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Review by Peter Reason

‘D

o I help make the world safe and
beautiful by what I do?’ asks Barry
Lopez in these conversations with his friend William
Tydewell. The book explores his practice and concerns as
a writer, in particular the moral and political obligations
to his readers, to society and to the ecology within which
humans live. Part of Lopez’ answer to his own question is
that his work ‘asserts the goodness of life in the face of its
limits’ and ‘trusts life without denying its tragic character’.
Lopez’ books Of Wolves and Men, Arctic Dreams, and his
collections of essays have been for many years much-loved
items in my library. I thought of him as a ‘nature writer’, a
term I discover he finds narrow and misleading. He wants
his writing to go beyond description of the natural world to
address questions of justice and relationship to place and
community. In pursuit of this ambition his work includes
short stories, retellings of traditional Trickster stories and
other mythology, and magazine articles. The purpose of
‘literary nonfiction’ – the term he prefers – is to tell stories
that draw on a wide range of experience and disciplines to
explore themes that serious literature has always addressed.
These includes the bounds of our moral contact with the
world and, maybe most important in our time, the ‘human
biological fate’. Such stories may be told as fiction or nonfiction; what matters is that the authority and authenticity
of the writing – whether imaginative or factual – is evident
to the reader.
Lopez describes how he loves both being out in the
field, engaging with landscape, animals, and people; and
also retreating to his craft of writing. Both engagement and
distance are necessary. His Inuit friends know him as Ivory
Gull, a name that illuminates his practice. While bigger gulls
fight for their share of the guts of a newly butchered seal, the
Ivory Gull waits, stands off, steps in carefully to pick up a
morsel, and retreats. The analogy is with literary nonfiction,
where the challenge is to manage ‘the participant’s direct
involvement and the observer’s detached point of view’.
One place he fully confronts this challenge is in a recent
autobiographical essay in Harper’s magazine that directly
yet reflectively explores his experience of sexual abuse in
childhood, ‘disembowelling my own trauma’ as he puts it,
so as to be able to address the violence that overtakes so
many lives.
Lopez work places issues of justice and politics alongside
those of beauty and spirituality. He describes his work as ‘a
quest for the divine […] a desire to identify and celebrate the
numinous dimension of ordinary life’, those moments of
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seamless coherence when one is in touch with that which
was ‘there before space and time’. His writing is ‘a deliberate
attempt to re-infuse the ordinary with the extraordinary,
to re-infuse material life with spiritual life’. In doing this
he draws on his learning from Inuit and Native American
indigenous cultures, which he sees as satisfied to fully
participate in Creation, rather than directing Creation, as
Western culture so often wants to do. And this requires a
particular kind of discipline or practice, ‘an effort to stay in
touch with the world’ that leads to an ‘intimate knowing, a
kind of inquiring reciprocity’.
But for Lopez writing is also a political act, a form of
activism. This is where the term ‘nature writing’ is so
inadequate for a literature that Lopez sees as embedded in
a sense of outrage about injustice and hierarchy, and which
he places alongside feminist and civil rights literature. (It is
worth noting that while Lopez, writing as an American, is
exercised by the failure of American public life, his views have
wider relevance). It is important for the artist to follow their
individual vision; but that vision cannot be divorced from
the biological fate of human and ecological communities.
For this is a time ‘the like of which humanity has never seen
[…] we don’t know what we’ve gotten ourselves into as a
species’. Lopez sees government, banks and big business all
gravitating toward a ‘dangerous kind of mediocrity’, timid
and hidebound and thus incapable of addressing these
challenges in a timely way. In contrast, the writer as activist
can develop a coherent philosophy that shows the extent
to which our problems are ‘rooted in injustice, in unjust
relations with the Earth and with each other’.
Can writers help make the world safe and beautiful?
Can we be of service? Some might argue that it displays a
presumptuous vanity and self-regard to think that we can do
so. Lopez himself recognizes this danger, saying he is seeking
an approach that is not self-righteous and self-satisfied
but vulnerable and questing. But he is also very clear: it is
our responsibility to address our relationship to place and
community when ‘the threat is so big and the stakes are so
high.’ We can do so by contributing to the diversity of voices,
by cultivating our distinctive voice while remaining rooted in
our community. We must learn to be discerning, to cultivate
a frame of mind that sees the nuances in a situation, to take
two things that look alike and separate them. And when we
write, our responsibility is to take our unique meaning and
write it clearly and beautifully. For the relationship between
writer and reader is ‘reciprocal, contractual, and moral’: if
you ask for a reader’s time and attention, you should also
offer ‘an engaging line of prose’.
I found this book continually touched me, stimulated
me, challenged me as a writer. It addresses questions I often
ask myself: is it enough to be a writer in these times of
profound yet still obscured crisis? would be better out on
the streets protesting in some form? We cannot expect Lopez
to provide any answers; but by giving us these insights into
his own ways of addressing such dilemmas he offers us ways
of exploring them for ourselves.
Peter Reason’s book Spindrift: A wilderness pilgrimage at sea
will be published by Vala Publishing Cooperative in March 2014
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