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For Mark


sine quo non


To Nicholas


iam futurus









The hidden harmony is stronger than the obvious one.


(a fragment of Heraclitus)


These things would come, even if I hid them or covered them in silence.


(the prophet Tiresias to Oedipus)









Prologue


Assembled, these pages refused to assemble, and so altogether, they form a series of sketches, fallen like samaras, whose order is ultimately undetermined. The priestess of Apollo wrote her prophecies on leaves. When strong winds came, they scattered all over her cave. Did she mind? Amidst the leaves, voices of winds and voices of trees, lost and found, thread their way. Their tapestry of songs, weaving authentic life, is fading.




There remains only a vanishing story, unspoken, of long ago.


(Oedipus the King)





Here is a vanished garden not yet illumined by excavation, a scribal tablet house with tumbled shelves, and a goddess’ inscrutable archaic smile. The flowering maiden might be taken below—but returns above to live in branching story. Silence might be drawing breath to speak. May these pages speak perilous bright adventure: part memoir of fertile forest floor, part mythic library found in fragments.









Furnace Run




Written in wind and running water.


(Catullus)





Between ancient white oaks who shade an abandoned carriage road nestles a solitary chiseled doorstep. Slantwise beneath the moss, any door it knelt in front of is long gone. I sit beside it above a ravine that the creek called Furnace Run has cut steep, west of the Cuyahoga River. I feel its rough coolness on my hip; it feels my warmth on its flank. We are regarding a remote corner of the Appalachian Plateau.


The stream trickles slender arpeggios; the oaks whisper together in muted tongues.


A dark limb arches overhead, muscled as a dancer’s leap. As I listen, twigs crackle their peculiar dialect to neurons and galaxies. Roots curve around my feet, tracing rivulets in the soil, as gravity leads them gently to the deep. Poised against the deepening dusk, oak crowns faithfully sign what their roots have come to know. But not everything; roots hold back some secrets even from their branches above.


Ancient myths hold back secrets from storytellers. What they reserve in silence will never be named. For every archaic story, the words are doubtful. Gaps, ellipses, erasures, mold, fire, a hesitating scribal hand, make every translation tentative.


As I write, lichen samples the doorstep’s sandstone. Down the slope lies a ruined cabin, where logged pines and living pines weep resin, kneeling together. Attending them, ivy pulls her green cloak close and ventures an embrace. Dust motes fall, fern roots wind apart, grapevines crumble bricks, and shrub rose tests new legs in garbage pits. In the town nearby, creek beds and backyards bud with millstones heaved from local quarries. Their masons have fled, along with the smelters who once knew this creek. And long before those workmen, people who knew this creek more deeply by far had already been made to vanish. A scant few mortal handiworks, millstones, arrowheads, and doorsteps stay.


The white oak I lean against has stayed, shouldering human steps as we walk across these roots like so many searching ants. Hearing our voices. To the oak, our words are like characters, like the speaking masks of Greek tragedy, or allegories in an antique pageant, hollow for speaking through.


Like all beings who are alive—oak, lichen, shrub rose, and creek—we are cast onto a place, swirled into ephemeral shape, and carried forward to unfathomable purpose. So are our stories. If our place is imperiled, so are our myths. Sacred landscape can be a bank of the Euphrates, a cave in Attica, or the moss beneath my feet. If we heal the one, we heal the other. So said priestesses who long ago spoke in the voice of doves. So said the prophetic oaks they tended, who murmured to their suppliants through windblown leaves.


Here beyond the lichen doorstep, oak leaves lie scattered and fallen in patterns beyond our ken. Crackled brown fragments of distant seasons slumber. On the branch, cloaking the ground, or in a worm’s belly, they wait inside their forms.


As protean myths unravel enigmas robed in roots and leaves, may these tattered story scraps inspire us to care for fragmented, neglected places. If we will view a beloved, imperiled place through the eyes of an ancient, fading story, we will see both place and myth together more profoundly.


Sitting in silence, the ear of the heart attends, to hear the stories written in wind and running water.









Samaras


A shrew devours a flailing worm, and maidens dance in disguise for the goddess who guards the shrew’s litter. A stone carver visits a remote cave, is captured by its nymphs, and never leaves the place again. The god of wisdom mounts the Tigris River like a bull, and the practice of irrigation is born. A molting doe, soaked with sleet, has vanished into the ravine. Blackberry canes pattern her tracks in a dialect she knows, hieroglyphs we no longer understand.


Each of these images is real—or was once believed to be.


Can myth stop someone from felling ancient oaks? I watch vanished stories unfold afresh as papyrus scrolls, terra cotta figurines, and human bones are excavated from the soil after sleeping for millennia. I wonder at the goddess Artemis, who turned a hunter into a stag for trespassing in a nature preserve. And I contemplate the hero Gilgamesh, axe in hand, who realized what he had done too late for the Cedar Forest.


As a mythologist, I hand over forgotten stories and hope. Those who care for devastated lands heal the underbelly of humankind’s relationship with the wild, flowing in real waters and hiding beneath real bones.


To aid them, myth slips in where logic could never go.


How to heal a broken world? Humans have pondered this question at least since the dawn of writing gives us a record to go by. We answered the question too, by telling stories about wolves and moles, shrews and does, blackberries and bulls, goddesses, and gods. And even stories about humans. Questions grow richer when we need not answer them from a single vantage point, alone.


Some questions are seeds; they split. To reach toward life, they fracture. They do this in earth we barely know.


Maple trees grow seeds called samaras that leap free from stems and whirl in unpredictable loops to the ground. Or into the water. Silver maples I often sit with cast their seeds onto the bank of the Cuyahoga River. There they live or die. The difference between the two paths lies in whether the seed roots fork to go deep, deep as lightning bolts cast down into the danger and wisdom below our feet. There are needful things down there that we have forgotten.


Lanthanein in Ancient Greek means to be forgotten. To escape or elude notice, to be unseen. To disappear while doing something—or seem to. Conversely, it means to forget that something is alive, to forget how to see it, to lose all memory of it. We tell ourselves that we do the forgetting, but forgetfulness is a protection inherent in living things, including sandstone, oak, and story. If we trace roots of words, like roots of plants, we will hear the forgotten notes they resonate below the range of casual hearing. Somewhere beneath our notice, mythic words and sinews stretch, in rocks and streams and trees, to dive and surface and dive again.


As children, we called maple samaras whirlybirds, stretched down to rustle them between our hands, and tossed them high to delight in crazy spirals. Now I know they dash down hollow trails like Homeric princesses on twinkling ankles, like quivering nymphs whose hair swirls with blossoms. In winter I think of them, settled, nosing their way through frost to begin anew the path of maple, or to turn away into the dark.


This is the fertile stark choice—stark enough to germinate myth—that authentic life and beloved places insist on, every season afresh: the choice of turning to be made or remade. Spiraling, rooting, or being swept away. The spiral of healing our inevitable wounds finds its story pattern in the natural world, in whorls of myth and twists of winding trunks.


In conditions of extreme hardship, trees twist, growing wood that winds around the trunk, like a woman whose veil trails over her feet, turning at her waist and shoulders to shelter her face from the wind. The more exposed, the closer the grain spirals, to help the tree be surer on her feet in shedding wind.


Every part of a tree turns from root to crown, searching. Curvaceous heartwood, flesh of the tree, does not lend itself to planks. The harsher the forces they are exposed to, the more oblique they grow. Rather than submit to straightening, boards will warp and split in unforeseen directions. Sent to market, crooked trees are said to have little worth.


Foresters and spirals, trunks and planks, curves, and valuation. I grew up with carpenters who worked in wood. I speak with a local arborist who has risked his job again to defend an oak grove on coveted land. He knows that between every two trees there really is a doorway to a new world. But even if they don’t see a doorway, since harvesters find less use for trees with spiral grain, misshapen trees get to twist out of the chainsaw’s way. As Thoreau says of a scrubby wild apple tree he admires, though conditions stunt it every season, it does not give in to despair.


Some rivers are called crooked because they have spiraled; they turn and curl and writhe, trying to find safe passage. Such unstraight habits give trees and rivers character.


Kharaktēr in Ancient Greek means an impression that remains. A cipher of chisel that marks stone, an indelible scar from an old wound. A curve that will never be straightened.


Myths have character too. Once we turn toward myth in the wild, the incline may become ingrained. We may be shaped by a bond without apparent goal or value, whose sap flows fainter than whispers, and is never sundered from longing. Enchantment. “Seized by nymphs” is what ancient Greeks called it. As we turn toward maples, they also turn, to track sun, seek water, and find mineral nourishment. They packet what they glean into samaras. They are never still.




In changing all things find repose.


(Heraclitus)





Seeds, roots, branches, and buds are how trees express wisdom now, through seemingly mute silhouette. The oldest oak in a sacred grove was believed silent—until she spoke.


Her story went something like this.


There was a majestic ancient oak who stood in a grove sacred to Ceres, Roman goddess of nourishing grain. Garlands and votive tablets graced her limbs, in her cool shade nymphs danced, and she was mother to the forest all around. But king Erysichthon violated the grove with iron and declared:




Even if this lofty tree is Ceres herself—


not just a tree the goddess loves—


her leafy head will now lie on the earth.


(Ovid’s Metamorphoses)





Work began. The oak trembled and groaned out loud. His men stopped working and drew back. But the king did not falter in his blasphemous daring; when one servant tried to stop him, he killed him with his axe. Finally, as he hacked on alone, a voice was heard from the heart of the oak:




I am a nymph of oak, spirit of this tree,


dearly beloved of Ceres.


I prophecy to you with my dying breath:


punishment stands right behind you.


(Metamorphoses)





The tree fell, and in revenge, Ceres cursed the timber-hungry man with deadly and insatiable hunger. His appetite was now relentless as his hatchet once had been. Food he swallowed only awakened his craving for more, yet ravenous eating left him famished, hollow. In the end, in desperation, he consumed himself. That is how Ovid tells it.1


When such a nature myth speaks, primal images rise. From oak grove, from twilit library and freshly dug soil, the stories jolt us awake. We meet a king starving to death as he forks from a groaning table. We watch a goddess face down fifty giants. We see a leviathan whose entrails encase a shrine, and witness a water spirit fleeing a fortress, revealed to be woman above and serpent below. Awakened, such beings speak truth in accents capable of shaking us out of our trance, yoked as we may have been to quiet desperation. Committed, even, as we may have been, to our own domestication.




Many tears I have wept for this,


many paths I have wandered deep in thought.


(Oedipus the King)





The ancient voices speaking from these pages viewed the land as a sacred primordial being who was alive with the goddesses and gods of nature. All deities influenced nature. Many dwelt not in temples, but in numinous caves and groves, or roamed free in the form of natural forces like winds, storms, or springs. Because the creative earth was a wise organism, wise humans treated the environment with care and approached the earth with respect. A natural resource had both practical and spiritual meaning. Ancient people did fell trees to build ships and diverted water for irrigation. They plowed, mined, and hunted. An archaic traveler with a speculating eye could look at forest-fringed wildflower meadows and see something quite other than ecosystems.




That island is not a bad place at all.


It is going to waste; only goats go there.


It could yield all kinds of seasonal crops.


The meadows seem well-watered,


Parts of it look rich and ripe, level, and soft for plowing.


Someone there would always harvest deep.


(Odyssey)





Odysseus is speaking, a man richly punished for his mistreatment of Artemis, protectress of pristine land.


Nature’s gifts were generous, yet dangerous. A nearby stream was needed as a resource and reverenced as living water. Rivers and mountains could have two names: the divine one, mortals were forbidden to use. Soil was needed for crops yet was also a conduit to the Great Below. Oaths were made powerful by stooping to touch the ground. They could sound like this:




Rivers and Earth, stand as witnesses.


Keep watch over our oaths of fidelity.


(Iliad)





Or even simpler, proverbially, a person could swear:




By earth, by springs, by rivers, by streams.





Ancient wisdom speaks to us today if we keep watch over our fidelity. If we are seeking a sacred antidote or refuge from humanity’s ruthless handling of the earth.


Once he had been healed of skepticism, the ancient geographer Pausanias called myth not foolishness, but a strange sort of wisdom. We enter now into strange and silent openings, deer trails branching off known paths, to hear again, to turn toward, the forces of wind, water, soil and sun, the strange and wise enigmas of the wild. To glimpse again the nymphs whose lives are the lives of tree and spring, and trace ridged tree bark and glistening worm trails with feather touch. The word-root enigma in Ancient Greek means not only a mystery, but an opaque utterance that requires intuitive wisdom—strange wisdom—to interpret. We are listening for language that provides not an answer but an opening.


Once we have been healed of skepticism, shake off the trance of civilization, and open our ears to hear, voices rise countless as dapples on sycamores or Homeric daughters of Ocean.




Thetis is perceptive, she listens to voices above,


as she sits in the depths of the sea and goddesses gather around her.


Her silvery cave teems with Ocean’s daughters,


sea-nymphs, all her sisters. When her son is troubled,


swiftly she surfaces, like mist rising on the face of grey water.


(Iliad)





The swirling multiplicity and compassion of Thetis’s cave nourish hope that the ancient sources gathered here—poems, glossaries, dialects, epiphanies, oracles, journals, epitaphs, inscriptions, histories, fragments, and choruses—resonate more fluently than any single tongue ever could. We excavate treasures of darkness: buried stories we meant to go back for, myths almost lost forever, words that say things we no longer can. We must translate the words as a sea nymph would sing them, or as mycelium deciphers stone dust for trees.









Drive Out Nature


As the Sumerian fecundity-of-nature goddess Inanna proceeded to her death through the seven gates of the underworld, surrendering her powers one by one:




She asked at each gate,


as each talisman and jewel,


each potency was stripped away,


“Gatekeeper, why is this done?”







Each time the keeper intoned:







“Silence, Inanna.


Do not open your mouth against custom.


The rules of the Great Below are flawless.


You may not question what is perfect.”


(Inanna’s Descent)2





The archaic impulse to conquer and domesticate wild fertility rears its head here in the voice of the one who locks massive doors. The underworld is perfect, Inanna is told, and no one may question its rules. But in the myth of Inanna’s Descent to the Netherworld (named for Ishtar in Akkadian), rules turn out to be strategies to disarm. Perfection can neatly justify mastery and promise a more flourishing life than nature spares. Yet no matter how we name its myriad ways, perfection deadens. In paradise myths, for example, human cravings for ease and immortality are met, and nature is disarmed. As is commonly known from Eve traditions, suspicion of women can flourish in gardens of blissful, infantile yearnings.


As civilization developed, the terrain around settlements, and females within settlements, were identified together as disturbingly wild and in need of control. In ancient Greece, land that was named was considered fatherland, but earth in her natural state was a mother. Girls and women were defined as inherently more connected to the earth. Stories entwine the domination of females and nature as the taming project grew, revealing its two prongs as having one handle. As the Roman poet Horace gendered it:




You can drive out nature with a pitchfork, but she will keep on running back.





This is how water or tree roots behave. Nature powers did not have to be female, as we will see. Rivers, forest guardians, and mountains could also be gods. Whatever their presentation, outsiders needed to be—or be made into—something outside the dominant voice: female, animal, captive, foreigner, nomad, monster, cross-dressing cult performer. Alien others were convenient vessels for projection, to contain odious aspects of the self: dirty, wily, potent, wayward, perilously fertile, and unpredictable. For fear of religious pollution, an ancient sanctuary of Kronos posted a notice:




No women, no dogs, no flies.





Females were, in imaginative terms, storage jars whose lids gapped open, doors that would not stay shut, tablets that said unpredictable things, overly fertile monster-spawners, busybody monkeys or cunning weasels. Unless, that is, they were perfect beings of unquenchable mystery and fertile potential who fed desire: picturesque nymphs always just out of reach, home-loving honeybees, or frisky fillies glancing at bridles and resolute riders. All those images come from ancient poems. As for nature, it—she—could be dirty, monstrous, and unpredictable too: the well that ran dry, the windstorm that flattened the orchard. Unless, that is, nature could somehow pour forth inexhaustible perfection. Surely one of the gifts of myth is to make opposites meet. As Sumerian beer and Roman wine comforted daily pains of unremitting labor, so the legend of a perfect place was intoxicating: an enclosed garden who perpetually yielded her fruits for the asking, where men could be at ease and simply pluck what they wanted.


But what could be more contrary to the reality of cyclical nature? To borrow metaphors from the sage Utnapishtim when he challenged Gilgamesh’s futile immortality quest:




Is human strength any more than a reed to be flattened by the wind?


Could a mortal made of clay build anything that would never collapse?


(Epic of Gilgamesh)





That quest was destructive to every form of life Gilgamesh met. Finessed in heroic language, utopian stories of the past carried disturbing undertones. A royal portrait from the palace of Ashurbanipal displays the king and queen picnicking in a pleasure garden. As they toast each other over an artfully arranged table of delectable morsels, an enemy’s severed head hangs from the manicured branches of a nearby tree.


While civilization feasted on such hierarchies and hopes, the conquered, enslaved, or domesticated were less likely to picnic on delicacies than to be plucked themselves. Hesiod made it a fable. As the hawk said to the nightingale:




Silence, lady, you puzzle me.


Why do you bother to speak?


Do not make that pitiful noise.


I will make a meal of you if I want to,


or from my curving talons let you go.


Only a fool opposes someone more powerful than she is.


(Works and Days)





For the heavenly and perfect, can we look to the god of justice Zeus, head of his immortal entourage? The thunderbolt of Zeus was called the only unstoppable force in nature. It wasn’t. Nature has her own. When his henchman threatened to torture an insubordinate, he claimed that Zeus did not even know the word “alas.” But that was never true. Zeus’s career in Greece began as lesser consort to a native goddess, and his first entrance in the Iliad flashes back to a brush with utter defeat. He was barely saved by silver-ankled Thetis—and the hundred-handed giant by her side. Though Zeus would banish it forever from Olympus, the word “alas” has meaning for all who live.


Justice began as a goddess who deplored corruption:




She weeps when she is dragged around by bribe-devouring hands.


(Works and Days)





Even for Demeter, goddess of plentiful harvest, the illumination of her rituals faced the deep sacrificial pit. Her mysteries for men and women began with daylight processions. But her rites of animal sacrifice were for women exclusively and held only by night. Her ceremonial year journeyed from light to dark and back again, never one without the other.


At her generous touch:




Seed germinates and bursts open in furrows,


land blooms into bountiful vegetation.


(Homeric Hymn to Demeter)





Myth bursts open too. Any goddess’s wrath once invoked could be implacable, and then the captivating meets the grotesque.




Inanna makes heaven and earth quiver.


She spits fire, flood, and overwhelming terror.


She spews venom like a dragon, roars like thunder.


She opens the path of lamentation,


and terror leans heavy upon the land.


As she gallops by, standing up on the back of a beast,


no god has any plan to stop her.


(Hymns to Inanna)





In Sumerian proverbs, the city must face the wilderness; it undergirds even the palace. Humanity must face the wilderness; it undergirds houses of clay.


Recovery from appetite for paradise-grown fruit requires turning away from gatekeepers who take and take in attempts to imprison nature’s vitality, to find our way back to wild domains, where the strongest bolts spring open. Away from empty-eyed images of perfection, in the muddy crevices of the natural world, something flickers just outside the field of vision, something we can almost hear. Expressed in flawed and frightening myths, enchantment still lives and wanders out there, in every forest remaining on the earth.









Crooked River


Loss and longing resound in echoes of long-ago song.




The Muse inspired the singer to open his exquisite voice,


and they sat spellbound listening in hushed and shadowy halls.


His song was like a god’s,


his lyre rang like a bow,


plucked before the shedding of arrows.


His voice rang pure as the voice of a swallow.


(Odyssey)





Homeric singer, lyre, bow, and swallow ring clear, each note a wild, archaic tone.


Arkhē in Ancient Greek means origin and guiding principle, the word-root of archaic and archaeology. This is the opening note of a song that has died away, or the invisible acorn that birthed the visible oak. The archetypal snake swallowing its tail is an image of arkhē, concealing purposes and genesis. If the snake’s beginnings are glimpsed, it sloughs off skin to escape definition.


Along the serpentine Cuyahoga River, a river that has notoriously and repeatedly caught fire, whose name seems to mean “crooked,” nothing is perfect. The true origin of the word Cuyahoga has been lost through the genocidal displacement and killing of indigenous peoples by Euro-American settler-colonitsts. In what was called the frontier of Ohio, after the near extinction of indigenous speakers and their languages, historical silence grapples with folk memory. Suggestions include a source in Wyandot, Seneca, Cayuga, Erie, or Mohawk expressions. Are any of those true?


Loss and longing sing in this throaty flint-grey river forging muddy oxbows.


When the river beside me burned, paradox reigned, the snake kept its own counsel, and gatekeepers hid the origin of pollution, pursued by their own hounds. No familiar definitions of water made sense, water and fire being opposites of old. Yet already in the archaic epics this unlikely pass had come, in legends of Proteus, old man of the sea, who could manifest as wave or fire at will. And in the poetry of warfare: when a divine river burned by the power of the god of industry, forge, and flame. As the Iliad wound to a close, Troy’s river god was punished for refusing to swallow human corpses, arrogance, brutality, and pollution. Surely the Cuyahoga River was not punished for refusing to feast. Yet where mortals once poured honeyed wine upon the waters, they turned to pour slag and excrement.


When Heraclitus said, “a beast is driven to pasture by a blow,” he meant us.


How can water burn? Kabbalah wisdom foretold that a day would come when language would rise against humankind. On that day, words would cast off the yoke of meaning in our mouths and become their true selves, deaf to definitions.3


When that day comes, water could kindle, and the words for water and fire would be free to intermingle. How pitiful that we now believe a river god entrusts his future to us. We, who are molded clay from a riverbank; we who first learned culture from Sumerian fish-sages who emerged from watery depths; we who can barely speak without paradox and forget the name Cuyahoga. We want to remember how to sing songs that do not shed arrows. Even if only in lamentation for the river.


Look back to the Homeric singer whose voice rang clear as a swallow’s song, whose lyre resounded like a bow. A play on words is sounding here because the word bow (for arrows) sounded like the word for life.




Life gives name to the bow; but the bow come to life is death.


(Heraclitus)





Behind the wordplay stand paradoxical objects we cherish: a lifegiving instrument of song, and a death-dealing instrument of war and the hunt. Like the staff of laurel and staff of ash, we touch one to heal and the other to destroy, and they are linked by our hands in purposeful making.




They come to our hand in turn: the iron weapon and sweet singing lyre.


(Alcman)





What an unlikely pass we have come to: to drink whole lakes, plow down to bedrock, and hold tight to ecosystems to try to make them stop changing and foiling all our plans.




He clung to the sea goddess when she transformed into a bird,


he grasped her by the waist when she became a massive tree,


but suddenly she writhed as a muscular mottled tigress.


Terrified, he released his grip, then tried another tactic.


He poured an offering of wine into the waves.


(Metamorphoses)





That was how a mortal tried to marry Thetis, as Ovid pictured it anyway. How to relax our own grip on the body of tree, tigress, river, word, snake? By what right do we pour into the waters? Ancient medicine imagined women’s bodies as sopping places, crisscrossed by rivers that all ran to her womb. Do we somehow imagine that all rivers should run to us to be consumed?


The Hippocratic writer of Airs, Waters, Places saw that human health reflected environmental health. Thousands of years afterward, such awareness is often considered something new, while the headlong ruin of ecosystem collapse grows heads Hydra-like from attempted domination of wild forces, a project that mortals have never grown tired of. How did humankind come to care so little for the earth?


Our power is built on riverbed sand and gravel. Fish-sages, swallows, and rivers might think such tottering thrones unwise. So might poplars and pines.


The tragic king Pentheus, whose name did mean “man of pain,” teetered on top a pine tree once, until women enraged by his spying, desperate for freedom from his regime, and driven wild by ritual ecstasy on the mountainside, tore him down. Such steep and sudden downfall in Greek tragedy was called a katastrophê—as in the phrase environmental catastrophe.


The name of the goddess Persephone means destroyed voice and voice that destroys.


But she is also called a tender shoot and delicate bud. And anyone who has heard her seasonal myth of spring knows that she is not destroyed. Forgotten or destroyed ones, goddesses, or rivers, do not always stay silent. On riverbanks and meadows, we hearken to the submerged green voice, the stunted seedling, the names of the lost. Water sings, especially in turning, especially in composing lyrics while heaving mossy boulders out of the way. As for Inanna, Persephone, oak tree, or river, the rage of devastation roars inside. While we are looking the other way, the unseen one steals in.
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