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			Gathering: Introducing 
the Elementals Series 
Gavin Van Horn and Bruce Jennings

			Thunderous, cymbal-clashing waves. Dervish winds whipping across mountain saddles. Conflagrations of flame licking at a smoke-filled sky. The majesties of desert sands and wheat fields extending beyond the horizon. What riotous confluence of sound, sight, smell, taste, and touch breaches your imagination when you call to mind the elementals? Yet the elementals may enter your thoughts as subtler, quieter presences. The gentle burbling of clear creek water. The rich loamy soil underfoot on a trail not often followed. A pine-scented breeze wafting through a forest. The inviting warmth of a fire in the hearth. 

			This last image of the hearth fire is apropos for the five volumes that constitute Elementals. The fire, with its gift of collective warmth, is a place to gather and cook together, and not least of all a place that invites storytelling. And in stories the elementals can be imagined as a better way of living still to be attained. 

			The essays and poems in these volumes offer a wide variety of elemental experiences and encounters, taking kaleidoscopic turns into the many facets of earth, air, water, and fire. But this series ventures beyond good storytelling. Each of the contributions in the pages you now hold in your hands also seeks to respond to a question: What can the vital forces of earth, air, water, and fire teach us about being human in a more-than-human world? Perhaps this sort of question is also part of experiencing a good fire, the kind in which we can stare into the sparks and contemplate our lives, releasing our imaginations to possibilities, yet to be fulfilled but still within reach. The elementals live. Thinking and acting through them—in accommodation with them—is not outmoded in our time. On the contrary, the rebirth of elemental living is one of our most vital needs.

			For millennia, conceptual schemes have been devised to identify and understand aspects of reality that are most essential. Of enduring fascination are the four material elements: earth, air, water, and fire. For much longer than humans have existed—indeed, for billions of years—the planet has been shaped by these powerful forces of change and regeneration. Intimately part of the geophysical fluid dynamics of the Earth, all living systems and living beings owe their existence and well-being to these elemental movements of matter and flows of energy. In an era of anthropogenic influence and climate destabilization, however, we are currently bearing witness to the dramatic and destructive potential of these forces as it manifests in soil loss, rising sea levels, devastating floods, and unprecedented fires. The planet absorbs disruptions brought about by the activity of living systems, but only within certain limits and tolerances. Human beings collectively have reached and are beginning to exceed those limits. We might consider these events, increasing in frequency and intensity, as a form of pushback from the elementals, an indication that the scale and scope of human extractive behaviors far exceeds the thresholds within which we can expect to flourish. 

			The devastating unleashing of elemental forces serves as an invocation to attend more deeply to our shared kinship with other creatures and to what is life-giving and life-nurturing over long-term time horizons. In short, caring about the elementals may also mean caring for them, taking a more care-full approach to them in our everyday lives. And it may mean attending more closely to the indirect effects of technological power employed at the behest of rapacious desires. Unlike more abstract notions of nature or numerical data about species loss, air measurements in parts per million, and other indicators of fraying planetary relations, the elementals can ground our moral relations in something tangible and close at hand—near as our next breath, our next meal, our next drink, our next dark night dawning to day. 

			For each element, the contributors to this series—drawing from their diverse geographical, cultural, and stylistic perspectives—explore and illuminate practices and cosmovisions that foster reciprocity between people and place, human and nonhuman kin, and the living energies that make all life possible. The essays and poems in this series frequently approach the elements from unexpected angles—for example, asking us to consider the elemental qualities of bog songs, the personhood of rivers, yogic breath, plastic fibers, coal seams, darkness and bird migration, bioluminescence, green burial and mud, the commodification of oxygen, death and thermodynamics, and the healing sociality of a garden, to name only a few of the creatively surprising ways elementals can manifest. 

			Such diverse topics are united by compelling stories and ethical reflections about how people are working with, adapting to, and cocreating relational depth and ecological diversity by respectfully attending to the forces of earth, air, water, and fire. As was the case in the first anthology published by the Center for Humans and Nature, Kinship: Belonging in a World of Relations, the fifth and final volume of Elementals looks to how we can live in right relation, how we can practice an elemental life. There you’ll find the elements converging in provocative ways, and sometimes challenging traditional ideas about what the elements are or can be in our lives. In each of the volumes of Elementals, however, our contributors are not simply describing the elementals; they are also always engaging the question, How are we to live? 

			In a sense, as a collective chorus of voices, Elementals is a gathering; we’ve been called around the fire to tell stories about what it means to be human in a more-than-human world. As we stare into this firelight, recalling and hearing the echoing voices of our living planet, we stretch our natural and moral imaginations. Having done so, we have an opportunity to think and experiment afresh with how to live with the elementals as good relatives. The elementals set the thresholds; they give feedback. Wisdom—if defined as thoughtful, careful practice—entails conforming to what the elements are “saying” and then learning (over a lifetime) how to better listen and respond. Pull up a chair, or sit on the ground near the crackling glow; we’ll gaze into the fire together and listen—to the stories that shed light and comfort, to the stories that discombobulate and help us see old things in a new way, to the stories that bring us back to what matters for carrying on together.

		

	
		
			Introduction: Tongues of Fire 
Stephanie Krzywonos

			We only live, only suspire
Consumed by either fire or fire.

			—T. S. Eliot, “Little Gidding”

			Six years ago in July, I twisted a bright-green leaf of baby spinach by its stem, watching fluorescent light move through it as if it were stained glass, consumed by the miracle of fire. I hadn’t seen a plant, other than anemic vegetables, for nine months. I also hadn’t seen Sun since the middle of April, when its ember face slid into the horizon—vanishing until the end of August. I was wintering on an Antarctic island and eating lunch in a cafeteria sparsely populated by similarly haggard and pallid people. My hunger for fire was so strong that my eyes felt physically empty. It sounds insane, but I envied that spinach leaf. Days before it had been flown here, the leaf guzzled the sunlight I craved. I even felt a little jealous of the flight crew, who’d witnessed dawn that morning in New Zealand and could again the next day and the next. The inferno whose power I’d underappreciated, the being I once called the sun, had become Sun, and I became its worshiper. In its four-month-long absence, I began to see fire everywhere. 

			Moonlight gave me a morsel. So did the green auroras billowing across a sky carpeted in stars. The summit of our volcanic island cupped a smoldering caldera, which connected with the burning core of Earth through a magma-filled vein. Each morning, I flicked on the sunlamp next to my computer screen—both forms of fire, and both powered by fossilized Carboniferous plants, fueling the research station, cooking my food, keeping me alive. Sun’s fire lived inside the spinach leaf as stored starch, fire that the furnace of my body burned for energy. Rich metaphorical fires smoldered alongside literal ones. The blazing warmth of friendship and the heat of emotions were little flames, like the jealousy of a spinach leaf—a feeling literally powered by my firing neurons, powered by the very same Sun-powered spinach, whose lineage traverses a primordial stellar nursery of gas and dust all the way to the big bang. 

			In this collection of essays and poems, writers also see fire everywhere and in everything. But what is fire? 

			Western science defines fire as combustion, an exothermic chemical reaction in which material burns rapidly, releasing heat, light, and matter, like smoke and ash. For the writers in this volume, fire is more than combustion. Fire is “a natural force that forms ecosystem processes and forges relationships between the sun and Earth, plants and air, people and places,” writes Miriam Morrill, who suggests that fire speaks and that learning its language is one way of conversing with the natural world. “These seeming disparate forms of incandescence are in reality part of the same conversation,” proposes Isaac Yuen about the manifestations of Sun, the strange star we think we know. “Perhaps it is better to conceive of these energy permutations as dialects of the solar mother tongue.” 

			Flames and light are only two manifestations of fire. What else could fire be? 

			Fire doesn’t only flow. From a time-constrained human perspective, the energy of fire is also stored. “The standing forests, prairies, bogs: they are, yes, carbon banks. But just like me, they also are themselves: sentient, alive, offspring and ancestors, links in a chain of sparks, of sunlight caught and passed along,” writes Catharina Coenen, who comes face-to-face with the fire of a coal seam. 

			Fire is not just our neighbor; fire is part of what makes us human. We are already in relationship with the element: our bodies are fire dependent and fire causing, just like our volcanic home. 

			Our relationship with fire as a tool is ancient. According to some estimates, it has been a hominid tool for about 1.4 million years, and neolithic humans have had reliable fire-making techniques since at least 7000 BCE. “Fire is a tool the Indigenous people use to ensure the betterment of their livelihood—a tool used for millennia to take care of their landscape, their resources. Fire, like water, is sacred because the plant resources and land calls fire, fire calls wind, and wind brings the water,” Ron Goode teaches us. “They all work together, all important to the welfare of one another, important to the sustainability of each one’s health.”

			“Proximity to fire and the wielding of intense heat is also core to many crafts and ancient methods of making: the potter’s kiln, the glassblower’s torch, the bread maker’s oven,” writes Nina Mingya Powles on fire living in fabric as petrochemical plastic. A tool can become a weapon, and even the modern artisan’s crafts can be hard to separate from a warped use of fire. 

			But humans’ use of fire as tool isn’t what distinguishes us from other animals. Lightning first showed us how to wield fire. But perhaps our nonhuman kin taught us, too: some plants need to be scorched to germinate, and Australian sparrow hawks use fire to hunt, as Tyson Yunkaporta points out in an exploration of the fire of metabolisms both individual and systematic. Sacred Earth–sky lightning connections parallel belly-brain connections and warped economy-energy connections. “Artificial systems bent to singular goals (like empires, multilevel marketing schemes, celebrity sex tapes, and solar pool heaters) can never harness the economies of scale that are present in nature,” he writes. It may be our abuse of fire rather than our use of it that makes us unique among animals. 

			Fire can calm and be calm, but it is often extreme. The poet Em Strang illuminates fire’s paradoxical personality, how it creates as it destroys. On a subatomic level, firelight is both particle and wave, material and not, this “double miracle / of flesh and spirit” offers “unquenchable fire” to our hearts. We are both drawn to fire and repulsed by it. As fiery creatures, we need fire to survive and thrive—yet certain forms of heat and flames are threats. 

			The day the final essay in this volume drifted into my email, I inhaled my first whiff of wildfire smoke. But the woody scent didn’t have the pleasant spicy aroma of campfire smoke. It smelled older, deeper. Not like a single tree felled in the forest, but the whole forest, a Canadian one. I live in Iowa. Last month, July 2023, was the hottest one humans have ever recorded. If fire speaks, what is it saying to us perennially, and especially in an era of climate breakdown and mass extinction? 

			Life goes on in spite of wildfire—“even in ashfall,” as the poet Jane Hirshfield reminds us. Or perhaps life goes on because of fire’s churn, and especially in ashfall. “Is this what snow / looks like? How do people / enjoy what seems so perilous?” asks Rina Garcia Chua. Fire is emotionally evocative, fueling both positive and negative feelings. “Safe and convivial fire,” writes Glenn Albrecht, inspires reverie and connects us to “comfort, food, entertainment, and security.” But “as we edge ever closer to tipping points in the climate, never before experienced emotions are rising from the Promethean depths of our individual and collective psyches. No longer is fire connected to the creation of order; it is now firmly tied to the creation of disorder.”

			Violent fires coexist with nourishing ones. To David Baker, a blooming tree’s flowers are flames, which he describes alongside a suicide bomber: “There is no likeness beyond her body / in flames, for its moment, no matter its moment. / Yet the fringe bloom burns.” Fear of violence is “like waiting for the walls to ignite,” and in the aftermath of such fires, Camille T. Dungy asks: “Have you ever seen a person walk through the ruins / of a burnt-out home?”

			Fire is a cyclical, cosmic force that will not be bent to our control. “Before finding dry wood for the fire— / your gift from the forest— / notice the shape of the hole / and the stones: All life is a circle,” affirms Lucille Lang Day. Fire is a gift from Mother Earth, but that gift, “if disrespected, is then withdrawn with dread effects for the world,” Jane Caputi warns us. “Firepower is channeled not only into weaponry but also into machines, industry, and technology.” Fire is political, economic, and the shapes it “takes in our lives depend on cultural context, including foundational myths and rituals that guide human use.”

			It is useful to ask not only what fire could be but also who elemental fire is—Fire as subject, not object, a thou instead of an it. Instead of trying to control the elements, we should welcome them as teachers and partners in shared regenerative work. In a thought experiment, José González asks: “Is fire alive?” For González, Fire is medicine in ceremony and ritual but has also become a mentor, “showing how sociocultural systems can benefit from periodic and thoughtful regenerative disruption.” What else can Fire teach us? 

			“I vow to be the small flame,” says Tamiko Beyer. But how do we “vow to love the fire always”? This is a spiritual, mystical question. Eiren Caffall encounters the mysterious, healing, holy, yet ailing fire of bioluminescence and testifies: “Every small spark is a clue, every shimmer in the black ocean a way to something more luminous and complex.” 

			I hope this volume, each essay and poem a tongue of fire, will be a gathering fire for us. Our relationship with the elements is not a solo endeavor but a communal one. We keep the fire together. “A fire cuts through the blocking vocabulary of the clever rational mind and puts you directly in touch with life,” says Charlotte Du Cann, inviting us to gather: “You sit in the darkness with your fellows, human and nonhuman, and feel at home.” 

		

	
		
			Vestment 
Jane Hirshfield

			For the pear, for the fig,

			no difference

			effortless         ripening

			even in ashfall

		

	
		
			The Gathering Fire 
Charlotte Du Cann

			The people are coming down the street, bearing torches, giant puppets are swaying, firecrackers exploding at our feet. After the procession moves past, we move on to a dark field on the outskirts of town where house-high stacks of wood are set alight, and their flames leap into the night sky. Everyone is whooping and cheering as effigies of politicians are burned by groups in different-colored striped jerseys and a maelstrom of fireworks is unleashed. It is a world turned upside down, total mayhem, and I am laughing. The controls of our lives are bursting open, and we have been suddenly hurtled out of modern times.

			This is Lewes Bonfire Night in Sussex: anarchic, vernacular, strange, a remnant of an archaic practice that once rooted us into the earth. It takes place on Guy Fawkes Night in November, when bonfires are lit across the land and people gather round them. Like other “civilized” seasonal events, such as Christmas and Easter, it veers close to the original fire ceremony of Samhain that heralds the winter, the darkening of the year, a hinge time when our ancestors come to speak with us should we be listening.

			Something beyond history happens in these topsy-turvy moments—a crack in time, a glimpse into another way of being human. The fire is a bridge.

			The Uncivilized Fire

			When I look back now, there were always fires: the fire in Spitalfields as we jumped over banging saucepans on Leap Day, just before lockdown. The fire by the Thames that cracked the tarmac open, just after the storytelling company had left. The fire in the Oxfordshire hills, where the road protesters cooked a vast cauldron of soup and sang songs. It was a time of fires and gathering differently, of small lights in jars that were carried across a bridge or lit a path through the woods. Of people pressing together in the darkness, of hearing stories from the ancient world being spoken under stars, of people in masks, of small rituals, of conversations that were out of time, where it felt that the animals and the trees stood behind us. When I waited in a stony alcove altar at winter solstice, with Deepak, my fellow activist, close beside me, the night wind blew through the orchard trees and guttered the candles. Even though we were far away from the fire, you could hear people singing and the fire crackling, and it was then I realized: the ancestors could hear us when we gathered in this way. And in that moment you felt them, and you didn’t want to be anywhere else.

			And maybe that is why a fire can sometimes be a homecoming in ways you do not expect. Twelve years ago, when I sat in the darkness under the stars and a man in a bear mask came out of the woods and began a folk tale from Siberia, something jolted awake in me. That storytelling fire was at a Dark Mountain Uncivilisation festival held in the Hampshire woods. I had been part of a grassroots community-based movement responding to climate change and fossil-fuel dependency, but in that moment I knew what I had been missing. Here it was! People converging in a way that felt ancient but also like the future. They were facing the same existential difficulties, but instead of trying to fix and control them, they were allowing a space for a creative and Earth-based culture to emerge, to make a web of connections that could hold us together when things fell apart.

			I changed tracks that night and joined the band of writers and artists that is the Dark Mountain network.

			In the following years, we held fires across the land, gathering at strategic points in the year: in Newcastle upon Tyne, in Reading, in the Cumbrian and Cheshire hills, on Rannock Moor and Dartmoor. There were book launches and performances, stories and songs and laughter, and bottles of whisky passed around. When the pandemic came, we asked ourselves: How can we meet when we are pushed apart from one another? The fires were unlit, and it seemed for a long time they would never happen again. But they did.

			They just took another form.

			How We Walk Through the Fire

			In 2022, we took an ember from a canceled Dark Mountain spring gathering and blew on it. Its name, “How We Walk through the Fire,” would become a series of workshops revolving around the eight fires of the ancestral solar year. These would be hosted online but involve encounters in real life. The idea was simple: we would build a cultural practice together that could weather the storm of converging crises using the “stone clock” of the equinoxes and solstices and four stations of the growing year, known by their Celtic names—Imbolc, Beltane (or May Day), Lughnasa, and Samhain. Each “fire” would be a marking, a celebration of our local wild and feral places, and a way of reconnecting ourselves with our bodies and imaginations and one another. After the first introductory meeting, we would collect sticks on a walk into our territory and build a small fire to mark the shift of season. For the second meeting we would bring back a fire stick and relate what happened when we held those fires: how we made them or failed to make them, what occurred in the wind and rain and snow, which creatures came, the glowing shapes the embers made. And then, as if gathering round a real fire, we would “show and tell” a piece of work, created from our encounters.

			The workshops set out to host a regenerative culture that could navigate uncertainty and lay the tracks for a more “biospheric” relationship with the planet, a practice that was both modern and ancestral. Each of the fires explored different approaches, but all aimed to foster resilience and to strengthen our creative voices within an ensemble. They also provided a container
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