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Ecocriticism: Storytelling, Values, Communication, Contact
Scott Slovic, University of Nevada, Reno

I left Japan in August 1994 after eleven months of teach-
ing in Tokyo and Kanazawa and many trips around the coun-
try, serving as a kind of temporary “nature writing guru”
among scholars and students who had, a year earlier, never
heard of “ecocriticism” or “nature writing.” It is a wonderful
treat to be back here again, at least for a short visit. I presented
countless introductory lectures on “literature and environ-
ment” during my last stay in Japan, so often repeating myself
that my lecturing voice invaded my dreams at night. But now,
a year later, I find that there is a burgeoning new movement in
this field on these islands of mountains, rice fields, temples,
skyscrapers, and haiku. ASLE-Japan, which started out with
about thirty people at the English Literary Society of Japan
Conference in Kumamoto in May 1994, now has approxi-
mately 100 members, I believe. ASLE-US, which was bornin
October 1992 when fifty-four scholars met at the Western
Literature Association Conference in Reno, Nevada, now has
more than 750 members; approximately 300 people gathered
at the recent ASLE Conference in Fort Collins, Colorado.

In my introductory talks on nature writing and environ-
mentally conscious literary scholarship, I frequently define
“ecocriticism” in the following way: “the term means either
the study of nature writing by way of any scholarly approach
or, conversely, the scrutiny of ecological implications and
human-nature relationships in any literary text, even texts that
seem, at first glance, oblivious of the nonhuman world. The
new enthusiasm for the study of ‘literature and environment’
in the United States is not only a reaction to the impressive
aesthetic achievement of American nature writing, but an in-
dication of contemporary society’s growing consciousness of
the importance and fragility of the nonhuman world.” That’s
my general —and quite inclusive—description of the field,
but in providing advice to other literary scholars interested in
ecocriticism, I frequently highlight the following ideas:

1. Storytelling.

Ecocritics should tell stories, should use narrative asa con-
stant or intermittent strategy for literary analysis. The purpose
is not to compete with the literature itself, but simply to illumi-
nate and appreciate the context of reading—that is, to embrace
the literary text as language that somehow contributes to our
lives “out in the world.” We must not reduce our scholarship to
an arid, hyper-intellectual game, devoid of smells and tastes,
devoid of actual experience. Encounter the world and litera-
ture together, then report about the conjunctions, the intersect-
ing patterns. Analyze and explain literature through
storytelling—or tell your own stories and then, subsequently,
show how contact with the world shapes your responses to
texts. See John Elder’s Imagining the Earth (1985; revised edi-
tion 1996) and Kent Ryden’s Mapping the Invisible Land-
scape (1993) for examples of intermittent “narrative scholar-
ship.” I’ve experimented with narrative at the end of Seeking
Awareness in American Nature Writing (1992), as has Frank
Stewart in the final chapter of A Natural History of Nature
Writing (1995).

2. Values.

For several years I’ve pondered a bold claim that Glen
Love made in “Revaluing Nature: Toward an Ecological Criti-
cism” (Western American Literature, November 1990). I often
begin my courses with this thought, transforming Love’s as-
sertion into a question: could it be that “the most important
function of literature today is to redirect human consciousness
to a full consideration of its place in a threatened world”?
When I told Glen Love how important his article, and espe-
cially that concluding statement, has been to my own work, he
said he wished that he had written the “most important func-
tion of literary criticism today” rather than the “most important
function of literature,” emphasizing the moral component of
our work as academics—actual literary artists, in many cases,
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have never forgotten that values are at the heart of literature.
Love’s comment seems to throw “scholarly poise and neutral-
ity” out the window. But it occurs to me more and more these
days that literature is, indeed, much more than an intellectual
toy, created for the pleasure of clever, but “irresponsible,”
critics who resist taking stances on what’s happening in the
world. Literary scholarship and literature itself are, on the
most fundamental level, associated with with human values
and attitudes. We should, as critics and teachers of literature,
consider how literary expression challenges and directs read-
ers to decide what in the world is important/meaningful to
them. We can’t afford to shy away from the issue of values—
this is the proper domain of literary studies (and such fields as
philosophy and religious studies), and it’s one reason why the
humanities should be a crucial part of university programs in
environmental studies. The
exploration of “environmen-
tal values” and various ap-
proaches to “environmental
valuation” will be one of our
concerns at the University of
Nevada’s new Center for En-
vironmental Arts and Hu-
manities in Reno. I myself am
currently thinking about the
issue of “value” as I read
Steven Connor’s Theory and
Cultural Value (Blackwell,
1992) and James S. Hans’s
The Value(s) of Literature
(SUNY, 1990).

3. Communication.

Try not to waste words and paper. If you have something
to say, say it clearly and directly —communicate. So much lit-
erary scholarship is unreadable garbage, apparently not in-
tended for a real audience. I think ecocritics, of all people,
ought to challenge themselves to use language with clarity and
elegance. Those of us who study nature writing have some of
the world’s best models (writing that communicates) in front
of us day after day.

4. Contact.

A year ago, following the meeting of the Chu-Shikoku
American Literary Society, I traveled with Professor
Kinoshita and Professor Kamioka to visit eighty-four-year-old
farmer/philosopher Masanobu Fukuoka, the author of The
One-Straw Revolution (Shizen noho wara ippon no kakumei

in Japanese, 1975),* in the mountains outside of Matsuyama.
After spending a few hours walking around Fukuoka-san’s
jungle-like orchards, we went to have tea in a primitive hut.
While drinking tea, we listened to Fukuoka-san talk about
farming and nature. Then I asked him something I had been
wondering during our entire visit. Did he think it might be pos-
sible for universities to contribute to our understanding of na-
ture? What did he think of these three literature professors who
had come to see him? Fukuoka-san seemed to look right past
me, and then he said, “Listen to the bird sing.” I thought he
simply hadn’t heard my question or that he found it unimpor-
tant. But everyone stopped talking and, sure enough, there was
a nightingale (“uguisu”) calling outside the hut. Then
Fukuoka-san’s assistant leaned over to me and whispered, “He
means, it is possible if you have a simple mind.” In other

words, those of us who work at universities might be able to

contribute to society’s understanding and appreciation of na-
ture if we remember to pay attention to nature itself, if we
don’t lose ourselves in lectures, theories, texts, laboratories. A
powerful admonition: ecocritics need contact not just with lit-
erature and not just with each other, but with the physical
world. This idea comes flashing back to me whenever I think
of our discussions of nature writing at “Chigusa” (the “Thou-
sand-grasses Bar” in Shinjuku), where the natural world, with
all of its beautiful and risky dangers, becomes an abstraction,
lost in smoke and windowless darkness. By contrast, I think of
writers like Rick Bass, so profoundly devoted to both words
and physical experience, spending more hours hiking in the
mountains of northwest Montana than sitting indoors, wres-
tling language into literature. No matter how serious we are as
literary scholars—or, rather, the more serious we are as schol-
ars, the more we need contact with the world.
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Some important ideas from the October 1994 roundtable discussion on ecocriticism:

Ralph Black, Davidson College: push the concept of
“Interdisciplinarity” in order to explore the political, social,
and environmental aspects of any literary texts, especially
those that seem at first relatively non-environmental. Quotes
historian William Cronan: “human acts occur within a network
of relationships, processes, and systems that are as ecological
as they are cultural.”

Christopher Cokinos, Kansas State University: as with femi-
nist criticism, we need a diversity of ecocritical approaches.
Use ecocriticism as a way of calling into question accepted
literary canons.

Nancy Cook, University of Rhode Island: draw upon such
fields as biology, environmental history, geography, philoso-
phy, cultural studies, and literature in order to “historicize” the
term “nature.” Mainly interested in “regional studies, but finds
it necessary to use an “ecological view” in order to appreciate

“plaCC.”

Harry Crockett, Colorado State University: must find a way
to use physical sciences in understanding literature. Try to
draw upon our own experiences and reactions without becom-
ing solipsistic, self-indulgent, or holier-than-thou.

Thomas K. Dean, Michigan State University: ecocriticism is
inherently interdisciplinary and ideological. Cast a wide net,
draw upon many different academic disciplines and ways of
thinking. Ecocriticism can be, but need not be, politically ac-
tive, seeking an understanding of the world than can work to
heal wounds that humans have inflicted upon the environment.

Cheryll Glotfelty, University of Nevada, Reno: the funda-
mental premise of ecocriticism is that “human culture is con-
nected to the physical world, affecting it and affected by it.”
Cites historian Donald Worster: “We are facing a global crisis
today, not because of how ecosystems function but rather be-
cause of how our ethical systems function. Getting through the
crisis requires understanding our impact on nature as precisely
as possible, but even more, it requires understanding those
ethical systems and using that understanding to reform them.
Historians, along with literary scholars, anthropologists, and
philosophers, cannot do the reforming, of course, but they can
help with the understanding” (The Wealth of Nature: Environ-
mental History and the Ecoloical Imagination, 1993).

Ian Marshall, Penn State-Altoona: “ecocriticism” is “literary
criticism informed by ecological awareness.” Not so new: see
earlier work by people such as Norman Foerster, R W.B.
Lewis, Hans Huth, Henry Nash Smith, Perry Miller, Marjorie
Hope Nicolson, Leo Marx, and Roderick Nash.

Kent Ryden, University of Southern Maine: “Writings about
nature and landscape and the interdisciplinary study of those
writings explore in its most basic form the intersection of art
with the rhythms and textures of life on earth and through that
exploration achieve a deeper resonance raising fundamental
ethical questions demanding that we think carefully about
how to live well and wisely.” Stresses interdisciplinary and
attentiveness to local places and “felt experience.”

Stephanie Sarver, University of California, Davis: we
shouldn’t set up ecocriticism as a new and separate form of
literary criticism. Rather, we should strive to “introduce envi-
ronmental matters into more mainstream literary discussions
that center on such issues as gender, sexuality, politics, eco-
nomics, ethnicity, and nationalism.” Remember that “envi-
ronmental issues are human issues.”

Don Scheese, Gustavus Adolphus College: 1) theory and
practice of ecocriticism is inherently political; 2) ecocriticism
can benefit from integration with other literary theories; 3)
ecocriticism is interdisciplinary; 4) fieldwork can improve the
practice of ecocriticism; and 5) ecocriticism must tolerate dis-

sent, including the argument that there is no ecological crisis.
Mark Schlenz, University of California, Santa Barbara: need
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to establish cooperative, rather than competitive, relationship
with other literary critics “that appreciates and integrates in-
sights of various critical perspectives by contributing to each
an indefatigable and guiding concern for the fate of our earth.”

Stan Tag, Albertson College of Idaho: ecocritics encourage
their students to step beyond the literary text and pay attention
to actual nature. Ecocriticism is process of expJoration, not
just pronouncement— we must try to “see the whole,” despite
the temptation to retreat to the comfort of specialized knowl-
edge.

David Taylor, Converse College: ecocriticism is an inher-

ently polemical (i.e., political) form of scholarship, but we
needn’t coerce our students and readers to adopt a particular

Abbreviated Bibliography of Ecocriticism

Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1995.

1996 (revised, second edition).

Georgia P, forthcoming in Spring 1996.

1994.

stance. Use scholarship to open up discussion, then leave
choice of action or non-action to our audience.

David Teague, University of Delaware: need to bring sophis-
tication of other critical theories—Marxism feminism, and
multiculturalism—into ecocriticism. Make ecocriticism and
environmental literature itself relevant to our students’ experi-
ences by being open to various cultural perspectives and urban

environments.

Allison Wallace, Unity College of Maine: ecocriticism brings
nonfiction texts regarding place into literary canon(s), focuses
on ecological concerns within all literary texts, reaches out to
an interdisciplinary audience, and offers a cultural critique of
human relationships to specific places.

Buell, Lawrence. The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau. Nature Writing, and the Formation of American Culture.
Elder, John. Imagining the Earth: Poetry and the Vision of Nature. Athens: U of Georgia P, forthcoming in Spring

Fritzell, Peter A. Nature Writing and America: Essays Upon a Cultural Type. Ames: Iowa State UP, 1989.
Glotfelty, Cheryll and Harold Fromm, eds. The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in Literary Ecology. Athens: U of

Kroeber, Karl. Ecological Literary Criticism: Romantic Imagining and the Biology of Mind. New Y ork: Columbia UP,

Lyon, Thomas J., ed. Special issue on “place.” Western American Literature (May 1995).

McClintock, James 1. Nature’s Kindred Spirits: Aldo Leopold, Joseph Wood Krutch, Edward Abbey, Annie Dillard,
and Gary Snyder. Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1994.

Murray, John A. “Nature-Writing Symposium.” Manoa (Fall 1992).

'O’Grady, John P. Pilgrims to the Wild: Everett Ruess, Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, Clarence King, Mary Austin.

Salt Lake City: U of Utah P, 1993.

Paul, Sherman. For Love of the World: Essays on Nature Writers. lowa City: U of Iowa P, 1992.
Ryden, Kent C. Mapping the Invisible Landscape: Folklore, Writing, and the Sense of Place. Iowa City: U of Iowa P,

1993.

Scheese, Don. Nature Writing: A Wilderness of Words. New York: Scribner’s, forthcoming.

Slovic, Scott. Seeking Awareness in American Nature Writing: Henry Thoreau, Annie Dillard, Edward Abbey,
Wendell Berry, Barry Lopez. Salt Lake City: U of Utah P, 1992.

Stewart, Frank. A Natural History of Nature Writing. Washington, DC: Island P, 1995.

Westling, Louise. The Green Breast of the New World. Athens: U of Georgia P, forthcoming in Spring 1996.
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Of Geishas and Grizzlies: On Nature Writing in Japan

Bruce Allen, Juntendo University

Some of you may have noticed the words geishas and griz-
zlies in the title of my talk. I should perhaps warn you and
apologize at the outset if I disappoint any one by not really
telling you much about either. For I have found that it's about
as difficult for most people to spot a geisha in Japan as it is to
find a grizzly in the US. To tell the truth, I've never seen one of
either. They are both endangered species. Yet I suspect that
one of the things which may unite many of us here today is the
realization that such important parts of both our natural and
human-made worlds are endangered and perhaps quickly
passing. Even if we may never see some of these things with
our own eyes, we may still hope to sustain a world where they
may flourish—as we try to better understand through our work
where we are, who we are, and how we might better care for
where we are.

Today I will speak briefly about the condition of nature
writing in Japan. As this is currently in a process of re-emer-
gence, I will begin by first sketching how it connects to some
past currents of Japanese literature. Next, I will refer to some
broad cultural differences in the nature-oriented literary tradi-
tions of Japan and the West. In conclusion, I will discuss the
emergence of contemporary Japanese nature writing and, in

this process, the activities of ASLE-Japan.
Roots: Nature Writing in Traditional Japanese Literature

Japan, I believe, has as old, as important, and as central a
tradition of what might be called "nature writing", as any cul-
ture in the world. To say this, of course, invites the larger ques-
tion of what qualifies as nature writing. This question is too big
to tackle here, but I would point out in passing that in Japan,
just as in many parts of the world, the word "nature" itself is a
relative new-comer to the language. Certainly, however, we
can say that the description of, and the love of nature have long
been at the core of Japanese literature. Thus, Japan possesses a
rich tradition of nature-oriented writing. Today I will use the
terms "nature writing" and "nature-oriented writing" fairly in-
terchangeably and I will broadly, perhaps to some boldly, in-
clude much of traditional Japanese writing as comprising part
of the roots and family of nature writing.

The second point I would like to make is that I believe there
has been a significant fracture in this tradition of nature-ori-
ented writing in Japan; one which accompanied the tremen-
dous changes which occurred when Japan opened its doors to
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Western culture in the Meiji era,
and one which has lasted to a large
extent until the present. Nature-ori-
ented writing has continued to ex-
ist, yet much of the backbone of its
rich tradition has receded and gone - *;’
into at least a semi-dormant stage. -
Today, "nature writing" is hardly a
household word in Japan, but in the
past few years, and now with the '
help of ASLE-Japan, it is gaininga
greater attention and acceptance .

To survey the roots of nature
writing in Japanese literature would
require a very long lecture. Instead,
I would like to offer a very abbrevi-
ated overview of some important ¢
aspects of Japanese nature-oriented _ R
writing which I believe have been
sidelined, and therefore which
might be rediscovered and serve to
help strengthen the development of _
a contemporary Japanese nature
writing.

To set the stage, as a broad com-
parative statement about Japanese
and Western literature, we can say
that Japanese literature has tended to have a more lyrical em-
phasis, whereas Western literature, in contrast, has given a
much greater importance to the dramatic, and to the ideas of a
strong narrative plot and logical, even linear, linking of
events. In fact, it is significant to point out that, as Earl Miner
has suggested, Western literature may be in a minority of one
among world literatures in having this particular emphasis on
the dramatic/narrative.*

When Japanese literature modernized—that is, to a great
extent, when it was influenced by Western literature —it
turned to a much greater emphasis on plot and narrative, fol-
lowing the predominant influence of the novel form. In the
process of these changes, what was sloughed off incjuded a
very large and important part of traditional Japanese prose
writing. Much of the kind of writing which was lost had em-
ployed a much more freely meandering style; one which al-
lowed the writer to embrace various elements and forms
which ranged from essay, to autobiography, literary criticism,
and description of seasonal and natural events—all rather

* Miner et al. 16.

found in Western writing.
For the most part, Western readers have found this older

sort of writing difficult to penetrate, and have largely ignored
it. At the same time, most modern Japanese writers as well
have steered clear of it. What is particularly interesting for us
to note here today is the fact that this very kind of "problem-
atic" and sidelined writing bears striking similarities to con-
temporary nature writing in the West. Not surprisingly, it has
also encountered some of the same problems in achieving
modern literary recognition. But as nature writing gains more
acceptance internationally, I believe that this will also help
make the reintegration of this kind of writing more possible in

Japan.

"Following the Brush"
A Japanese Form for Nature Writing?

To be more specific, I would like to refer to one important
genre of Japanese prose literature which has remained almost
unknown and untranslated in the West. Known as zuihitsu, this
form bears important consideration in our looking for the past
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and present threads of nature writing in Japan. A direct transla-
tion of the term might be "writing as one pleases", or "follow-
ing the brush". Zuihitsu is a rambling literary form which de-
fies easy classification as a genre. The Princeton Companion
to Classical Japanese Literature defines it as "a loose or mis-
cellaneous prose kind of various guises to set down observa-
tions, reflections, or feelings in an apparently casual way. In
concept, it is like the Western essay or 'attempt’."** I would
suggest that this is at least stylistically, and sometimes in con-
tent, akin to what we find in contemporary Western nature
writing. It is a wide-ranging form, sometimes incorporating
various elements of the essay, social and literary commentary,
fiction, and traditional fables and story-telling. In this, its unity
is often achieved more by lyrical than by narrative means.

It is interesting to note that John Elder chose the title Fol-
lowing the Brush for his book on his experiences in Japan, as
this is precisely the meaning of zuihitsu. I cannot help wonder
if Mr. Elder chose this title with any conscious reference to this
form. Whether or not he did, I would suggest that this interest-
ing coincidence of terms is not merely coincidental,\ but rather
that it reflects the integral nature and central importance of this
attitude and style within Japanese art and literature.

Cultural Conceptions of Nature

Next, I would like to refer briefly to some differences in
cultural attitudes toward nature which have framed the back-
drops for the development of nature-oriented writing in our re-
spective traditions. In John Elder's book he mentions one im-
portant distinction as centering around the fact that in Japan
there is a tendency toward a more "microcosmic" conception
of nature, in contrast to what is often a more "macrocosmic"
one in America.*** The images of Japanese bonsai and inti-
mate gardens, in contrast to great national parks and wilder-
ness, illustrate the differences.

In addition, I would also note a further difference; one
which is found in our attitudes to the connection between hu-
mans and nature. Japanese have often stressed to me the view
that, "We Japanese have never separated humans from nature

** Ibid. 305. *** Elder. 135-137.

as is so often done in the West." To tell the truth, I sometimes
wonder how much this attitude really holds today, but I would
agree that this background suggests a part of the reason for
differences in the literary responses of our respective cultures.
I will return to these points about cultural differences in the

conception of nature in the conclusion.
Anomalies and Edges

From this quick overview of the forgotten side of Japanese
prose, there are two important points I think we can pick out—
points which suggest the possibility of an international devel-
opment of writing about nature and the environment. One is to
note the potential for the confluence of our traditions, with the
acceptance of a looser writing style, including the develop-
ment of the lyrical aspect in prose. The other related point is
that we might value the very anomalous nature of what we are
about. I believe that nature writing—or whatever we may
choose to call it—is an anomalous beast, and will be healthiest
if it remains so. Similarly, I think that in this kind of writing,
just as in ecosystems, the most fertile ground often lies at the
edges, rather than in the neat centers of plots—whether they
be of earth or of prose.

ASLE-Japan and Contemporary Nature Writing in Japan

Moving back to the present and looking forward to the fu-
ture, I would now like to mention something about what is
happening with ASLE-Japan and some of the directions that
we are working toward.

ASLE-Japan has just completed our first year. We were
founded with a large assistance from the tireless travelings and
encouragements of Scott Slovic when he was in Japan last
year. Although still in the beginning stages, I feel confident
that we are now firmly established as a group which is helping
to foster the emergence of nature writing in Japan through giv-
ing it visibility and identity as a genre in both the academic
and in the larger communities of the reading and publishing
world. For example, just a few months ago we held an ex-
tremely successful conference and symposium at which we
hosted Terry Tempest Williams and the Japanese writer Keizo
Hino. The public symposium was sponsored and strongly sup-
ported by the Yomiuri Shimbun, which is the largest newspa-
per in world. It attracted most of the publishers who are now
taking on nature writing in Japan. At present I know of over
forty titles of Western nature writing which have been trans-
lated into Japanese. We have also prepared a preliminary bib-
liography of modern Japanese writing which might be consid-
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ered as in the nature writing genre. Other activities include
publishing a newsletter and holding several national and re-
gional conferences.

ASLE-Japan is a good example of what I might call an as-
sociation at the edges—that is, we are an anomalous sort of
association. I think that is a strength. We are not yet a typical
academic association, and I rather hope we may stay that way.
We are working with writers and publishers to broaden the vis-
ibility and publishability of nature writing. We are in process
of trying to identify what modern literature already exists in
Japan which might be considered as nature writing. We are
also working to support the translation of Japanese contempo-
rary nature writing into English, along with the translation of
more English work into Japanese. Through this we hope that
we may play an important role in facilitating a cross-cultural
ferment which may give new imagination to the emerging tra-
ditions on both sides of the globe.

As one interesting example of the kind of cross-cultural ex-
change which can take place, in the recent discussion at our
symposium between Terry Tempest Williams and the Japa-
nese writer Keizo Hino, Mr. Hino mentioned how impressed
he was to hear Terry mention the word "creative non-fiction".
"Aha, " he said, "we can use this concept in Japan to make a
bridge between non-fiction and the creative literary world
which have too often been regarded as separate.”" This is the
kind of international information exchange which can be an
important catalyst for inspiration and change.

Personally, I might add, the existence of ASLE-Japan has
provided great support. For some years I had gone about my
interest in nature writing largely on my own. My mention of it
to colleagues at school had largely been met with polite silence
or even suggestions that it was not really academic or literary.
In talking with other ASLE members in Japan, I think that
many, or most of us, have shared similar problems in that we
must often go about our pursuit of nature writing as a some-
what "sub rosa", even renegade affair. As an example of this,
have been advised by the head of my English department that I
might do original nature writing—as long as I understand that

itis just "for myself', and that it will not count toward my aca-
demic record. It was also suggested that I submit a paper on
nature writing to the journal of the recreation department,

rather than to that of the arts and sciences. Thus, many of us are
still practicing our craft on the side. I believe that the existence
of ASLE-Japan as well as ASLE-USA may help provide better
credibility, critical understanding, and most importantly, help

to foster more new writing.
The Confluence of Literary Traditions

Finally, I would like to return to the point which I raised
earlier about cultural differences in the conception of nature,
as it offers not only a basis for comparison, but also one for
looking toward areas we might explore in nature writing; both
independently and together. Certainly we need both the micro-
and the macro- perspectives. They help us to both broaden our
vision of the territory, and to better locate what exists in the
middle ground. But in addition, in the future, I think that nature
writing might do more to help us to better locate and appreci-
ate the territories closer at hand; those often over-looked
places in the middle ground, somewhere between the bonsai
and the giant sequoia; the geisha and the grizzly. This ground
may sometimes seem more mundane, yet it is, after all, the
common ground which most of us face in our daily lives. Help-
ing us to find a way of feeling at home in this middle ground is,
I think, a primary task not only in our literary development, but
in our attempt to connect our writing to a love for, and a preser-
vation of the land itself.

I believe that the influence of the recent development of
nature writing in the West has been helpful in giving new life
to what is a very native tradition in Japan. In return, I am also
looking forward to seeing more of a contribution to the inter-
national development of this writing coming from the Japa-
nese side. I believe that this is already under way, and that we
stand on fertile ground. In this, we should stand up for our
anomalous, and sometimes unruly, life at the edges. This is
where crosscurrents, fertilization, and a lot of other good

things will come.
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Thoughts on Nature Writing (2)
by Terry Tempest Williams

Last night, I was talking with Katsumi Kamioka from
Kochi University. He was talking about Henry David
Thoreau. I asked him what Walden had to say about Japanese
life. He said it speaks to the idea of "plain living and high
thinking," a Japanese tradition that is being lost.

We are forgetting this idea in America, as well.

You have asked me as an American writer of natural his-

tory to talk to you about what nature writing is -- and I can tell
you, I have come to Japan to remember.

I have seen "sakura," the cherry blossoms in Ueno Park.
The wind blows through the branches, petals fall like pink
snow, a celebration of the ephemeral. Two crows talk on a
branch of the cherry blossoms. I watch and listen.

We purchased our fortunes at Sensoji in Asakusa, Masa
reads them for us. It is not good. We tie the white papers on the
branches of a tree. I turn. The fortunes on the trees, "omikuji,"

RBRRXAFv—>145—0HE (3)
BRREYY Y - RADBLEH

IIBEF

CKHBEOT AVANZERDOBMTHHEL T
53—, Uv T - NAHSIZKSEE "Burrisizing”
DEEEHD THWEROEERBBES 5=, Ay
I "The Nantahala" (Wild to the Heart) Z&W\/=, T
FNFY 2 BFEERBOZES 5D, EREDHONS
RITDHRDOEN, ZENITHEEZDE, 512, "Mis—
sissippi" (The Watch) #HTICONT, BEXHD (5T
HEWVD) BEBEREZNEDBRUITICEZRMBEE NS
AAXA=IUNEEESTWL, 2EXE NRiE. HETHED
LABLBNWIENH-ZHIT. RiR-> TEDBARICaA
A—SDEEMABHEFEHL T, BITEEDOF 200
ok, £DTo>TWw3, £/, "Magic at Ruth Lake"

(Wild to the Heart) T, "If it's wild to your own
heart, protect it. Preserve it. Love it." & & 5N
TN ETFTWS, BOWRAENS, #ERICE MR
WEE-S> TN T, EfFFmAsZ Ebsnin,

Fns, S8H6BICHEDNAICEZ BT EIZE-o 72k,
FOMEBICETEMNEDR. BEORXAFr— " 71
F4 T OMEEERICED, I—-5DXRy ~ - RMLE
RABTTIAIVRIZ T 4 —N—TFTBRDEF o7z, &
AIReeeens o TN—AX TV VERET, BARHBRZNS
WICEES AL DB T, NAZ—ABRIC--TH, T
WEZEROYBNZIZHET TWEZDTH 5,

BlEESDOEEDOA. XA MET—RI v 17245
Bohic, #ELZEDY,. BERIRDETHZRD TNS
ATH2, EZFFMOWLFT, BEOKIIN L TERM
@ "fever, the heart's desire” 2B U2 Z &N TE, —F
T/—Z - Hhao14 FHEXTOIZERHZIITDOR
FIZ, H5WEHONIELTLES K5 RBEEZ RN
TENTEBATHS, TLUTHIC, iz, Az, D
Iz "magic” ZBUTIIZVWSNEZWATH S, /52
DIvEAfid. ZOXIBERONETERVETohZHE
WO HBOEENRIDIET, £EDZEADOKRE L,
BREO—EREHET LIABRIEBATINS,

Jw &« NZ (Rick Bass) ¥, 19584 iC 7+ 2 M
28—k EENDS, Bfita—=X A THE. L
Y ML KFETIIEANE  wildlife management XL,
FTOBRAMMEPZEERT 5, ZFERKIL. Iy EME
TINIMTAMMEREE S L TH<. 19874, 29F D
FRIC ZDEFEERD,. OBICE LD Elizabeth Hughes
LRI, BFFEOEBEITGENES Y TN —2 DHBIC
B3, QUEKEROREIZ. &2, IBEFTRELN
DL &SR, FTRARBNAFADEHRS LY, ) RE
TiE FMFrYy—I1M7— ThH AT, MHKELT
HEEEZHURTND, EREFEIC.

The Deer Pasture (1986)

Wild to the Heart (1987)

( LONCEHEZS Bkt AR BER. 19944F)

Oil Notes (1989)

The Watch (1989)

Winter: Notes from Montana (1991)

The Ninemile Wolves (1992)

(#R. &L DET)
MHo. NAOEHRBHFEREL TOHEN., CoERICDH
TNBMNITEL EZEZEMMINTNS,
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look like sakura, both ephemeral, fortunes
and cherries.

Ann and I bath our bodies in a nearby hot &
springs with old Japanese women. We scrub S :
our bodies. We rinse our bodies. We enter the S
water. Stream rises. We close our eyes. We §
are healed by the Goddess Kannon.

And last night, Okijima-san invited ustoa
traditional, very beautiful restaurant named §¥.#
Fujitoshi, where the house over one hundred
years old had been built around a magnificent §
pine tree. The woman of the house said as a
child when the wind would blow, the tree 5
would sway, inside, rocking her to sleep. -

Nature. Human beings in harmony with the Earth. Japan
reminds me of these things.

But there is a dark side to our relationship to nature. I see it
in America and I see it in Japan. The extreme urbanization of
Tokyo, of New York City, there is little Earth to touch.

Stories such as Minamata, toxic fish ingested by innocent
people, is a similiar tale found in America, only it is the Love
Canal, communities poisoned by the arrogance of chemical
corporations. Toxins in our water, toxins in the land. This is
not acceptable. In my own home country of Utah, we are
struggling to save our wilderness, the deserts, the forests, in
the same way you are struggling to save the moon bears in
Hokido.

And I have questions as a nature writer.

Why are our beaches littered with garbage and wastes as [
saw walking along the shores of the Sea of Japan when the
subways in Tokyo are spotless? What do we value and what
do we not?

This is the ethical doméin of nature writing -- to not only
create beautiful language and stories that heal -- but to ask the
difficult and painful questions of our time. I think of a rabbi
who was speaking to members of The Great Peace March as
they stopped to rest in the Nevada desert. He was dressed in a
three-piece suit. He spoke three words to the pilgrims, "Make
me uncomfortable.”

Nature writing is a literature of hope and a literature of
lament. I believe you have a Japanese word, "aware" which
speaks to both the beauty and pain of our lives.

Rainer Marie Rilke writes, "Beauty is the beginning of ter-
ror."

In the "Tales of Genji," the lovers are moved by the view
of the sky and the sound of crickets. . . as they gazed into the
lingering sorrow."

Nature writing -- "aware" -- there is a relationship here,

how to live and love with a broken heart. Na-
ture writing reminds us what it means to be
human. It is a literature of social justice, re-
minding us we are "part of nature, not apart
from it," as the American poet, Robinson
Jeffers writes. We must bring back what W.
S. Merwin calls "the forgotten Language."
This is nature writing -- to extend our no-
tion of community to include all life forms;
K plants, animals, rocks, rivers, soils, and hu-
man beings. Hands on the Earth, we remem-
ber where the source of our power lies.
Nature writing is an exploration of the
Sacred, the healing grace of Earth, Water, Fire, and Air. It is

elemental.

"Lion Eyes"
(read from Coyote's Canyon)

Hozho.

Balance.

Once again, an evocation of the Sacred. Plain living. High
thinking. What Japan knows at its core. What we have forgot-
ten. What we must remember. It is our poetry.

I believe we stand between two worlds today, the world of
the living and the world of the dying. I believe that out of a
poetics of place, a politics of place will emerge where we can
begin to stand our ground in the places we love.

We must question everything with our words and our ac-
tions and be vigilant, not only in the creation of beautiful sto-
ries, but in the creation of beautiful lives.

Aware.

We must work tirelessly for a higher standard of con-
science not a higher standard of living.

I remember asking the South African poet, Breyten
Breytenbach, what we might do if we are interested in this
revolution of the spirit, this evolution of the spirit. He looked
at me straight on and said, "You Americans, you have mas-
tered the art of living with the unacceptable."

The task of the nature writer is to hold a mirror up to the

injustices of the world and create a prayer in the name of life.

"The Clan of One-Breasted Women"
(read in both English and Japanese by TTW and Michiyo
Ishii)

Thank you.
(March 31, 1995 Kanazawa, Japan)
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Started by Scott Slovic during his stay in 1993-4, a group of people interested in reading and discussing nature
writing and related issues has been meeting in Tokyo. For the past year we have been meeting at Bruce Allen's house
in Bunkyo-ku, or outside when the weather allows. Anyone interested in joining this informal but spirited group, give

Bruce a call. -
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