generation of crabs. This feels totally right.  

I find myself crossing the Thames River again—but the I who emerges on shore is not the same 

person. I feel distinctively other. I’m barefoot now, and wearing a long blue dress interwoven 

with shells, with shells adorning my hair. I feel beautiful.  



 

What does it mean to be devoured? According to the dream, it means offering oneself fully to 

the needs of others—in this case, earth and spirit. Doing so ensures there’s a future. Doing so 

brings to life the shelled one, the beautiful barefooted woman in blue. 

All of us learn early on in this culture that humans occupy the top of the food chain. We choose 

what we eat. We call the shots! And do we ever do that: we eat and eat, and regard those who 

dare nibble us or our food as vermin. In this dream, however, there is no ‘top,’ only the cycle of 

life and spiritual transformation.  

It’s time to give our old identities over. We must act—and the action required is to stop: stop 

interfering, stop controlling, stop thinking we know best. Be naked, and surrender. Trust that 

Earth, which has created us, knows what to do. Crab will take it from there. Crabs are 

scavengers and meticulous cleaners. Sensitive and tough. They operate on land and water. 

What better creature to consume our tainted selves, and create new life?  

Our sacred task now is to dissolve pride of ‘first place’ and lordship, to give over our old 

identities on behalf of the law of creation. Can we trust this earth? How can we not? The best of 

who we are can feed the future of all beings. This is the path to becoming earth-human, spirit-

human—integrated human beings. Then there will be a future.   
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KRISTIN FLYNTZ 
 

Truth and Silencing 
 

 

It is a bright, sunny day. I am outside with a shopping cart, collecting evidence. Two men 

are standing nearby and depart upon seeing me.  

 

I pull out a small silver key. It will open a mailbox in which are documents that will serve 

as evidence. Before I can open the mailbox, one of the men returns. He is tall, broad-

shouldered. He doesn’t like what I’m up to. He smiles down at me. He thinks he can 

charm or cajole me out of it. I tell him, “Go away. This is not your truth, this is not your 

story.” He replies, “But it has to do with me”, intimating that he should have a say in how 

the story gets told.  

 

He looms over me, and I feel he means to do me harm.  

 

He beats and binds me, then seals my mouth shut with duct tape before dumping me in 

a body of water. The key is under my tongue. 

 
This dream came a month before the U.S. Presidential election, when already there 

were signs that the truth – including our understanding of and relationship to it – was in 

jeopardy.  Fast forward to May 2017, following the introduction of “alternative facts” into 

the national lexicon; baseless claims of voter fraud during the election and wiretapping of 

then-candidate Trump by President Obama; and of course, the unceremonious and 

controversial “dumping” of several high-profile individuals who had ties to investigations 

involving the current President and members of his campaign and/or administration.  

Perhaps, as in the dream, whatever emerges from these investigations—provided they 

are allowed to continue independently and unimpeded—ultimately will not be “his story.” 

Regardless, this is a man who seemingly cannot rest until every story becomes a story 

about him, and who will go to extreme lengths to shape the narrative in ways that he 



views as favorable to himself.  If present day headlines are accurate, this includes 

attempts to silence those who would potentially discredit or otherwise undermine him.  

 

Dream #2, April 2017: I drive through an urban area, followed by a white pickup truck. Its 

driver’s side door is emblazoned with the words and logo of an organization that traffics 

humans. In its bed, the truck carries large garbage bins, the kind distributed by the local 

waste management company. 

 

From my rearview mirror, I can see into the bed of the truck. The top of one of the bins 

opens. Inside are three young female faces. One of the girls wears a red scarf around 

her head. In the middle is a girl of maybe seven years old. Against the darkness of her 

skin, I see the whites of her terrified eyes as she meets mine in the mirror. Her white 

teeth gleam in a grimaced cry for help. Another bin opens; it holds three young boys. 

Dazed and despondent, they look ahead, not seeing, the light gone out of their eyes. 

Toward the front of the bed, a bald woman in a hospital gown crouches with her 

husband. In the back of the bed, another nearly bald woman, gaunt and curling in on 

herself, looks up into the face of her husband. He cannot meet her gaze, his graying 

head hung low in what I know is his shame for being unable to save her, them, from this 

fate. Foremost in the bed, sitting behind the driver, is a younger, bearded man, and I 

wonder if he is a guard.  

 

I make a plan. At the next stoplight, I will get out of my car and jump into the bed of the 

truck. I will open the bins and set those poor people free.  

 

But I keep driving. It will never work, I say to myself. I will not be able to move fast 

enough. The guard might shoot me, and then what good would I be? I do not stop. I do 

not help.  

 

Later, at home, I have taken to the couch, ill – my stomach gripped by pain and nausea. 

My mother and sister sit across from me, wondering what is wrong with me. I tell them 

two inane stories about minor grievances from my workday. They are silent, listening, 

watching. Finally, I am overtaken by guilt and shame for what I have done – what I have 

failed to do – and for what will happen to those people because I looked away. I cry, 



“Now can I tell you the truth about why I am so sick?”  

 

Upon waking, the dream lodges in my body, as real as a waking event or memory of 

one, and when I tell it, I am undone. The faces of the children, the searching eyes of the 

old woman, and her husband’s broken spirit assert themselves, and I cannot wipe them 

away.  

 

This dream comes post-election, amid travels bans, increased deportations, a worldwide 

refugee crisis, and a proposed healthcare bill that may potentially create dire 

circumstances for millions of Americans. It wants my attention. It magnifies the stakes 

and impact of what it wants me to see and understand. It challenges the stories I tell 

myself about the kind of person I am, upending my sense of righteousness by holding up 

a mirror too big to ignore, urging me to ask and answer: Who or what suffers so that I 

can feel safe and comfortable and enjoy countless conveniences? To what do I close my 

eyes and heart because helping asks more of me than I am willing to give? When do I 

silence myself from speaking out against something I know is wrong? How many 

seemingly “minor” betrayals might add up to the moral equivalent of abandoning a truck 

full of trafficking victims? And, lest I get stuck in a paralyzing vortex of self-scrutiny and 

blame: What actions will I take, however seemingly small or insignificant, to become 

trustworthy?  

 

More than ever, these questions seem urgent and worthy of exploration, given how high 

and how fast the stakes have risen for so much that was already in jeopardy.  

 

Taken together, these dreams illustrate silencing, both externally and internally imposed. 

In addition, they expose the illusion of safety and make clear that speaking and silence, 

action and inaction – all come with risks and consequences. The question for this 

dreamer is not which choice poses the greatest threat to her personal safety, but which 

choice will keep her humanity intact.  

 

In both dreams, the key to the truth is in the body.  In the first, it is secreted away under 

the woman’s tongue. Tongue is the organ of speech; it is also another word for 



language. The key to the truth is under her tongue —perhaps beneath language – at 

least spoken language, e.g. in dreams.  

 

In the second dream, a woman closes her heart to the suffering of others, remaining 

passive and silent; her unspoken shame makes her sick. In Traditional Chinese 

Medicine, the tongue is directly connected to the heart; a heart out of balance impedes 

our ability to speak clearly and with a strong voice; disharmony in the heart can also 

manifest in stomach disorders such as ulcers.  

 

Amid the chaos and distraction that increasingly defines daily life, it helps me to 

remember that more often that not, my body tells me much of what I need to know about 

what is true. The “gut” feeling, the rising hair on the back of my neck, the knot in my 

stomach, the goose bumps on my arm—these are sources of wisdom from beyond my 

thinking mind, keys to truths that cannot, and will not, be silenced.  
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AVIVA RAHMANI 

RAPED BY MONSTERS; CROSSING A RICKETY BRIDGE 

Since the Election of this administration, and the crushing of resistance at Standing 

Rock, the task of establishing alternative models has become infinitely more challenging. 

February 7, 2017: Mitch McConnell silenced Senator Elizabeth Warren in the Senate. 

“(A) rebuke of Warren came after the Massachusetts Democrat read a letter written 30 

years ago by Coretta Scott King, the widow of Martin Luther King Jr., opposing the 

nomination of Jeff Sessions for a federal judgeship.” -CNN 

http://www.cnn.com/2017/02/07/politics/elizabeth-warren-silenced/ 

February 8, 2017: 

T.'s militants ring Warren with bayonets in the midst of a rally crowd trying to free her, 

while Gov. Christie rapes her in their circle.  I thought it was about the De Vos 

appointment.  

Now I think the ether was screaming through the zeitgeist that we are all being raped by 

these monsters. It isn’t only women who are being attacked. Anything vulnerable, 

beautiful, or wise seems under attack, which is why Christie and De Vos featured in the 

dream as representing attacks on civil integrity and public education. Women in this 

country are being implicitly raped by the Republican Party, led by Donald Trump. We are 

being raped by the normalization of rape culture, assaults on Planned Parenthood, and 

the Health Bill proposed to date. As a woman, I am outraged by this suppression of 

human rights. As an artist, it increases my anxiety about my own and others’ freedom of 

expression. The dream viscerally illustrates my fears. As the producer of The Blued 

Trees Symphony, it makes the songs of the tree-soloists in that project more complex 

and dramatic in their crescendos.  

The mission of the Blued Trees Symphony is to define human relationships to other 

species, to trees, water and soil as the basis for public good, a definition that could save 

humans from the worst consequences of the Anthropocene Era and a fossil- fuel-based 



economy. Each measure of the work is 1/3 mile long, and the painted trees represent 

aerial songs, referencing musical notes, chords and transitions determined by local 

biogeography. Miles of trees in the path of natural gas pipelines have been painted since 

2015, copyrighted as one sonified biogeographic sculpture and then prepared for 

litigation against the eminent domain takings of natural gas corporations.  

In April 2017, I was notified that I would be the first Fellow for Contemplative Practice 

from A Blade of Grass (ABOG http://www.abladeofgrass.org),in partnership with the 

Hemera Foundation. Their support came as the full malice of the t. regime unfolded 

against resistance to natural gas pipelines at Standing Rock. May 4, 2017 I performed 

an excerpt from The Blued Trees Symphony for the Fellows reception that was a 

recitative of legal text and singing with the audience from the Coda, created for the days 

before the November 2016 Election. The following two days, the 2017 Fellows gathered 

for workshops with ABOG.  

Monday May 8, 2017, I woke from two new nightmares.  

I. 

I have been directed to climb down a wide, deep, sandstone well to get someplace else. 

The deeper I go, the darker, the more shallow and inconsistent the foot and hand holds, 

till I begin screaming for help, but no one hears me. At last, I am heard and know 

someone is coming to help me escape and find the correct route to safety. I wake before 

I am rescued.  

II. 

I am part of a large party crossing a rickety bridge, many on horseback, when two of the 

horses begin to panic, throwing their riders. I rush in to help in the chaos.  

In both dreams, the situation was dire, but hope was en route and I was part of the 

rescue. 



I began The Blued Trees Symphony in the belief that now was the time to develop new 

models of public good and justice, based on recognizing our interdependence with other 

species, and our dependence on clean water.  

All three dreams 

express my own 

sense of globalized 

mortal terror. As I 

develop The Blued 

Trees Symphony, it 

seems that (with 

others, the prospect 

of a totalitarian fossil 

fuel regime in the 

country, while we long 

for rescue, is terrifying 

but not hopeless. The 

well in my dream is 

the terrifying world t. is creating, in which artists are trying to find our way to a better 

future but are forced to descend into ever deeper and more dangerous depths. The 

bridge is the transition we must effect from that old, corrupt world that threatens all life on 

earth, to one that might survive the Anthropocene despite current chaos. In the last 

dreams, despite the threats, I see a mosaic of alternative visions for our future. We may 

yet survive. The hope is that when a small group of like-minded and determined people 

with vision assemble, amazing things can be accomplished. 
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2009, she began presenting performance workshops on her theoretical approach to 

environmental restoration. Rahmani received an Arts and Healing Network award in 

2009 for her work on water. She is currently an Affiliate at the Institute for Arctic and 

Alpine Research (INSTAAR), University of Colorado Boulder. In 2015 she was awarded 

a National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) Ecology Residency with the International 

Studio & Curatorial Program (ISCP) to work on the Newtown Creek superfund site. 

 

The Blued Trees Symphony (2015 - present) is an international project that has been 

installed and copyrighted in the path of natural gas pipelines across many miles of the 

American continent at multiple sites. It is an aspect of Gulf to Gulf (2009- present), a 

New York Foundation for the Arts (NYFA)- sponsored project exploring how art might 

affect climate change policies. The Blued Trees Symphony was awarded a NYFA 

Fellowship in 2016, as well as a grant from the Ethelwyn Doolittle Justice and Outreach 

Fund of the Community Church of New York, Unitarian Universalist and in 2017 received 

an award from A Blade of Grass.  

 

 
 



SHULA LEVINE 
 

Everything is alive and communicating 
 

 I sit beneath a graceful old tree wrapped in tattered sacred cloth. Its deep, calm 

presence fills me. 

 

Soon I am traveling below the surface of the earth along the roots of the tree, am aware 

of being underground, and of the incredibly complex network of information and life force 

all around me. Aware of respiration. The entire community below the surface works 

together in intricate beauty to feed and breathe and decompose and regenerate. 

Everything essential comes from this energy pulsing around me.  Information is passed 

between species, bugs, roots, the microbes of the soils itself. Everything is alive and 

communicating. I am aware that I can’t possibly understand this language, but I am also 

aware that  all I am supposed to understand is this gorgeous complexity.  The Earth is 

quite literally speaking. 

 

Then I am walking on a quiet stretch of ocean beach. It is a familiar place, the shore of 

Wellfleet, Massachusetts. A seal raises her head from the surface of the ocean and 

makes eye contact with me. Then she is guiding me beneath the surface of the ocean. 

Again I am aware that my senses are not equipped to fully comprehend what I am being 

shown, but I have a sense of vast intelligence being transmitted. I experience something 

like synesthesia— hearing smell, and tasting sound—there is so much information 

pulsing within the water, between species, between elements. I am aware that though I 

am unable to perceive and receive all that is here, it is enough to feel awe and deep 

reverence for it 

 

Then I am on what feels like an abandoned city street. It feels like a poor residential 

neighborhood, run down, a heavy feeling of despondency in the air. There are no people 

in this scene except for one young boy, maybe eleven years old, sitting on the steps of a 

building. It is as though he has been waiting a long time for something to happen. I move 

toward him with the feeling that we are in a silent movie— sound has been muted, a 



stark contrast to the fervor of sound and energy in the soil and ocean. I have the sense 

that I am supposed to drum for him. I feel hesitant, awkward, self conscious, but there is 

a frame drum in my hand, and I realize that I am supposed to reconnect the boy to an 

essential life force that has been exiled. I start to drum. 

 

Then I am in the midst of outer-space. It is dark, but there are an infinite number of 

distant stars shining. I feel the stars are radiating love, streaming unending love and 

nourishment and protection to the whole planet and to all beings on the planet. I laugh, 

realizing what a grand truth this is. There is so much love streaming toward us all of the 

time.  

 

This vision came to me in April 2017 as the Trump administration’s "alternative facts” 

attempt to undermine the legitimacy of scientific evidence and minimize the impact of 

environmental catastrophe all around us. 

 

I believe that this vision calls us to  “listen beneath the surface,” to be in direct, primal 

relation to the Earth— to awaken to the mysteries of the natural world that are just 

beyond our human senses and intellectual capacities. Elemental energies are showing 

us what is true, the ongoing processes by which the planet is a living organism, trying to 

survive and heal herself. 

 

This vision also calls us to bring tools of ritual awareness and sacred sound to heal the 

broken places in society. And ultimately, it offers the gift of experiencing the vast, 

unifying energy of love that permeates every aspect of the universe. 
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Laura D. Bellmay 

Cobra Issues a Warning 

 

May 8, 2017. I am visiting people in a community of healing. I am a stranger here. We prepare 

for ritual and for me to travel somewhere on their behalf. The community bestows a huge 

dump truck upon me for the journey. The truck is full of muddy water. I search on the outside of 

the truck for a lever so I can dump the muddy water out. However, there is no lever.  

 

I travel to a place that is the Coliseum. An entire world community prepares for ritual. In 

silence, we enter this huge open-air structure with a dusty dirt floor. Tall, thick walls of stones 

about 50-feet high surround us. The walls that encircle us are a formidable circle of protection. 

Many people from many different countries who speak different languages all gather in this 

Coliseum. In spite of how many there are, everyone gathers in silence to form a huge circle 

inside the walls.  

 

An invisible Cobra enters the circle. An iridescent orange scarf floats on top of the serpent’s 

unseen head. Because everyone sees the scarf, each knows the serpent is present beneath it. 

The crowd is hushed.  

 

Cobra stops moving. It arches upon its tail in its full power with its fan fully spread. From this 

position, it moves its head slightly to the right and “points” to a man in the 8 o'clock position in 

the circle. Everyone in the circle is dumbstruck realizing that a powerful spirit is present and is 

pointing out wrongdoing in this man.”  

 

The beginning of this dream speaks to me of the situation at Standing Rock Indian 

Reservation, where the Dakota Access oil pipeline has been laid beneath the Missouri and 
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Mississippi Rivers, and burrows beneath a part of Lake Oahe near the Reservation. As of this 

writing, oil has begun to flow through the pipeline, which is a threat to clean water for many 

along these two major rivers and for those who depend on Lake Oahe for water. In addition, 

the pipeline desecrates the Indians’ sacred ancient burial ground.  

 

The water is in a “dump truck”, and is undrinkable and unusable. Disposing of the putrefied 

water by releasing it into the earth has consequences. . The community knows this. They 

require this woman to carry the dirty water to a place where it can be purified. The dream 

instructs us that we must carry what we are given to carry – in this case, water in need of 

purification – on behalf of healing for the community. The water protectors and allies of 

Standing Rock understand this. 

 

I arrive at the Coliseum, a place where believers of certain faiths were persecuted for sport and 

enjoyment. The Roman Coliseum, the same culture that stripped away the sacred, peaceful 

matriarchies that existed for 5,000 years previous, fed on the violation, oppression, and 

domination of others. These victimized religious “outcasts” were a threat to the power structure 

of the day; they were captured, tortured, and defiled at the pleasure of those in power. 

Animals, too, were defiled— torn away from their homes, starved, and abused in confinement 

until, mad from mistreatment, they were released into the Coliseum’s arena to feed on the 

victimized and starving humans. 

Those in power in the Coliseum believed it was their right to dominate by fear, intimidation, and 

torture. Dishonor, desecration, and humiliation were the strategies the Romans used to violate 

the bodies, spirits, and families of the Christians who were just practicing their faith. We see a 

contemporary version of this in the plight of the Standing Rock Sioux. 
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In the dream, however, there is a sacred ceremony at the Coliseum. The intention of healing is 

present. A restoration will occur. People from countless places, countries and continents, all 

speaking different languages, have traveled a long way to be here. They are each 

ambassadors of their peoples. Thousands of people gather silently to form a circle within the 

Coliseum walls. 

 

During the ceremony, a traitor is uncovered within the group. People feel betrayed (by their 

leaders). In numerology the number “8” is known as the karmic equalizer. It is the number of 

wealth and financial largesse. It is the sign of “reaping what you sow.” A day of reckoning is 

here.  

 

The cobra, the most powerful symbol of kundalini energy, arises during times of ecstasy or 

catastrophe. This kundalini experience t brings deep wisdom and the possibility of 

transformation Here, the cobra carries a warning.  

 

It is the orange scarf, not the cobra, per se, that at first captures the attention of the Council. 

Orange is the color of the second chakra, which is located below the navel. The main energy of 

this color is creativity and feeling. It also carries meanings associated with water and water 

flow.  

 

Thus, Cobra, which symbolizes catastrophe and transformation, appears to a group of healers 

gathered in Council to consider the peril of the planet and issues a warning.  

 

The sacred waters were “muddied” by the pipeline expansion. The water protectors of 

Standing Rock fought hard to make amends to the earth and to stop the pipeline. Their efforts 
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are not in vain, they never were. They have created good karma. In the dream, numerology 

shows us that though those in power have betrayed those who have put faith in them, 

equilibrium will be restored.  
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