
 

 

The Shadow of His Equipage: 

Loren Eiseley and Animals 

 
[The   rea l  goa l  o f   sc ience   i s   to  understand]   the  essence  of  what  our  

spec ies  has  been  and  s t i l l   i s ,  beyond thought  and  beneath  soc iety :  an  

essence   that  may  be  vouchsafed   to  us   in  a  minera l  more  beaut i fu l   than  

any  work  o f  Man;   in   the  scent ,  more  subt ly  evo lved   than  books ,   that  

l ingers   in   the  heart  o f  a   l i l y ;  or   in  w ink  of  an  eye ,  heavy  with  pat ience ,  

seren i ty ,  mutua l   forg iveness ,   that   somet imes ,   through  an   invo luntary  

understand ing ,  one  can  exchange  with  a  cat .  

C laude  Lev i ‐S t rauss ,  Tr is tes  Trop iques   (473‐74)  

 
Once a   fear  p ierced  h im 

In   that  he  mistook  

The  shadow of  h is  equ ipage  

For  b lackb i rds .  

Wal lace  Stevens ,   "Th i r teen  Ways  o f  Look ing  at  

a  B lackb i rd"   (Co l lected  Poems  94)  

 

In   [ the]   labyr inth   [o f   the  se l f ]  where   i t   seems one  must   t rust   to  b l ind  

inst inct ,   there   i s ,  von  Franz  po ints  out ,  one—only  one—cons is tent   ru le  

or  “eth ic” :   "Anyone who earns   the  grat i tude  of  an imals ,  or  whom they  

he lp   for  any   reason,   invar iab ly  w ins  out .  Th is   i s   the  on ly  unfa i l ing   ru le  

that   I  have  been  ab le   to   f ind ."  Our   inst inct ,   in  other  words ,   i s  not  

b l ind .  The  an imal  does  not   reason,  but   i t   sees .  And   i t  acts  w i th  

certa inty ,   i t  acts  " r ight ly ,"  appropr iate ly .  That   i s  why  a l l  an imals  are  

beaut i fu l .   I t   i s   the  an imal  who knows  the  way,   the  way  home .   I t   i s   the  

an imal  w i th in  us ,   the  pr imit ive ,   the  dark  brother ,   the  shadow sou l ,  

who  i s   the  gu ide .  

Ursu la  K .   Le  Gu in ,  The  Language  of   the  N ight   (57 ;  my  i ta l i cs )  

 

I .  The Guide 

"Fox  masks ,  wol f  masks ,   I   t ry   them on,"  Loren  E ise ley  exp la ins   in  a  poem ent i t led  

"The  Change l ing ,"   "as   i f   I  were  a  savage,”  pursu ing  “phrenolog ica l  a t tempts   to  see  /  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the  beast   in  man  .   .   . ”   (Notes  19) .  As  a   resu l t  o f   th is  preoccupat ion ,  E i se ley 's  essays  

and  poems are  s tudded with  a  poet/natura l i s t ' s  acute  observat ions ,  both  charming  

and   ins ight fu l ,  about   the  an imal  wor ld :  a  cat  named Maddy  who bows repeated ly   to  

garner  human app lause   (Strange  128‐138) ;  a  beaver  which  prompts  a  meditat ion  on  

the  va l id i ty  o f   te leo logy   in  sc ience   (Notes  42‐43) ;  a  c rane   in  a  zoo  which   insp i res  

E ise ley   to   jo in   i t   in  a  mat ing  dance   (Strange  152‐53) ;  a  cat f i sh ,   found  a lmost   f rozen  

in   r iver   i ce ,  which  demands  of   i t s  d iscoverer   that  he  get   i t  a   tank   ( Immense  21‐23) ;  a  

snow  leopard   in  a  cage  whose  unceas ing  gaze  cannot  be   impr isoned   (Notes  34) ;  an  

" innocent   fox"  which   teaches  h im that   the  wor ld  "as   i t  beg ins   for  a l l   th ings"   i s   rea l ly  

"a  ch i ld 's  un iverse ,  a   t iny  and   laugh ing  un iverse"   (Unexpected  210‐11) ;  a  hunt ing  

poodle  named Beau   that   l i ves   in  a   smel l  pr i son  " in  which   the  contours  and  d i rect ion  

change  with  every  gust  o f  a i r"   ( Inv is ib le  38‐40) ,  a   sparrow hawk s t i l l   l i v ing ,  even   in  

the  midst  o f  a  b ig  c i ty   landscape,   in  " the   t ime before  man"   (Autumn  88) .  

E i se ley 's  wr i t ings  aga in  and  aga in  at tempt   to  answer   the  quest ion  he  once  

posed   in  a  poem:  "How does  a  man  [and  a  sc ient i s t ]   say   to  h is   fe l lows  /  he  has  been  

enchanted  /  by  a  b i rd?”   (Notes  69) .  An imals  are   to   the   totemic  mind,  as  Lev i ‐S t rauss  

observes ,   “ th ings  w ith  which   to   th ink“  and  not  mere ly  ob jects .   In  E i se ley 's   totemism 

they   l ikewise  prov ide  an  essent ia l  means   for   thought :  because   they  are   the  natura l  

wor ld ’s   t rue  nat ives ,   in   th ink ing  out   the i r  p lace   in   the  s t ructure  of  h is  own 

imag inat ion  he   reconstructs  an   important  chapter  o f  h is  own autob iography.  

Because  he  perce ived  h imse l f   to  be  a  "change l ing"  "born   f rom a   fourth  

d imens ion"   (Notes  21) ;  because  he  understood   that   through   t ime and  evo lut ion  he   i s  

genea log ica l ly   re lated ,   in  mind  and  body,   to   the  an imal  wor ld ;  because  he  knew that  

h is  own thoughts  and  percept ions ,  and   indeed  h is  whole  persona l i ty ,  have  "rooted  

the i r  way  up"—out  of   the  " t r iune  bra in"1—"through  dynast ies  o f  neocortex"  

( Innocent  23) ,  E i se ley   reta ined  a   l i fe long   fasc inat ion  with   the  creature  wor ld ,  a  

fasc inat ion  which  came natura l ly  enough   to  h is  evo lut ionary   imag inat ion:   " I   see  

an imal   faces  as   read i ly  as   though   I   sat  w i th  my mother 's  one  b l ighted  g i f t   in  a  Cro‐

Magnon cave ,"  he  exp la ins .   "The  re l ig ious   forms  of   the  present   leave  me unmoved.  

My eye   i s   round,  open  and  undomest icated  as  an  owl 's   in  a  pr imeva l   forest—a wor ld  

that   for  me has  never   t ru ly  departed"   (Strange  139) .   I t   i s   in   the  ways  o f  an imals   that  
                                            

1The   theory  o f   the   t r iune  bra in—that   the  d is t inct ly  human neo‐cortex  evo lved  

out  o f  and  s t i l l   remains  uncomfortab ly   l inked   to ,   the   the  “ lower”  “ rept i l ian”  and  

“mammal ian”  bra in—was   f i r s t  proposed  by  b io log is t  Pau l  McLean.  See  Hampden 

Turner ,  Maps  of   the  Mind   for  a  d iscuss ion  of  McLean’s   ideas .  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he most  c lear ly   fee ls   the  presence  of  what  Mart in  Buber  ca l led  “ the  wor ld  order”2  ( " I  

had  a  growing   fee l ing   that  mirac les  were  part icu lar ly  concerned  with   l i fe ,  w i th   the  

an imal  aspect  o f   th ings ,"  he  wr i tes   [Unexpected  200] ) ;  and   i t   i s   in   la rge  part  by   the i r  

example   that  he  hopes   to   f ind  a  way  of  conquer ing  h is  own a l ienat ion  and  

surmount ing  h is  own  long ing .  S ince  ch i ldhood,  an imals  had  served  as  gu ides   for  h is  

v i s ion  quest ;  he  pays  c lose  heed   to   the i r  pedagogy .  An imals ,  he  seems to  sense ,  know 

the  way  home.  

 

L ike  many men,  E ise ley 's   l i fe long  attempt   to  "ef fect  h is  own escape"  began  

innocent ly  enough   in  ch i ldhood when he   t r ied   to   run  away   f rom home.  He  was   in  

f l ight   f rom an  env i ronment  he   found suf focat ing  and  a  deaf  mother  whose  harsh ,  

d iscordant  vo ice  and   f i t s  o f  madness  menaced  h im as  a  ch i ld  and  haunted  h im unt i l  

h i s  death .  C l imbing  aboard  a  ne ighborhood de l ivery   t ruck ,  E i se ley   te l l s  us   in  "The  

Gold  Wheel"   in  The  N ight  Country ,  he  soon   found h imse l f  outs ide   the  c i ty   l im its ,  

embarked  on  h is   " f i r s t  great  adventure   into   the  outer  w i lderness ."  The   journey   i t se l f ,  

he   la ter   remembered,  was  " the  most  marve lous   r ide   I   sha l l  ever  make   in   th is   l i fe .   .   .   .  

On   that  day   .   .   .  we  were  moving   through   the  k ind  of  eterna l   l ight  which  ex is ts  on ly   in  

the  minds  o f   the  very  young."  But  a f ra id  o f  cont inu ing   too   far   in to   the  unknown,   the  

young  E ise ley   jumps   f rom the  wagon and,   s ince  a  heavy   thunderstorm has  come up,  

h ides   immediate ly   in  a  nearby  hedgerow.  There ,   in   the  midst  o f   that   secret  wor ld ,  

E i se ley  gradua l ly  beg ins   to   rea l i ze   that  he   i s  not  a lone:  

 

In   that  hedge  where   I   c rouched   .   .   .  were  hundred  of  brown b i rds ,   s t rangers  

s i t t ing   immovable  and  s t i l l .  They  pa id  no  at tent ion   to  me.   In   fact ,   they  were  

immersed   in  a  k ind  of  wa i t ing  s i lence  so  secret  and   immense   that   I  was  much  

too  overawed to  d is turb   them.   Instead,   I  hudd led   into   that   th in  wor ld  beneath  

the  b i rds  whi le   the  s torm  leaped  and   f l i ckered  as   though  hes i tat ing  whether  

                                            
2In   I  and  Thou,  Buber  d is t ingu ishes  between what  he  ca l l s   “ the  ordered  wor ld”  

and  “ the  wor ld  order .”  The   former   i s   the  natura l  wor ld  as  shaped  and  reshaped by  

human  log ic  and  s t ructure .  The   la t ter  names  be ing  beyond any  poss ib i l i ty  o f  human 

organ izat ion  or  order ing .  We may   l ive  our   l i ves  w ith in  “ the  ordered  wor ld ,”  ob l iv ious  

to   the  presence  of   the  wor ld  order   f rom which  we—and a l l   th ings—sprang,  Buber  

observes ,  but  we cannot  d ie   in to   i t ;  a t  death  we are  aga in  a lone  with   the  wor ld  

order .  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to  harry  us  out  o f  our   re fuge   into   the   ro l l ing  domain  of   the  c louds .  Today   I  

know that   those  b i rds  were  migrat ing  and  had  sought  she l ter   f rom exhaust ion .  

 

The  s torm eventua l ly   subs ides  and  E ise ley ,  h is  escape  at tempt   f rustrated ,   turns  

homeward,  but  he  " fe l t   in   the  process  some obscure  sense  of   loss .   I t  was  as   though   I  

had  been  on   the  verge  of  a  great  adventure   into  another  wor ld   that  e luded  me;   the  

green   l ight  had  passed  away   f rom the   f ie lds ."  The   inc ident  const i tuted   for  E i se ley  a  

major  po int  o f  departure ,   for  he   remained   thereafter ,  by  h is  own admiss ion ,  a lways  a  

“ fug i t ive ,“   forever  on  a  prod iga l   journey  of   f l ight  away   f rom home,  and   the   t rapp ings  

o f  adu l thood and  matur i ty ,  which  he  donned da i ly   to  meet   the  wor ld ,  he  knew to  be  

on ly  a  k ind  of  mimicry ,   " the  protect ive  co lorat ion”  o f  a  c reature  pretend ing   to  be  a  

man and  a  un ivers i ty  professor  when h is   rea l  a l leg iance  was  e lsewhere:   " I   shou ld  

have  s tayed  under   the  hedge  with   the  b i rds"   (Night  9 ‐12) .  

Among the  B lackfeet   Ind ians  o f   the  Amer ican  West   there  ex is ts  a  myth ,  as  

E i se ley  h imse l f  exp la ins   in  The  Unexpected  Un iverse ,  wh ich   te l l s  how the   t r ibe 's  

ear l iest  ancestors ,  not  knowing  how to   l ive   in   the  s t range  new wor ld  where   they  

found themselves  "poor  and  naked,”   implored   the i r  maker  "O ld  Man"   to  ass i s t   them 

in   the i r  p l ight ,  on ly   to  be  adv ised  by   the i r  c reator   to  "Go to  s leep  and  get  power .  

Whatever  an imals  appear   in  your  dream,  pray  and   l i s ten ."  The   ta le ,  E i se ley  

comments ,  has  an  "e lementa l   r ing ,"   for   i t   i s ,   in   fact ,   " the  s tory  o f  an  orphan—man—

bereft  o f   inst inct ive   instruct ion  and  dependent  upon dream,  upon,   in   the  end,  h is  

own  interpretat ion  of   the  wor ld .  He  has   to  seek  an imal  he lpers  because   they  a lone  

remembered  what  was   to  be  done"   (Unexpected  113) .  

L ike   the  B lackfeet ,  E i se ley  understood   that  as  both  a  man and  a  wr i ter  he   too  

d id  not  know how to   l ive ,  and  he  never   forgot   the   in junct ion  of   "O ld  Man"   to   turn  

a lways   to   the  natura l  wor ld  and   i t s  more  exper ienced   inhab i tants   in  order   to  d iscover  

"what  was   to  be  done."  E i se ley 's  near  myst ica l  understand ing  of   the  ways  o f  an imals  

was   the   legacy  o f   that   f i r s t  g l impse   into   the  creature ly  dur ing  h is  youthfu l  escape  

at tempt:   the  b i rds   in   that  hedgerow had  appeared   to  h im to  be  a lmost  mag ica l   s imply  

because   they  were  autochthona l  c reatures ,  what   the  poet  R i lke  ca l led  "great  

accustomed th ings ,"   sprung   f rom the  earth  and  at  peace  with in   i t .  Even   the i r  

migrat ion  was   the   resu l t  o f  adaptat ion;   they  d id  not   journey   into   the  d is tance  out  o f  

long ing ,  nor  d id   they   fee l   the  ca l l  o f  dest iny  which  has  prompted  Homo sap iens .  But  

cou ld  such   res ignat ion   to   the  ways  o f   the  earth—the change  of   the  seasons ,   the  

upheava l  o f  a   s torm—ever  be  mank ind ’s?  Th is  quest ion   l ies  a t   the  heart  o f  E i se ley 's  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autob iograph ica l  meditat ions .  Dur ing  h is  ch i ldhood  f l ight  he  had  sensed   the  presence  

of   "another  wor ld"  he  was   then  unab le   to   reach;   in  adu l thood he  aga in  sought   to  

enter   i t ,   to  make  " the  green   l ight  o f  enchantment"   return   to   the   f ie lds .  

 

I I .  The Night Country 

 

The  descent  beckons  as   the  ascent  beckoned.  

Wi l l iam Car los  Wi l l iams,  Pictures   f rom Brueghe l   (73)  

 

           a l ready   the  knowing  brutes  are  aware  

that  we don ' t   fee l  very  secure ly  at  home 

with in  our   in terpreted  wor ld .  

Ra iner  Mar ia  R i lke ,  Duino  E leg ies   (21)  

 

E i se ley 's   in i t ia l  a t tempts   to  accommodate  h imse l f   to   the  natura l  wor ld ,   to  

become a  mere  creature ,  are  prevented  by  h is   sense   that  nature   i s  a   rea lm  in imica l  

to  mank ind 's  nature ,  a  “N ight  Country"  o f   terror ,  an  abyss  o f  ev i l .  He  even  devoted  

an  ent i re  book   (The  N ight  Country )   to  portray ing   th is  wor ld  o f   inhuman darkness .   In  

The   Immense   Journey ,  he  exp la ins  h is   f i r s t  d iscovery  o f   the   rea l i ty  o f   the  N ight  

Country .  Once,  he   removed the  cover   f rom an  o ld  wel l  and  d iscovered,  peer ing  over  

the   r im  into   i t s  depths ,  a   la rge  sp ider  scurry ing  about .  The  sp ider ,  he   rea l i zed  with  a  

shock ,  chose   to  be   there ;   l i ke   those   th ings  " that  d id  not   love   the  sun"  populat ing   the  

vast  depths  o f   the  ocean,   the  sp ider  des i red  darkness ;   the  N ight  Country  was   i t s  

e lement   (37‐38) .  There   i s ,  E i se ley  knew,  no  escap ing   the  somber  conc lus ion   that   the  

"whole   in f in i te   ladder  o f   l i fe  was   f i l led  with   th is  backward  yearn ing"   (Night  26) ,  a  

yearn ing  which   tota l ly  contrad icts  humankind 's  whole  symbol ic  equat ion  of   l ight  w i th  

the  Good,  and   the  prospect  o f ten  seemed to   f i l l  E i se ley  w ith   terror .  

E i se ley 's   fear ,  he   rea l i zed ,  was  not  un ique.  Human be ings  have  a lways   feared  

that   th is   "n ight   t ide"  w i l l  one  day  engu l f   them and  a l l   the i r  ach ievements .  Such   fear  

probab ly  began,  he  specu lates ,   in  our  ear l iest  ancestors  as   they  sat  by   the i r  cave  

f i res  watch ing   the  "b ig  eyes"  o f   the  predators  which   lurked  outs ide   the  human c i rc le .  

Th is   fear   i s   immense,  E i se ley  knew,  because   the   t ide   i t se l f   i s   immense:   i t   s t retches ,  

in   fact ,   to   the  ends  o f   the  un iverse .  The  menace  of   th is  n ight   t ide  causes  us   to  s t r ing  

lamps  out   in to  country   lanes   in  a   fut i le  a t tempt   to  conquer   i t s  prov ince;   i t  makes  us  

run  down n ight  c reatures  on   the   road.   In   response   to   the  n ight   t ide ,  E i se ley   rea l i zes ,  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mankind  " l ights  and   l ights   in  a  pass ion   for   i l luminat ion   that   i s   insat iab le—a poor  day‐

born   th ing  contend ing  aga inst  one  of   the  greatest  powers   in   the  un iverse"   (Night  32) .  

The  N ight  Country  even  sends  "persona l  messages"   to  our  spec ies  upon 

occas ion ,   to   remind  us  o f   i t s   threaten ing  presence  of fs tage .  E i se ley  co l lected  such  

messages :   the   rat ,  descr ibed   in  The  N ight  Country ,   that   jumps   f rom an  open  hote l  

w indow  into   the  bed  of  one  of  E i se ley 's   f r iends ;   the  " t r ickster"   rat   in  Al l   the  St range  

Hours  wh ich  upstages  and  parod ies  E ise ley 's  own  lecture  on   restor ing  "great  dead  

c i t ies  as   shr ines  o f  meditat ion" ;   the  "mi l l ions‐upon‐mi l l ions"  o f  daddy   long legs  

E ise ley  once  unexpected ly  encountered  whi le  s l id ing  a long  on  h is  back   through  a  

narrow subterranean  passage.  These  and  other  encounters  w ith   the  N ight  Country   for  

a   t ime dr ive  E ise ley   further  and   further  away   f rom  ident i f i cat ion  with   the  natura l  

order  and  make  h im that  much  more  of  a   fug i t ive .  

E i se ley   the   fug i t ive   f inds  cause   for   t rep idat ion   in   the  an imal  aspect  o f   the  

wor ld  even  when  i t  does  not  show  i tse l f  as  an  emblem of   the  ominous  N ight  Country .  

A f ter  ponder ing  Herac l i tus '   concept  o f  polemos   in  a  poem,   for  example ,  he   f inds   in  

the  Greek   idea  of   the  e lementa l   s t r i fe   f rom which  a l l   th ings  are  born  a  poss ib le  

subvers ion  of   the  whole  progress  o f  c iv i l i zat ion .  For  humans  and  an imals  are  at  war ,  

he   th inks ,   in  compet i t ion   for   the  goods  of   l i fe ,  and   there   i s  no  guarantee  mank ind  

wi l l  w in :  

 

Po lemos,  war—te l l  you  

they  keep  coming ,  keep  coming ,  

raccoons ,   foxes ,  butter f l ies .  

I  heard  a  ch ipmunk whist le  

in   the  dra in  p ipe .  

The  c i ty   i s  ours  

I   th ink ,  

but   less  certa in  now.   (Notes  81)  

 

To  E ise ley ,   the  e f fects  o f  polemos  a re  v i s ib le  everywhere ,  even   in   the  act iv i t ies  o f  

the  most   innocent  o f  c reatures ,  as  he  descr ibes   in  The   Immense   Journey :  

I   know the  sort  o f  watch  b i rds  keep  on  us .   I ' ve   l i s tened   to  sparrows   tapp ing  

tentat ive ly  on   the  outs ide  of  a i r   cond i t ioners  when they   thought  no  one  was  

l i s ten ing ,  and   I  know how other  b i rds   test   the  v ibrat ions   that  come up   to   them 

through   the   te lev is ion  aer ia l s .  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“ I s  he  gone?"   they  ask ,  and   the  v ibrat ions  come up   f rom be low,  "Not  yet ,  not  

yet .”   ( Immense  187)  

 

In  Al l   the  St range  Hours ,  as  he  watches  growing  packs  o f  w i ld  dogs  prowl ing  a long  

Market  S t reet   in  Ph i lade lph ia ,  E i se ley   imag ines   that   the   takeover   i s  very   far  advanced  

and   that   the  very  same dogs  he  watches  may  even  out l ive   the i r  masters  and  "s t i l l  be  

wai t ing  when the   f i r s t  w i ld  oak  bursts   through   the  aspha l t  o f  Market  S t reet ."  Yet  

these  and  a l l  dogs  may,  E i se ley   th inks ,   reta in  even   then  at   least  a  memory  of  a  "d im 

hand that   they  a l l   fee l  but  have  never  known,"  a  "d im memory  of  a  v i s i t ing  god  who 

cou ld  not  save  h imse l f  but  whose   touch  wrought  someth ing   inef fab le ."  But  when that  

" rac ia l  memory"   i s  no   longer  exper ienced,   " then  man wi l l   in   t ruth  be  gone.”  

One  of   those  dogs ,  however ,  br ings  a  message   to  E ise ley ,  a  message  he  

communicates  on ly   through   the   l i ck ing  o f  h is   tongue,  but  which  E ise ley ,  a   sc ient i s t  

on  a  v i s ion  quest   in to  knowledge,   i s  ab le   to   t rans late   into  human  language:  " I f  you  

would  come out  o f  your  doors  and  s tonework ,"   the  dog  p leads  w ith  E ise ley ,   "we 

cou ld   l ie  here   in   the  dust  and  be  sa fe ,  as   i t  was   in   the  beg inn ing  when you,   the  gods ,  

l i ved  c lose   to  us  and  we came  in   to  you  around the   f i re ."  Th is  dog ,  an  emissary   f rom 

the  N ight  Country  which  E ise ley  had  so   long   feared ,  de l ivers  a   summons,  E i se ley  

d iscerns ,  because  he  s imply  "d id  not  understand   the  gods  nor  why they  pers i s ted   in  

go ing  so   far  away"   (Strange  47‐49;  my  i ta l i cs ) .  

The  dog  seems to  know  intu i t ive ly  and  more   intense ly   than  we ourse lves  do  

how human  long ing  has  a l ienated   the  spec ies   f rom the  creature ly   s tate .  S ince   that  

day   in  h is  ch i ldhood when he  had  wai ted  pat ient ly   in  a  hedgerow among migrat ing  

b i rds ,  E i se ley  knew that  he   too  had   journeyed  " far  away,"   in to  a  so le ly  human,  adu l t  

rea lm  in  which  h is  pr imary   re lat ionsh ip   to  h is  wor ld  had  become,   to  use  a   favor i te  

metaphor  o f   the  Amer ican  poet  Rob inson   Je f fers ,   " incestuous"—where  he  has  

in tercourse  on ly  w ith in  h is  own  l im ited  human  fami ly   to   the  neg lect  o f   the  natura l  

wor ld   f rom which  he  sprang.   I t   i s  on ly   f rom th is  perspect ive ,  as  he  came to   rea l i ze ,  

that   the  creature ly  appears   to  h is  own prod iga l   imag inat ion   to  be  a  N ight  Country .  

But  such  a   rea l i zat ion   requ ired  of  E i se ley  a   red i rect ion  of  h is  odyssey—a momentary  

d ivagat ion   f rom pursu i t  o f   the  d is tance  and  mank ind 's   immense   journey—which  

comes   for  h im  in   the   form of  a  descent .  

The  necess i ty  o f   the  descent   in   the  at ta inment  o f  w isdom has  a lways  been  a  

theme of   the  wor ld 's   l i terature ,  as   the   journeys   in to  he l l  o f  Odysseus ,  Hercu les ,  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Aeneas ,  and  Dante   i l lust rate  wel l .   In   the  wor ld 's   l i terature  and  mytho logy ,   the  

descent   t rad i t iona l ly   serves  as  a  means  of  acqu ir ing   the  wisdom necessary   for   the  

complet ion  of  a   journey ,  as   in  Aeneas '   consu l tat ion  with  h is   fa ther   in  Hades ,  or  

Odysseus '   seek ing  out  o f  T i res ias ,  or  Dante 's  passage   through   the   In ferno.  The  

descent  o f  Loren  E ise ley ,  an  autob iograph ica l  one,   invo lved—in  keep ing  with   the  

t rad i t iona l  v i s ion  quest  o f  pr imit ive  peoples—the mediumship  of  an imals ,   the   t rue  

sp i r i t s  o f   the  N ight  Country ,   in to  an  underwor ld  which  at  one   t ime seemed to  E ise ley  

to   l ie   far  be low the  powers  o f  human  i l luminat ion .  With   th is  descent ,  E i se ley  s lowly  

beg ins   to   rec la im  for  h imse l f   the  her i tage  of  c reature l iness  which  he  had  once  

abandoned.  

In  "B ig  Eyes  and  Smal l  Eyes"   in  The  N ight  Country ,  E i se ley  descr ibes  a  d i f f i cu l t  

c ross ‐country   journey  he  once  made over  a  western  mounta in   range   to  a  nearby  c i ty .  

" I  w i l l  not   say  where   the   journey  began,"  he  exp la ins  c rypt ica l ly  a t   the  outset ;  what  

we do   learn ,  however ,   i s   that   the   journey  was   for  h im  f ree   f rom care ,  a t   least  

in i t ia l ly :   " I  was  complete   in  myse l f   l i ke  a  young  migrat ing  an imal  whose  wor ld  ex is ts  

tota l ly   in   the  present  moment .”   (He  had  repossessed,   i t  would  seem,   the  magica l  

sense  he  had   fe l t   in  ch i ldhood  in   the  hedgerow with   the  b i rds . )  But   the   journey  soon  

becomes   for  var ious   reasons—the onset  o f  n ight ,  h i s  growing  wear iness—more  and  

more  d i f f i cu l t ,  unt i l  a t   i t s  end  he   faces   the  s tern   test  o f  descending  a  sharp  

escarpment  which  presents   the   f ina l  obstac le  between h imse l f  and   the  c i ty  be low  i t—

his  dest inat ion .  Ha l fway  down the  dangerous  c l i f f ,  E i se ley  hears   the   f renz ied  bark ing  

of  guard  dogs   f rom a  mine   located  at   i t s   foot ,  and  a l though  he   fears   the i r   l i ke ly  

a t tack ,  he  has ,  he   rea l i zes ,   l i t t le  cho ice  but   to  drop   f rom h is  perch  on   the  s ide  of   the  

c l i f f  d i rect ly   in to   the i r  midst .  

To  h is  great  aston ishment ,  however ,  he   f inds   that  “ the  great  hounds ,  w i th   the  

tota l   i r rat iona l i ty   that  preva i l s  over   the  sheer  c l i f f  o f  Chaos ,   leaped  and  bounded 

about  me as   though   I  were   the i r   return ing  master ."  Gradua l ly   the i r  behav ior  becomes  

c lear   to  h is  c la i rvoyant  eye:   "D id   they   take  me,”  he  asks ,   "because  of  my success fu l  

descent  as  a  demon  l ike   themselves—for   i f   I  had   fa l len ,   they  had  g iven  every  

ind icat ion  of  devour ing  me—or  are   the  dogs  o f  Cerberus ,   the  hoarse‐vo iced ,  much  

feared  guard ian  of  Darkness ,  actua l ly  abysmal ly   lone ly  and   f r iend ly  c reatures?”  

Hav ing  been  accepted  as  a   fe l low creature ,  proven   to  be  so  because  of  h is  

accompl ishment ,  E i se ley  comes   to  see  h is  descent  as  a   red i rect ion  of  h is  prod iga l  

journey .  He  vanquishes  h is   fear  o f   the  dark  and  consequent ly  understands   that  even  

a  descent   in to  he l l   i s  an  assa i lab le  phase  of   the  human  journey:   "When  I   come to   the  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F ina l  P i t   in  which   they  howl ,"  he  exp la ins ,   “ I   sha l l ,  w i thout   too  great  a   show of  

conf idence ,  put  out  my hand  and  speak  once  more .  Perhaps   the  great  hounds  of   fear  

may  wai t  w i th  wagg ing   ta i l s   for  a  vo ice  which  knows  them"  (Night  27‐44) .    

L ike  R i lke ,  E i se ley   i s   thus  ab le   to  see   that  "perhaps  everyth ing   terr ib le   i s   in   i t s  

deepest  be ing  someth ing  he lp less   that  wants  he lp   f rom us”   (xxx ) ,  and   thus  he  beg ins  

to   fee l   the  ca l l  o f   the  ascent  and   the   resumpt ion  of  h is   journey .  He   then   fee ls  h imse l f  

becoming  one  with   the  an imal  wor ld :   "My thoughts  are  becoming  an imals ,"  he  even  

te l l s  us   in  a  poem (Notes  37)   .  But  whi le   the  spectre  o f   the  N ight  Country   threatened  

E ise ley  w ith  a l ienat ion   f rom the  wor ld  order ,   ident i f i cat ion  with   the  an imal  wor ld  

br ings  w ith   i t  a  corresponding  danger   for  h im:   the   temptat ion   to  abandon The  

Immense   Journey   short  o f  complet ion  and   thereby   to   rob   i t  o f  a l l  meaning .  

 

I I I .  Defecting 

 

When  I   saw that  c lumsy  crow 

F lap   f rom a  wasted   t ree ,  

A  shape   in   the  mind  rose  up:  

Over   the  gu l fs  o f  dream 

F lew a   t remendous  b i rd  

Further  and   further  away  

Into  a  moonless  b lack ,  

Deep   in   the  bra in ,   far  back .  

Theodore  Roethke,   "N ight  Crow"   (Col lected  Poems  47)  

 

Chuang‐tzu ,   the   famous  Tao is t  ph i losopher ,  dreamed one  n ight   that  he  was  a  

grasshopper ,  a  dream which  caused  h im to  wonder  upon awakening ,   so   the  s tory  

in forms  us ,  whether  he  was  not ,   rather ,  a  grasshopper  dreaming  he  was  a  man.  

In  "Th i r teen  Ways  o f  Look ing  at  a  B lackb i rd ,"   the  Amer ican  poet  Wal lace  

Stevens   te l l s  o f  a  man who "rode  over  Connect icut   in  a  g lass  coach"  and  came to  

exper ience  a  sense  of  puzz lement  about   the  human condi t ion  near ly   the  equa l  o f  

Chuang‐tzu 's .  S t r ipped  of   the  normal ly  ever ‐present   f rame of   the  “ordered  wor ld”   in  

h is  means  of  conveyance,   the  man perce ives   f rom h is  “g lass  coach”  a  wor ld  which   i s ,  

perhaps   for   the   f i r s t   t ime,   t ransparent ly  c lear   to  h im and  senses   the  presence  of  

another  order  o f  be ing .  H is  v i s ion  becomes,   in   fact ,   so  c la i rvoyant   that ,  as  S tevens  

in forms  us ,  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Once ,  a   fear  p ierced  h im 

In   that  he  mistook  

The  shadow of  h is  equ ipage  

For  b lackb i rds .  

 

L ike  Chuang‐tzu ,  S tevens '   coach  r ider  has   for   the  moment   forgotten   the  d is t inct ions  

between man and  an imal ,   the  seer  and   the  seen,  and  as  S tevens  exp la ins  ear l ier   in  

the  poem,   to  be  so   forget fu l   i s   to  at ta in  a  new k ind  of  understand ing :   for   i t   i s   to  see  

that  

 

A  man and  a  woman 

Are  one.  

A  man and  a  woman and  a  b lackb i rd  

Are  one.  

 

But  even   th is  understand ing ,  as  S tevens  makes  c lear ,   i s ,  a t   f i r s t  acqu is i t ion ,  a  

p ierc ing   fear ;   for   i t   invo lves  noth ing   less   than  a   loss  o f  human  ident i ty  and  a  merger  

w ith   the  wor ld  o f   the  creature  

 

The " l ine"  which  separates   the  human and an imal  wor ld ,  E i se ley  knew,   i s  a   th in  one  

and  not  a lways  apparent :   i t   i s   " l ike  an   inv is ib le  wa l l ,  a   l ine  you  can ' t   see ,"  and  yet   i t  

i s  everywhere ,  a  net   runn ing   through  one 's  bra in  as  wel l  as   the  outs ide  wor ld"   (Night  

12) .  A  major   funct ion  of  c iv i l i zed   re l ig ion ,  E i se ley   l iked   to   th ink ,   i s   to  prevent  

mank ind   f rom stray ing   too  near  or  c ross ing  over  such  a   l ine  o f  demarcat ion   ( Inv is ib le  

150‐51) .  But  an imals   themselves  know of   i t s  ex is tence ,  even  when we do  not :   "b i rds  

s i t  on   those   l ines  and  you  never  knew which  s ide   the  b i rds  were  on  because   they  sat  

so  qu iet ly  and  were  wai t ing"   (Night  12) .  

E i se ley  o f ten   fe l t   the  shudder  which  accompanies  c ross ing  over   the   l ine  and  

the  subsequent  confus ion  of   rea lms;  he  exper ienced   i t  both  at   f i r s t  and  second hand.  

In  an  essay   le f t  unpubl i shed  at  h is  death ,   "The  Dance  of   the  Frogs"   (now to  be   found 

in  The  Star  Thrower ) ,  E i se ley  descr ibes  perhaps   the   f i r s t   t ime he  sensed   that   the  

creature ly  const i tuted   the  shadow of  h is  own equ ipage.  

In  "The  Dance  of   the  Frogs ,"  E i se ley   te l l s   the   incred ib le  s tory  o f  A lbert  Dreyer ,  

a  Un ivers i ty  o f  Pennsy lvan ia  zoo log is t  and  a  spec ia l i s t   in  amphib ians ,  who,  whi le  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conduct ing  an  exper iment   in   the  woods  of  Pennsy lvan ia  on   the  axo lot l ,   for  a  moment  

lost—l ike  Chuang‐tzu  and  Stevens '  b lackb i rd  watcher—the customary  ob ject iv i ty  o f  

the  human condi t ion .  As  he  exp la ins   to  E ise ley ,  h is  capt ive   l i s tener   in  a  bar ,  Dreyer  

had,   i t   seems,  d iscovered  one  n ight   in   the  woods  a   la rge  spr ing  migrat ion  of  

thousands  of  peeper   f rogs  head ing   for  nearby  waters   in  order   to  mate  and   lay  eggs .  

Fee l ing ,  a long  with   the   f rogs   themselves ,   the  "mighty  and  archa ic   l i fe  wel l ing  up   f rom 

the  very  ground,"  and  with   the  water  and  " the  mother ,   the  anc ient   l i fe   force"  pu l l ing  

h im,  Dreyer  h imse l f  began,  by  h is  own account ,   to   fo l low the   f rogs '  mad sk ip  across  

the   land,  mov ing   in   imitat ion  of   the i r  dance .  

But  suddenly ,  as  he   t rave led  a long  what  he   rea l i zed   to  be  a  “ four‐d imens iona l  

roadway   into   the  wor ld  o f   t ime,"  Dreyer  sensed   the  presence   in   the  surrounding  

darkness  o f   "g iant  batrach ian   feet   jo in ing   the  dance."  The   feet ,  Dreyer  exp la ined   to  

E ise ley ,  he  be l ieved   to  be   those  of  a  "game  lord”  such  as   the   Ind ians  nat ive   to   the  

area  be l ieved   in—a g igant ic ,   " immater ia l , "  contro l ler  o f   the  movements  o f  var ious  

spec ies  o f  an imals ,  a  k ind  of  archetype  of   the  spec ies   i t se l f ,  an  " immorta l   renewer  of  

substance .”   In  a   t rance ,  Dreyer  cont inued   to   fo l low the   f rogs  and   the i r   leader   to   the  

very  edge  of   the  water ,  and  on ly  at   the   last  moment  broke   the  spe l l   they  had  cast  

upon h im before  he   too ,   l i ke   the   f rogs ,  dove   into   the   r iver .  As  Dreyer   te l l s  h is   ta le ,  

E i se ley   ( then  a  young  man)   looks  upon h im skept ica l ly ,  unt i l ,   in  a   las t  a t tempt   to  

conv ince  h is   l i s tener  o f   the  verac i ty  o f  h is   ta le ,  Dreyer   l i f t s  h is  hands  and  removes  a  

g love   to   revea l   that  h is  own hand   i s  a tav is t ica l ly  webbed between h is  otherwise  

human  f ingers ;   the  chromosomes  of   the   f rogs ,   i t   seems,  are  s t i l l  a l ive  w ith in  h im 

(Star  Thrower  106‐115) .  

In  "The   Judgment  o f   the  B i rds ,”  E i se ley  descr ibes  one  of  a  number  o f  h is  own 

exper iences  o f  ex is tent ia l   reversa l ,  exper iences   that  would  seem to   ind icate   that  

Dreyer 's  v iv id  demonstrat ion  of   the  presence  of   the  creature  with in  us  not  on ly  

conv inced   the   in i t ia l ly  doubt ing  E ise ley  but  made h im aware  of   s imi lar  presences  

w ith in  h imse l f .  Awakening   in  a  New York  C i ty  hote l   in   the  very  ear ly  morn ing ,  E i se ley  

goes   to   the  window to  v iew the  coming  of  dawn.   Instead  he  witnesses  a  deserted  c i ty  

occup ied  on ly  by  p igeons   f ly ing  a imless ly  about   the  nearby   ta l l  bu i ld ings .  But   then  

rea l i ty  beg ins   to  sh i f t  before  h is  very  eyes :  

 

As   I   c rouched  ha l f  as leep  across   the  s i l l ,   I  had  a  moment 's   i l lus ion   that   the  

wor ld  had  changed   in   the  n ight ,  as   in   some  immense  snowfa l l ,  and   that   i f   I  

were   to   leave   i t  would  have   to  be  as   these  other   inhab i tants  were  do ing ,  by  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the  window.   I   shou ld  have   to   launch  out   in to   that  great  bottomless  vo id  w ith  

the  s imple  conf idence  of  young  b i rds   reared  h igh  up   there  among  the   fami l ia r  

ch imney  pots  and   interposed  horrors  o f   the  abyss .  

 

And  he  beg ins   to   fee l ,  w i th in   the   tact  d imens ion  of  h is  own body,   inv is ib le  w ings  

beg inn ing   to   r i se   in  ant ic ipat ion  of  h is  coming   f l ight ,  as   i f  w ings  are  s t i l l  part  o f  h is  

"equ ipage"   ( Immense  166) .  

L ike  A lbert  Dreyer ,  E i se ley  came to  accept  as  wel l   the   rea l i ty  o f   the  "game 

lords"   through   f i r s t  hand  exper ience .   In  The  Unexpected  Un iverse  he te l l s  how once  

whi le  dr iv ing  among a   lone ly   forest   road  at  n ight  he  saw someth ing   rac ing  a long  

bes ide  h is  car :  

 

I t  was  not  an  an imal ;   i t  was  a  g l id ing ,   leap ing  mytho logy .   I   fe l t   the  sk in  crawl  

on   the  back  o f  my neck ,   for   th is  was  s t i l l   the   forest  o f   the  wind igo .   .   .   .   I  was  

lost ,  but   I  understood   the   forest .  The  b lood   that   ran   in  me was  not  urban.   I  

a lmost  sa id  not  human.   (Unexpected  202‐203)    

 

A l though  he  soon  rea l i zes   that   the  creature   i s  on ly  a   spotted  dog,  he  cont inues   to  

be l ieve   that  he  has   rea l ly   seen  "an   i l lusory  momentar i ly   success ion  of   forms,   f ina l ly ,  

but  momentar i ly   f rozen   into  shape   'dog '  by  me."  "How was   I   to  know  i t  would   remain  

'dog ’?”  he  asks .   "By  exper ience?  No,   i t  had  been  p icked  by  me out  o f  a   runn ing  

weave  of  co lors  and   faces   in to  which   i t  would   lapse  once  more  as   i t  bounded s i lent ly  

in to   the   inhuman,  unpopulated  wood."  "We dece ive  ourse lves ,"  E i se ley  conc ludes ,   " i f  

we   th ink  our  se l f  drawn categor ies  ex is t   there .”  

Af ter   the  exper ience ,  E i se ley   fee ls  h is  own " f lesh"  and  seeming ly  un ique  

persona l i ty  a l ready  s l ipp ing   l ike   f ly ing  mist ,   l i ke   the  co lors  o f   the  dog ,  away   f rom the  

l i t t le  parce l  o f  my bones .”  Car los  Casteneda 's  Don   Juan  would ,  no  doubt ,  have  

exp la ined   to  E ise ley   that  he  had   just  encountered  a  supernatura l  be ing  known as  an  

"a l ly .”  But  Loren  E ise ley  needed no  Yaqu i   Ind ian  sorcerer 's   tute lage   to  see  such  

th ings .  H is  evo lut ionary   imag inat ion  was  h is  on ly  sorcerer ,  and  he   rout ine ly  

w itnessed  such  encounters  w ith   the  creature ly  and   fe l t   the  presence  of   i t s   shadow 

with in  h is  body  unt i l   the  mutab i l i ty  o f   form became a  g iven  of  h is  wor ld .  

At   the  end  of  Darwin ’s  Century ,  h i s   scho lar ly   s tudy  of   the  deve lopment  o f   the  

idea  of  evo lut ion ,  E i se ley  quotes  a  passage   f rom the  notebooks  o f   the  young  Char les  

Darwin   in  which ,  E i se ley  observes ,   the   theory  o f  evo lut ion  was  a l ready  conta ined   in  



The Collected Works of David Lavery 13 

 

 

germ:  “ I f  we  chose   to   le t  con jecture   run  wi ld ,"  Darwin  wrote ,   " then  an imals ,  our  

fe l low brethren   in  pa in ,  d isease ,   suf fer ing  and   fame—our  s laves   in   the  most  

labor ious  works ,  our  companions   in  our  amusements—they  may  partake  of  our  or ig in  

in  one  common ancestor—we may  a l l  be  melted   together .”  Th is  v i s ion  of   the  un i ty  o f  

evo lut ion 's   " tang led  bank ,"  E i se ley  c la ims,  const i tutes  noth ing   less   than  "one  of   the  

most   t remendous   ins ights  a   l i v ing  be ing  ever  had"   (Darwin ’s  Century  351‐52)   I t   i s  a  

v i s ion   that   shapes  as  wel l  a l l  o f  E i se ley 's  own percept ions  o f  an imals .  

There  are ,  E i se ley  understood,  

 

aspects  o f   the  wor ld  and   i t s   inhab i tants   that  are  eterna l ,   l i ke   r ipp les  marked  

in  s tone  on   foss i l  beaches .  There   i s  a  b io log ica l  preord inat ion   that  no  one  can  

change.  There  are  ser ia t im events   that  on ly   the  complete   reversa l  o f   t ime 

cou ld  undo.  An  example  would  be   the  moment  when the  bats  dropped  into   the  

a i r  and   f lut tered  away   f rom the   insect ivore   l ine   that  gave   r i se   to  ourse lves .  

What   f ragment  o f  man,  perhaps  a  usefu l   f ragment ,  departed  with   them? 

Someth ing ,   sha l l  we  say ,   that  had   i t   l ingered,  might  have  made a  smal l ,  brave  

twi l ight  d i f ference   in   the  mind  of  man?   ( Inv is ib le  35)  

 

I t   i s   th is  evo lut ionary  quest ion ing  which  a l lowed E ise ley   to  surmount  h is  para lyz ing  

fear  o f   the  N ight  Country ;   for   such  quest ion ing  brought  E ise ley   to   the   rea l i zat ion  

that—in   the  words  o f  Wi l l iam B lake—"The Bat   that   f l i t s  a t  c lose  of  Eve  /  Has   le f t   the  

Bra in   that  won't  Be l ieve ."  And  so  he  chose   instead   to   inc lude   i t  and   i t s  capab i l i t ies  as  

part  o f  h is  mind 's  equ ipment ,   re ject ing ,  as  d id   the  great  Romant ic  v i s ionary ,   the  

superst i t ious  symbol i sm which  so  o f ten  obscures  man's  apprehens ion  of   the  natura l  

un i ty  o f   th ings .   Instead,  E i se ley  sought  a lways   to   incorporate ,   through   the  power  of  

h is   imag inat ion ,  a l l   those  atav is t ic  ways  o f  exper ience  which  man has ,   through  

b io log ica l  necess i ty ,  abandoned a long   the  way  of  h is  evo lut ionary  passage ,   in   the  

hope   that   the  "smal l ,  brave   twi l ight  d i f ference"   thus   recaptured  might  br ing  h im 

needed wisdom  in  h is  own Odyssey ,  might  a id  h im  in  authent ica l ly  wr i t ing  an  

autob iography  which  cou ld  serve  as  a  "peace   t reaty"  w ith   th ings .  

Mank ind 's  a t tempts  at  understand ing   the  un iverse ,  E i se ley  observes   in  The  

Inv is ib le  Pyramid ,  have   invo lved  a   t remendous   i rony:   for  a l though  we have  ga ined  

much  knowledge   in   the  e f fort ,  we  have  as  wel l  necessar i ly  g iven  away  "a  part  o f  

[ourse lves]  which  can  never  be   rega ined—the certa inty  o f   the  an imal   that  what   i t  

senses   i s  actua l ly   there   in   the  shape   the  eye  beholds .  By  contrast ,   [we   f ind  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ourse lves]   in  P lato 's  cave  of   i l lus ion .   [We have]  acqu ired  an   interest   in   the  whole  o f  

the  natura l  wor ld  at   the  expense  of  be ing  e jected   f rom  i t  and  return ing ,  a l l   too  

f requent ly ,  as  an  angry  despo i ler”   (142) .  To   forget   the  an imal  w i th in ,   then,   i s   to  

become what  E ise ley  ca l led   ( in  The   Inv is ib le  Pyramid )  a   "wor ld  eater"—a paras i te  

upon earth ,  a  destroyer  o f  nature 's  de l icate  eco log ica l  ba lance .  Consequent ly ,  

E i se ley   f inds   far  greater  eco log ica l  w isdom  in   the  mytho logy  of   the  Amer ican   Ind ian  

than   in   that  o f   the  Greeks .  For   the  Greeks ,  as  E i se ley  exp la ins   in  a  poem,  were  on ly  

ab le   to  see  " in   the i r   s t rong  sun l ight   /   .   .   .   the  gods  as  men though   immorta l   .   .   .   , ”  

whi le   the   Ind ian  knew,   thanks   to  "v is ions  caught  by  /   s tarv ing  men on  h i l l tops   .   .   .   , ”  

that  we are  a  "mosa ic"  o f  a l l   the   th ings  o f   the   l iv ing  wor ld ,  and  so   too  must  our  gods  

be   (Notes  36‐37) .  

"A l l   the  great  c iv i l i zed   re l ig ions   remain  pr imar i ly  human centered,"   the  poet  

Gary  Snyder  observes ;  as   such   they   ignore   that  w isdom atta inab le  on ly   through  

communicat ion  with   the  an imal  wor ld .  We now can  no   longer  hear   the  " language  of  

the  b i rds"  which  was  once  so  v i ta l  a   factor   in   the   l ives  o f  anc ient  peoples .  We now 

know noth ing  of   the  "pure  sensua l   speech"  o f  which   the  myst ica l   shoemaker   Jacob  

Boehme wrote  as   la te  as   the  seventeenth  century .  We are ,   therefore ,   incapab le  o f  

rea l i z ing ,  as  Snyder  has  exp la ined,   the  most  profound of  a l l   re l ig ious   t ruths :   " that  we 

are  many  se lves   look ing  at  each  other ,   through   the  same eye”   (62) .  And  so  we dream 

of  voyag ing   to  other  p lanets  beyond the  Earth   in  hopes  o f  d iscover ing  a  

"nonterrestr ia l   in te l l igence"  w ith  which   to  converse  and   thereby   to  vanquish   the  

" long   lone l iness"   (Star  Thrower  37‐44)  which  a lways  p lagues  an  a l ienated  creature  

l ike  Homo sap iens ;  we  refuse   to  accept   that  "Perhaps  we have  some th ings  s t i l l   to  

learn   f rom the  natura l  wor ld  before  we turn   to   the   far   shores  o f   space  and  whatever  

c reatures  may  await  us   there"   (Star  Thrower  38‐39) .  

“One does  not  meet  onese l f ,”  E i se ley  notes   in  The  Unexpected  Un iverse ,  

th ink ing  of  Argos '   recogn i t ion  of  h is  master  Odysseus  a f ter  n ineteen  years  o f  wa i t ing ,  

"unt i l  one  catches   the   re f lect ion   f rom an  eye  other   than  human.”  For  such  a  meet ing  

serves   to   remind  us   that  we are ,   in   fact ,  prod iga l .  For  " the  magic   that  g leams an  

instant  between Argos  and  Odysseus ,"  E i se ley  observes ,   “ i s  both   the   recogn i t ion  of  

d ivers i ty  and   the  need   for  a f fect ion  across   the   i l lus ions  o f   form.   I t   i s  nature 's  c ry   to  

homeless ,   far ‐wander ing ,   insat iab le  man:   'Do  not   forget  your  brethren,  nor   the  green  

wood  f rom which  you  sprang '"   (Unexpected  23) .  By  such  magic ,  E i se ley  knew,  even  

the  hounds  of  he l l   can  be   tamed.  Yet   to  at ta in  such  a   recogn i t ion   i s  a  near  

imposs ib i l i ty   in   the  midst  o f  a   log ica l ly  ordered,  desecrated  "natura l”  wor ld .  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Our   inab i l i ty   to  communicate  with  an imals  can  be   t raced,  as  E i se ley  shows,  

back   to  our  ear l iest  ancestors .  When we are   f i r s t  embarked  on  our   t ime voyage,   the  

quantum  leap  our   in te l lectua l  powers  per formed brought  w ith   i t  a  corresponding  

profanat ion  of  our  wor ld :   "Man no   longer  saw d is t inct  and  powerfu l   sp i r i t s   in  every  

t ree  or   runn ing  brook.  H is  an imal  confreres  s lunk   l ike  par iahs  sou l less   f rom h is  

presence.  They  no   longer  spoke,   the i r   in f luence  upon h im was  broken   .   .   . ”   ( Inv is ib le  

14) .  There  has  a lways   remained,  however ,   the   temptat ion   to   rect i fy   th is  a l ienat ion  by  

return ing  complete ly   to   the  an imal  wor ld   in  a   sort  o f  consummate  Romant ic i sm.   ( In  

the  seventeenth‐century   I ta l ian  poet  Ge l l i ' s  Circe ,  E i se ley  observes ,   th is  mani fests  

i t se l f   in  Ge l l i ' s  vers ion  of   the  Odysseus   legend:   in  Circe ,  a l l  but  one  of   those  whom 

C irce   t ransforms  into  an imals   re fuse   to  be   restored ,   fee l ing   themselves   to  be  "done  

with  humanity ." )  E i se ley  h imse l f  knew the  power  of   the   temptat ion .   "Somet imes   I  

th ink  o f  defect ing ,”  he  exp la ins   in   the  poem "The  Last  Days" :  

 

      I  have  begun  to  hear  

                        t rees   in   the  n ight ;  

      I  wander  around too  much  

                       and  need  rep lacements .  

An imals  are  beg inn ing   to   look  better  

                than  my own k ind;  

I   request   t ransfer .  

                Somet imes   I   th ink   they  are   ta lk ing .  

               My  cat   i s   ta lk ing  but   I  don ' t  qu i te  hear .   (Notes  82)  

 

The  sense   that  he   i s  h imse l f  becoming  an  an imal   i s   so  great   that ,  as  he  exp la ins  on  

numerous  occas ions ,  E i se ley   re fused   to   look   into  mirrors   for   fear   that  he  wi l l ,   l i ke  

the   legendary  Werewolves ,  actua l ly  observe   the   t ransformat ion   in  progress .  

E i se ley 's  own mentor ,   the  noted  anthropolog is t  F rank  Speck ,  once   to ld  h im 

that  h is  proper  p lace  was  not   the  modern  wor ld ,  but  way  back  among " the  s impler  

peoples"   l ike   the   I roquois   Ind ians .  But  even   the   I roquois ,  E i se ley  knew better ,  a re  

not   the  "r ight  people"  w ith  whom he  can  share  a   t rue  sense  of  brotherhood.  " I  

be longed,“  he  exp la ins   in  Al l   the  St range  Hours ,   " further  back—back  on   the  alt ip lano  

w i th   the  great  gray  beasts  o f   the  cross ing ."  To   fu l f i l l   th is  most  sovere ign  wish—to re‐

enter   the  natura l  order  o f   th ings  dur ing   the   ice  age  at   the  very  po int  where  E ise ley  

be l ieved   that   the  "r i f t"—mankind 's   separat ion   f rom b io log ica l  evo lut ion—began,   i t  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was,  as  E i se ley  knew,   imperat ive   that  he  abandon every  vest ige  o f   spec ies  

chauv in ism with in  h imse l f  and  commit  h imse l f  w i l l ing ly   to   the  u l t imate  heresy  o f  

ident i f i cat ion  with   the  natura l  wor ld ,  accept ing  wi l l ing ly   the  humi l ia t ion  which  

comes  with   the  d isavowal  o f   the  pro jects  o f   the  wor ld  eaters .  Th is  humi l ia t ion  

E ise ley  g lad ly  accepted:  " I  d id  not  care   for   taxonomic  def in i t ions ,   that  was   the   t ruth  

of   i t , "  he  would  confess  on   the  penul t imate  page  of  h is   formal  autob iography.   " I  d id  

not  care   to  be  a  man,  on ly  a  be ing"   (Strange  91‐95 ,  265) .  

 

IV. The Mockingbird 

 

There   i s  a  profound,   inescapab le  need   for  an imals   that   i s   in  a l l  peop le  

everywhere ,  an  urgent   requ irement   for  which  no  subst i tute  ex is ts .   I t   i s  

no  vague,   romant ic ,  or   in tang ib le  yearn ing ,  no  s imple  sop   to  our  

lone l iness   for  Parad ise .   I t   i s  as  hard  and  unavo idab le  as   the  

compounds  of  our   inner  chemistry .   I t   i s  un iversa l  but  poor ly  

recogn ized .   I t   i s   the  pecu l iar  way   that  an imals  are  used   in   the  growth  

and  deve lopment  o f   the  human person,   in   those  most  pr ice less  

qua l i t ies  which  we  lump together  as  "mind" .   .   .   .  An imals  are  among 

the   f i r s t   inhab i tants  o f   the  mind 's  eye .  They  are  bas ic   to   the  

deve lopment  o f   speech  and   thought .  Because  of   the i r  part   in   the  

growth  of  consc iousness ,   they  are   inseparab le   f rom a  ser ies  o f  events  

in  each  human  l i fe ,   ind ispensab le   to  our  becoming  human  in   the   fu l lest  

sense .  

Pau l  Shepard ,  Th ink ing  An imals   (2 )  

 

E i se ley 's   long ing   to  be  other   than  human was  counterba lanced   in  h is  mind  by  

h is  v iv id  understand ing   that   in   the  an imal  wor ld   there  ex is ts  an  equa l ly  profound 

des i re   to  at ta in   to   the   leve l  o f   the  human.  An imals   seem somehow to  comprehend 

human dest iny  and   the i r   re lat ionsh ip   to   i t .  They   fee l   for  mank ind ,   i t   i s   t rue ,  a  k ind  of  

p i ty—l ike   the  dogs  on  Market  S t reet ;  but   they  exper ience  as  wel l   someth ing  very   l ike  

envy .  They   long   to  be  us .   L ike  R i lke ,  E i se ley  knew f rom c lose  persona l  observat ion  of  

an imals   that  

 

w i th in   the  wakefu l ly ‐warm beast  

there   l ies   the  weight  and  care  o f  a  great   sadness .  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For   that  which  of ten  overwhelms  us  c l ings  

to  h im as  wel l ,— a  k ind  of  memory  

that  what  we're  press ing  a f ter  now was  once  

nearer  and   t ruer  and  at tached   to  us  

w ith   in f in i te   tenderness .    

 

Th is  c ruc ia l   ins ight—that  Homo sap iens   represents ,   in  Michae l  Po lany i ' s  words ,   " the  

u l t imate  s tage   in   the  awakening  of   the  wor ld ," 3 a   s tage  a l l   l i fe  has  s t r iven   to  

ach ieve—is  brought  home to  E ise ley   in  h is  memor ies  o f  h is  ch i ldhood pet ,  a  dog  

named Mickey .  

Mickey ,  E i se ley   remembers ,  was  a  dog  who env ied   the  human advance  and  

"wanted  very  much   to  be  a  genu ine  human be ing ,"   though  h is   fut i le  a t tempts   to  s i t  

up   to  eat  a t   the  E ise ley  d inner   tab le  were  met  on ly  w ith  der is ive   laughter ,  and  h is  

look  of   shame revea led   that  he  "knew very  wel l  he  was  be ing  mocked   for  not  be ing  

human."  No  one   took  h is  ambit ion  ser ious ly .  But  Mickey 's  great  des i re  was  no  mere  

an imal  whim.  As  he   looks  at  Mickey 's  paw pr int   in  a  ha l f ‐century  o ld  cement  s idewalk  

dur ing  a  v i s i t   in  midd le  age   to  h is  home town,  E ise ley  understands   that  

 

Mickey   t r ied  hard   to  be  a  human be ing .  And  as   I   s tood  a f ter   the   lapse  of  years  

and   looked  at   the   fa int   impress ion  of  h is  paw,   i t   s t ruck  me that  every   ru ined  

c iv i l i zat ion   i s ,   in  a   sense ,   the  mark  o f  men t ry ing   to  be  human,   t ry ing   to  

t ranscend  themselves .   L ike  Mickey ,  none  of   them has  qu i te  made  i t .   .   .   .  

(Night  79‐80)  

 

For  "Man  i s  not  man,  he   i s  e l sewhere"   (Night  54) ,  E i se ley   reminds .  
                                            

3The  passage   referred   to   in   the   text   ( the   f ina l  words  o f  Po lany i ’ s  Persona l  

Knowledge )   reads   in   fu l l :  

 

so   far  as  we know,   the   t iny   f raments  o f   the  un iverse  embodied   in  man are   the  

on ly  centres  o f   thought  and  respons ib i l i ty   in   the  v i s ib le  wor ld .   I f   that  be  so ,  

the  appearance  of   the  human mind  has  been  so   far   the  u l t imate  s tage   in   the  

awakening  of   the  wor ld ;  and  a l l   that  has  gone  before ,   the  s t r iv ings  o f  a  

myr iad  of  centres   that  have   taken   the   r i sk  o f   l i v ing  and  be l iev ing ,   seem to  

have  a l l  been  pursu ing ,  a long   r iva l   l ines ,   the  a im now ach ieved  by  us  up   to  

th is  po int .   (405)  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L ikewise ,  E i se ley  comes   to   rea l i ze ,   i t   i s  not  mank ind  a lone   that  exper iences  

the  exchange  of   rea lms   fe l t  by  Chuang‐tzu  and  Stevens '   c row watcher .  An imals   too  

know a  k ind  of  ex is tent ia l   reversa l :  

 

To  see   f rom an   inverted  ang le ,  however ,   i s  not  a  g i f t  a l lo t ted  mere ly   to   the  

human  imag inat ion .   I  have  come to  suspect   that  w i th in   the i r  degree   i t   i s  

sensed  by  an imals ,   though  perhaps  as   rare ly  as  among men.  The   t ime has   to  

be   r ight ;  one  has   to  be ,  by  chance  or   in tent ion ,  upon  the  border  o f   two 

wor lds .  And  somet imes   these   two borders  may  sh i f t  or   in terpenetrate  and  one  

sees   the  miracu lous .   ( Immense  167)  

 

In  "The   Judgment  o f   the  B i rds"  E ise ley  descr ibes   just   such  an  occas ion .  

Walk ing   toward   the  campus  of   the  Univers i ty  o f  Pennsy lvan ia  one  morn ing ,  

E i se ley   fo l lows  an  accustomed path   through  an  extraord inar i ly  heavy  ear ly  morn ing  

fog .  Suddenly   jo l ted  by  a   f lu t ter  o f  w ings  and  a   loud  shr iek ,  E i se ley   recogn izes   the  

cry  o f  a   fami l ia r  c row which  had  a lmost  co l l ided  with  h im.  Gradua l ly  E i se ley   rea l i zes  

what  had  happened.  The  crow which  had  near ly  c rashed   into  h im was  a   regu lar  

around the  ne ighborhood,  one  E ise ley  saw every  day  and  who,   in   turn ,   saw h im da i ly  

as  wel l .  But   in   the   th ick   fog  he  had  ev ident ly  become momentar i ly  confused:  

 

He  had   thought  he  was  h igh  up ,  and  when he  encountered  me  looming  

g igant ica l ly   through   the   fog ,  he  had  perce ived  a  ghast ly  and,   to   the  crow 

mind,  unnatura l   s ight .  He  had  seen  a  man walk ing  on  a i r ,  desecrat ing   the  very  

heart  o f   the  crow k ingdom,  a  harb inger  o f   the  most  profound ev i l  a  c row mind  

cou ld  conce ive  of—airwalk ing  men.  The  encounter ,  he  must  have   thought ,  had  

taken  p lace  a  hundred   feet  over   the   roofs .   ( Immense  169)  

 

Once  a   fear  p ierced  h im,  S tevens  might  have  sa id ,   in   that  he  mistook   the  shadow of  

h is  equ ipage   for  men.  

Nor   i s   i t  our  seeming ly  un ique  ab i l i ty   to   t rave l   through   t ime  in   inner  

exper ience—a favor i te  E ise ley   theme—that   t ru ly  d is t ingu ishes  us .  Even  an  an imal  can  

do   i t ,  E i se ley  comprehends  one  n ight  whi le  p lay ing  with  h is  dog  Wolf ,  as  he  descr ibes  

in  "The  Angry  Winter ."  At  work  on   the  harvest  o f  an  archaeo log ica l  d ig ,  E i se ley  

throws  Wolf   the  anc ient  bone  of  a   foss i l  b i son  over  10 ,000  years  o ld .  Suddenly ,  

E i se ley  exp la ins ,  Wol f  beg ins   to  snar l  and  bare  h is   teeth ,  assuming  a  posture  of  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defense .  He  does  so ,  E i se ley  grasps ,  because  "anc ient  shapes  were  moving   in  h is  

mind  and  determin ing  h is  ut terance ,”   in forming  h im that  "on ly   foo ls  g ive  up  bones"  

in   the   t ime of   i ce   in  which  he  momentar i ly   found h imse l f  and  s igna l ing  h im to  at tack ,  

i f  necessary ,  h is  master ,   the  "most  be loved  ob ject   in  h is  un iverse ."  But   the  dog ,  

E i se ley  knew,  d id  not   rea l ly  want   to  s t r ike ;   in  h is   "s t ra ined  and  desperate  eyes"  

E ise ley   reads  another  message  which   the  an imal  does  not  have   the  words   to  

otherwise  express :  

 

Do  not   .   .   .   force  me.   I  am what   I  am and  cannot  be  otherwise  because  of   the  

shadows.  Do  not   reach  out .  You  are  a  man and  my very  god.   I   love  you,  but  do  

not  put  out  your  hand.   I t   i s  midn ight .  We are   in  another   t ime,   in   the  snow.  

(Unexpected  94‐95)  

 

Through   the  power  of  an  atav is t ic   inst inct  a lone,  Wol f  had  returned   to   that   same 

spot   in   t ime  in  which  E ise ley  h imse l f   sought   re fuge ,   to   that  very  moment   in  

evo lut ion—before   the   r i f t  opened between the  human and   the  an imal—into  which  

E ise ley  hoped to  d ie .  And  at   the  end  of  Al l   the  St range  Hours ,  h i s   las t  major  

pub l i shed  work ,  E i se ley  does   jo in  Wol f—his  Argos—in   the  shadows of   that   inst inct ive  

wor ld ,   in  a  verba l  passage   toward  death   that  presaged  E ise ley 's  own rea l  one   two 

years   la ter ,   "muff led   in  snow upon the  a l t ip lano”   (Strange  266) .  But   the  passage   to  

that  wor ld   i s   for  E i se ley  a  d i f f i cu l t  one,  an  Odyssey ,  and  not   to  be  nav igated  mere ly  

through  an  atav is t ic  escape.  

In  mank ind 's   search   for  a   return   to  nature ,  an  end   to  h is  prod iga l   journey  

beyond the  b io log ica l   in to   t ime,  and  our  pursu i t  o f  a  proper  death ,  an imals  can ,  

E i se ley  knew,  serve  as  an   insp i rat ion  and  a  gu ide ,  as   they  d id  once   for   the   totemic  

mind;  but  we need  more   than   they  can  ever   f ina l ly  g ive :   for  we seek ,  he   te l l s  us   in  

the  poem "The  Bats ,"   the  at ta inment  o f   the  "Peace   that   long  ago  was  sa id   to  pass   /  

beyond understand ing ."  Ra is ing  h is  poet ic  vo ice   in  prayer ,  E i se ley  asks ,  however ,  

that   such  peace  be  conferred  on  a l l   l i v ing   th ings  as  wel l ,  not   just  on   the  human:  

"G ive   i t   to  a l l   your  c reatures ,   /   for  we  too  are  a  part  o f   them as   they  of  us   /  entwined  

in  one  great  whole   that  cannot  keep  /   the  mind   f rom terror  so   long  as  one   lost   leaf   /  

upon  the  pavement  s t rugg les  w ith in   i t s   so l i tude   to   r i se"   (Notes  89) .  The  " leaf"  o f  

which  he  speaks   i s ,   in   rea l i ty ,  a  bat  which  once  came miracu lous ly  back   to   l i fe  a t  h is  

feet ;   thus  E ise ley 's  prayer  seeks   to   redeem the  N ight  Country ,   to   l i f t   i t s  darkness   in to  

the   rea lm of   l ight  and  understand ing .  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To  pray   in   th is  way   i s   to  beg in   to  create  “an  eth ic  not  a lone  d i rected   toward  

h is   fe l lows,  but  extended to   the   l iv ing  wor ld  around h im";   i t   i s  an  at tempt   to  

estab l i sh  a  presence  before   the  wor ld   in  which  "by  way  of  h is  cu l tura l  wor ld ,  man can  

at tempt  an  actua l  consc ious   re ‐entry   in to   the  sunf lower   forest  he  had   thought  

mere ly   to  exp lo i t  or  abandon."  Th is   feat  humans  can  accompl ish  only  a lone:   " for  man 

h imse l f  must  be  h is   las t  mag ic ian .  He  must  seek  h is  own way  home"   ( Inv is ib le  155) .  

And   th is  humans  alone   can  do  because  we are ,  as  a   spec ies ,   l i ke   those  water  s t r iders  

E i se ley  wr i tes  o f   in  a  poem,  "a  s t r ider  over   l ight  and  a i r , "  a  c reature  of   two rea lms,  

who "g l ides  magni f icent ly  upon a  web of  mus ic  and  of   l ight ,"  whi le  be low,  under   the  

sway  of   the  N ight  Country ,   "Someth ing   .   .   .   contends  aga inst   the  dark ,”  and  a l though  

i t  does  not  a lways  w in ,   that  part  o f  us  which   l ives  w ith in   the   l ight  

 

               w ins  enough  

that  mus ic   r i ses  and  a  mock ing  b i rd  

has  h is  own reperto i re  o f  notes ,  

               p reserv ing  others  

               o f  b i rds  who sang  once  and  were  s t i l l .   (Notes  31‐32)  

 

Man  i s  a  mock ingb ird ,  E i se ley   i s   te l l ing  us ;  he  s tea ls  h is   songs   f rom other  s ingers .  He  

i s  a  mimic  mere ly ;  h is   l i fe   i s  mimicry .   ( "Rea l ly  we create  noth ing ,"  E i se ley  quotes  

Jean  Ba i ta i l lon   in  The   Inv is ib le  Pyramid   [51] .   "We mere ly  p lag iar i ze  nature ." )  For   to  

E ise ley ,  on ly   the  ventr i loqu is t   in  back  o f  nature  can   t ru ly   speak ,  and  of  a l l   i t s  

messages   those  which  come  f rom the  an imal  wor ld  are  most  e loquent ,  a t   least   for  

those  who,   l i ke  Loren  E ise ley ,  are  ab le   to  heed.  

 


