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Preface

We are not talking to the rivers, we are not listening 
to the wind and stars. We have broken the great conversation.

— $=>?#' 0)((% —

Three winters ago I was commissioned to write a libretto address-
ing the emerging topic of spiritual ecology. Although at the time I 
hadn’t heard the term before, it felt 9tting, evocative, and wholly 
necessary. It is a call for us to look deeper at what is happening to 
our world, for a spiritual response to our present ecological crisis.

From the beginning of the project, I felt that I innately under-
stood something integral to it. I’ve spent much of my life in a quiet 
tryst with nature. I’ve found healing in the Presidio of San Fran-
cisco and solitude in the deserts of Southern California. I spent my 
childhood outside New York City, in a small town at the edge of a 
lake surrounded by forests. It was here that I learned to gather 
kindling and leave the branch, to wander with awareness. I remem-
ber at eight years old pushing out past the house, deep into the 
woods that lined the backyard, my instincts alive in exploring that 
boundary—the one born to us that measures the risk and thrill of 
losing oneself to the care of the natural world, the unknown. 
Despite my equal love for cities, I have never lost that longing for 
return, for the centering magic of 9nding myself alone in an ex-
pansive desert, eyes re@ecting every star.

As I read in preparation to write the libretto, I grew aware of 
how much more I needed to see. How long in the awakening are 
those of us born into western culture and industry, even amid 
the clear and collateral harms of late capitalism. Crucial to my 
understanding has been a namesake text, Spiritual Ecology, a 
collection of essays edited by Llewellyn Vaughn-Lee, that speaks 
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of our enduring relationship to the earth in parallel to our un-
precedented dilemma of ecological collapse. The tribal and 
spiritual leaders, activists, and ecologists behind these essays 
evidence our profound disconnect from the earth, the roots of 
this disconnect, and the ways we may begin to heal. Writing and 
exploring these works gave me an entrance, a way to understand 
what I have intuitively known for some time, and as we move 
toward a more connected existence, it dawns continually upon 
the conscious mind: We are not separate. Healing what is 
severed between the earth and us begins with a willingness to 
look. If we feel small in the mystery of things, then looking is 
our most signi9cant step. The long poems that follow, the 9rst 
of which is based on the original libretto text, are a re@ection of 
that continued looking.

At this juncture we are witness to an ever-increasing record of 
tremors, symptoms of our dis-symbiosis with the environment: 
depletion of natural resources, severe loss of species and habitat, 
pollution, illness. I believe the individual and collective movements 
that have formed in response represent spirit, in the widest de9ni-
tion of the word. Which is to say, spirit is not just a part of the 
relationship between us and the earth but re@ective of us as the 
earth. The spirit in us needs nurturing and so too does that of the 
earth. When we care for ourselves and live in harmony with @ora 
and fauna, then we care for the earth, and when we care for the 
earth—its rivers, its sacredness—then we are ensuring our own 
care as well. I believe spirit is not just a part of the ecological con-
versation, it is the conversation. One could further this to say, the 
earth is on a spiritual journey parallel to our own.

Seeing what is happening is only part of the process. It can 
be a daunting, heartbreaking thing to let yourself take it all in. 
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The violence of fracking, plastic in soil, oceans, and the bellies of 
animals, child encampments, and all manner of human rights 
abuses and atrocities that accumulate even as I write this. At a 
certain point, these events can no longer be seen as diAerent 
things—only symptoms of the same disconnect. I am learning to 
manage the weight that comes with letting these symptoms 
change me. We are inside a crisis of planetary scale and so too is 
our grieving, or our anger, and our response, depending on 
where we are on the path. These events have their roots, and to 
let yourself feel them, to be a witness, is nothing short of the 
practice of getting comfortable with uncertainty and the poten-
tial of our own demise. But it is a necessary step. Illness and 
medicine are the same thing. By that I mean illness is what 
wakes you up, points you to what needs attention and is there-
fore, the beginning of healing.

I have always written about landscapes, real and imagined, in 
my work. To write about the earth as though someone I am in a 
relationship with, has given me a place to practice what, in all 
our modernity, has been lost. In so doing, I move closer to the 
stewardship of the earth of which we were designed. Thích 
Nhất Hạnh gets at the heart of this idea: “You would do any-
thing for the bene9t of the earth, and the earth will do anything 
for your well-being.” For all that I have yet to awaken to, the 
voices of those who speak for the earth reveal how much know-
ing exists in me already. It is a knowing we are all born with. I 
am aware, too, of the sheer privilege of being able to learn and 
change, to have the stability required for these things, the giB of 
seeing a life through.

For artists and writers, when something asks for your attention 
it can be as though from all directions, a constellation above and 
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below, holding you wholly on one thing. In my writing, I have 
grown familiar with the art of wandering to the past. I remember 
that in order to change I must move circularly, open to the season 
of every thing. Open to what asks for true seeing to take place, for 
evolution to move through and by you, into the future.

Tanya Holtland
January 6, -.-.
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one.

It’s not impossible
to break with illusion.

This can look like having a dream

about boats
old boats

small boats

boats with wooden slats

growing roots that reach down

for ground and back to shore

carving black like the path
of a traveling

fracture.
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In this dream you cut them.

Cut them like you replant a young tree—
gently wrestle down its undersides; 9ngers

follow buried branches to expose deepest

intentions.

Then the mighty snap

the boat is free

the roots of you sink

into the dark beneath.
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imagine the cells of all your loving
loving a body of longing

there are things in your life that want
to expand bigger than the sea
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but the thought that the unknown
will hem in what is

such are your angles when
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lost (n) (v.) (adj.)


