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Introduction to Life, Death, and Transmutation

by Alison Armstrong


“We need another and a wiser and perhaps a more mystical concept of animals. Remote from universal nature and living by complicated artifice, man in civilization surveys the creature through the glass of his knowledge and sees thereby a feather magnified and the whole image in distortion. We patronize them for their incompleteness, for their tragic fate for having taken form so far below ourselves. And therein do we err. For the animal shall not be measured by man. In a world older and more complete than ours, they move finished and complete, gifted with the extension of the senses we have lost or never attained, living by voices we shall never hear. They are not brethren, they are not underlings: they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendour and travail of the earth.”



― Henry Beston,The Outermost House: A Year of Life On The Great Beach of Cape Cod


Ever since I was a child, I have often wished I could be an animal instead of a person. I wondered what it would feel like to be free of the abstract restrictions insulating humans from a more primal, sensory experience of the world. Imprisoned by linguistic, philosophical, religious, and other paradigms, we as people tend to set ourselves apart from Nature, believing ourselves superior, and, in the process, destroying forms of life much more ancient, much more interconnected with the eternal rhythms of life, death, and transmutation affecting every living being.


​We create artificial worlds in an attempt to distance ourselves from our inevitable mortality, yet, despite our simulations, our ultimate fate is the same as all other earthly species. The reality of our interconnectedness is poignantly revealed in many great works of literature, such as the writings of Wendell Barry, Mary Oliver, Barry Lopez, Rainer Maria Rilke, Robinson Jeffers, and Philip K. Dick.



​In The Exegesis of Philip K. Dick, for example, the science fiction writer’s philosophical and metaphysical speculations regarding existence and the nature of reality, Dick writes, “There is nothing we know that the creatures don’t know; they are our equals,” sharing the same fate. “Every fly with a missing leg, every cat beleaguered by fleas, every human being fearing economic want--the endless wheel turns for all of us.”


Recognizing this “endless wheel” of transmutational communion between all living beings is especially important now that we are in the midst of a climate crisis. Although the awareness of our interconnectedness may evoke feelings of fear, dread and sadness, it also helps awaken us to empathy and a deeper appreciation for our beautiful, life-sustaining planet.


A Skull and Two Digits

by Basile Lebret




Black. At first the whole world was black. And the master’s fingers fed me.

This was the time of the fluff, the young feathers, the soft and yellow beak. I was a chick back then. The master’s fingers were callous and smelled of dirt, of earth and the faint scent of blood. He fed me wolf bones, wolf meat; forced me to sleep within wolf hides so that I’d be used to the enemy’s scent.

The meat was cold, and damp and always wet. And in the first month, the master had to tear and chew it with his teeth ‘til I could be fed. I didn’t know the master’s teeth back then. Only the callous nature of the fingers and the harsh, harsh taste of wolves’ flesh.

The world was black back then.

I remember when the master first took me outside. The world was black but the world felt large somehow. I felt wind for the first time, and the rush of it, its howling sound gave me goosebumps. The master’s hands patted my head while he spoke calmly in his own language. In a tongue, I could not understand.

When the master first took off the bag, I discovered the world wasn’t black. The world was wide and blue and green. It reached in all directions so far, I felt dizzy. I was standing on the master’s arm and I could see his teeth, his eyes, his brownish skin.

I read in his eyes the master wanted something out of me. For the first time, I spread my wings, to their full extent. High above, the sun was a white hue that burnt my scalp. But I didn’t know it was the sun. I squinted. The master spoke. And I flew.

The master took me out a few times after this. He would change the scent of the world, take off my hat, speak a single word and I was allowed to fly. When I decided to come back, either out of being tired or out of fear, I would grab his extended arm in-between my claws. The master would put the bag back on my head.

And the world would be black.

The master then taught me to hunt. First it was foxes, small red mammals and then deer and mountain goats. In due time I’d hunt wolves. As I survived each battle, I could perceive how proud the master was. We would go outside, very early in the morning. He would take off the bag, show me the target. I’d spread my wings and kill.

With each excursion, through each hunt, with each death, I saw the time inscribed itself in the corner of the master’s eyes. ‘Til one day, he was no more.

The fingers that fed me through this time were so small, they had to have been children’s. They fed me damp food which smelled of salt. I didn’t like eating this. I began to starve.

One day, the arm that carried me outside wasn’t the master’s arm, for the master had disappeared so long ago, I could not remember. I felt weak. The man took off the bag. He didn’t speak. He didn’t whisper. His eyes said nothing. I flew off.

From this day on, the world was not black anymore.

I found a mate and we mated. I learned that the sun disappears over the horizon and stars appear onto the sky and there is nothing to be afraid of. I learned that life isn’t about flying to exhaustion, but a succession of small flights, of respite. Be it on a wood log, on a stone.

Have you ever witnessed the sun coming above the mountains? Have you ever taken the time to breathe in the snow when it falls? And the touch of cold that is the morning dew?

My mate bore children. And we fed them. We fed them with blood, warm flesh and egg; taken from animals I’d learned to kill the master’s way. I sensed my mate’s fear every time I dared attack a wolf, a deer. Creatures bigger than us. Stronger than birds of prey.

I’ve seen men climb up mountains to steal eggs. The master’s way. I know for those chicks the world is black. And that it’d become colorful only when their beaks got hard. I wish strength upon them. I wish them good luck in their hunts.

But then the food grew scarcer. I saw the green fields crushed beneath the crude cement. I’ve seen the gray take hold of the earth, and now the horizon lay hidden behind a roofed curtain.

This is not the master’s way.

The machines, with their noise, and their scent chased off the prey and I saw first my children, then my mate fly away in the sunset. Yet I stayed.

I stayed where I first saw the sun rise and where I first saw the sun lay. I stayed where once stood the master’s abode which I never saw, which I only knew by scent.

And as the food disappeared, and I could not fight the wolves anymore. Nor the ox, nor the elk. For I grew old, weary and alone. I thought of the tiny creatures the humans bear. The fragility which lay in them.

Now before the world turns black, I hunt through gardens. I search for tiny children; I go for the eyes.

I hunt the master’s way.


A Spell Of Seahorses

by Sacha Rosel




1  DAWN: MEETING

Is that your spiny form

glittering beyond corals?

Transparent wink

quivering in the chiaroscuro breath of

early phosphorescent light,

at times you swirl then vanish,

an intermittent coil of recognition

piercing through my eager eyes.

Because we’ve found each other.

Where spying predators cannot reach

and all the light is sucked in

by seaweeds’ hypnotizing lull,

this is where our curves meet.

Sheltered

from greed, hunger and destruction

this impossible tale of ring upon ring

can now begin.




2 MORNING: DANCING

Facing one another

we bounce and bound

feeling our way along the coral tendrils

to meet each other’s snouts

and toothless mouths,

joined in sublunar longing.

Here comes the lightning hook of dancing

spiralling from our tails

into each bony plate:

silvery swimming, touching -

that’s the entangling synchronicity,

the feverish galloping of

one upon the other

stretching through time.

Equine, aquatic,

our movements plait and interlace

a fugue of scintillating, successive

iridescent breaths,

harrows made of colour

condensing all over your female body

mirroring mine, masculine,

orange into blue into yellow

electric pentagrams,

all-moving eyes and vertebrae

a chain of chromatic sparks flashing

through water like mist

as we descend into desire.

3 DUSK: MATING

A whole morning of floating dance has passed

between us,

dusk oozing from the edge

of the ocean

as frantically you rise

and turn into compass,

pointed to the invisible sky.

So I press against you

my bones ringed with ecstasy

framed into yours,

drifting upward as we lift our heads

and curve our backs

to become one

the other.

I feel my tail scissoring open,

a crystal cup forming along its curly line as if

by magic,

cavity taking possession of

me as I brush

against your belly.

And from its star-laden circle

a breach suddenly gapes

then culminates into

a glorious calyx

sliding inside of me,

splashing the eggs you carry

with my sap,

bubbling within my swimming tail again

magically multiplying

my singular masculine shape into

more shapes -

pollinating the prism of existence

with my inner sun.

4 NIGHT: BIRTHING

The gaseous halo of the moon spills

through the ocean

and holds my body still

as you depart into the deep night.

Chained by this rioting lives

ready to burst open,

male and motherly all into one

I wait,

feeling all grains of energy ebb

into blurred loops.

These nervous frames I now carry inside,

so thin and frail

like filigree explosions:


here comes the qi


emerging from the deep-sinking darkness,

condensing into forms

glowing above me,

colour quickly fading from my spine

as marine air is filled

with nourishing sounds.

Then it’s an endless gold of

possibilities unchained,

singing from my loins into

these new-born bones:

unfurling into gaping ripeness

I stand erect,

and shiny little shapes come

waltzing into view,

wide open to the infalling

milkiness of dark,

sparkling like a thousand

moon-scaled dots,

spangling like musical pearls.

A ghost of liquid stars

spilled from my entrails

sing in the moving breath of

liquid darkness.

Translucent mouths humming,

they rain down like

tiny yellow hands from

my wide belly,

no longer chained to

emptiness but

free to glow upwards.

A thousand die

while all the rest survive -

soft dead stars

falling into the refulgent never,

rover of carcasses this ocean proves to be

as I faint

into the gloaming trail of birth.


5 AFTER TIME: SIMMERING

Fast fluttered then dissolved

this reversed tale

where female pollinates

and male gives birth -

a stranger, richer kind of harmony

you humans living up above

would never come to believe.

Emulsifying with water

I live and prosper,

far from the monstrous arrogance of your confined mind

measuring everything as if you were

the only ones worth celebrating

in poems as in life.

Strangled by wanton blindness

the human eye will never blink to change

nor bow to empathy

but pillage and destroy.

Efface what you don’t comprehend

as if it was never there -

a luminous nowhere passing you by,

lost in the imaginary ink of dreams

you’ll never see,

transfixed into our own fear

of change and transmutation,

your tongue an infestation of looking glasses

held close to your face and outward

to capture monstrosity where there is none,

while carefully hiding your own.


To Sea from Sand


by Juleigh Howard-Hobson 







Within the waves that curl across themselves, 




unfurling white 



with froth on green-blue tubes, are creatures. Shell 



decked, shiny bright; 



people don’t believe in them, so people 



never see them, but 



whether humans acknowledge them at all 



they are still out 



there. Beware of moonlit swims and evening 



strolls on beaches, 



don’t stop and listen when the mermaids sing-- 



their swift reaches 



exceed your ability to run and 



they’ll catch you, and drag you to sea from sand. 


There Are Things to Avoid in the Ocean
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