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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: Living with Our 
Many Earths 
Hannah Eisler Burnett and Kristi Leora Gansworth

			Welcome to Earth. We are happy to be sharing space and time with you here among the pages of Earth, as we are momentarily transported to wherever you are as you read these words. Perhaps the sun is shining through a window, and you are reminded of Earth’s celestial connections. Perhaps it’s cloudy, you can smell the decomposing leaves and logs of late autumn, and you are reminded of Earth’s regenerative rhythms. Your surroundings—your context—will transform your experience of this text. 

			Like you, as coeditors, we each bring to this work our own histories, associations, and relationships with the Earth: Hannah grew up in Mississippi alongside the Gulf of Mexico, and her relationship with Earth has been animated by the memories and omissions of five generations of maternal, white, settler ancestors—all of whom called Mississippi home—and by the faraway recollections of her paternal Jewish family and their experiences of the places they fled. She is relatively new to where she is. Leora’s roots are deeply embedded in the Earth of North America, along with the many inheritances that come from her Anishinabe and Onkwehonwe ancestors—human, spirit, plant, animal, bird, fish, and others.

			When considering the idea of Earth-as-element, alongside the entities of fire, water, and air, the challenge of multiplicity immediately presents itself. Earth carries a range of relational meanings. Wildly multiscalar, Earth is at once planet, place, and material: the word Earth invokes the light-years of distance between celestial bodies and the micron of space held by a wisp of spider silk. Earth connotes a relationship to the universe, to planet, to soil, and to season. 

			As a planet, the Earth forms humans’ experience of time through its interactions with the sun and moon. The seasons, the tides, the days, and the nights are our experiences of Earth’s movement. As living and undying geological matter, earth generates life from death and decomposition, bookending life histories and layering them into the sedimentary composition of mountains, gorges, and cliffs on land and under the sea, imbuing deep time into material space.

			The Earth holds every other element together, providing a home for quotidian, lowercase earth—soil, stone, and dirt—and also to fire, to water, to air, and to the human meaning making that weaves all of those together. Earth’s minerals are shaped by fire, water, air, and living beings. Her atmosphere feeds fire, her surface and subsurface cradle water and release it back to the sky under the influence of the sun’s heat and light. These processes are inseparable from the emergence and survival of human life. Earth’s minerals swirl in the bloodstreams and cavities of human and other bodies, an intricate balance of symbiosis and interdependence, a connector between realms.

			Earth is often referred to in some cultures as the great Mother, a vast and cavernous generator for diverse forms of matter—water, medicine plants, poison plants, trees, fish, arthropods, birds, grasses, flowers, fruits, predators, prey, mammals, and countless other species, and the interactions among them. There is massive complexity flowing from Earth, which unites and nourishes. Earth is the host for changing times, conditions, and challenges while continuing to hold steady and morph, generating fertile conditions that enable human and biodiverse life to persist.

			Many may describe Earth as “the environment,” yet this volume and its contributors challenge the idea that the Earth is an entity outside of us. Earth created the conditions of being for all life, and we are composed of the elements that make up the Earth. Our survival and thriving is the survival and thriving of Earth. As toxic by-products of human industrial activity waft through the air, we breathe them in. As the same industries send waste into the waters of Earth, we drink and reincorporate these waters into ourselves. We are all implicated in the Earth’s well-being. There is no separation between our bodies and the body of Earth. Humanity is not a figure that can be clearly delineated from the grounds of the Earth. Instead, figure and ground are one; subject and object are inseparable. Context—Earth—comprises us.

			In this volume, we invite readers to imagine themselves as permeable co-beings whose existence extends from the collaborative effort of generations. We ask readers to consider: What kind of relationship with Earth have you inherited? What patterns, movements, and modes of attention have you learned from your parents and grandparents, from the places and stories that formed you? These questions remind us to move through our lives with intention, with an awareness of what ought to be, what ought to be left behind, and what kinds of repair we ought to enact in our thoughts, deeds, and words.

			The essays in this volume accomplish just that. Each author folds an array of interconnected relations, musings, calls to action, and invitations into their individual experiences of Earth. They reflect upon Earth’s many voices, eyes, and mirrors. Through these essays and poems, readers can glimpse and enter these distinctive worlds and ponder pressing questions, insights, and revelations about special moments that have brought our contributors greater awareness and appreciation of Earth.

			This volume shares stories from multiple perspectives. We walk alongside those who engage in land-based education and healing, learning from and with young people and children who draw wisdom from Earth. We read about how connecting to and working with Earth can help intergenerational relatives tend to histories of oppression and ultimately find solace in Earth’s gifts. We witness the presence of Earth’s regenerative capacity to heal, connect, and provide sustenance on tribal lands, in urban gardens, in deep layers of rock, ocean, and soil. 

			The contributors to this volume contemplate mortality and durability, along with the persistence of monuments and structures that reflect Earth relations and processes. We are invited to think about the impacts of artificial light and other forms of pollution, and the ongoing toll of large-scale extraction that takes from the Earth through violent methods with severe interspecies consequences. 

			We pivot between existential anguish and elemental joy within the pages of Earth. There is a clear naming of pain and disturbance as authors describe conditions of Earth’s destruction and related suffering in current human societies. There are also beautiful, sweet moments that reveal the authors’ insights, revelations from Earth that offer hope through complex memories and stories. This volume is a treasure that weaves together eclectic experiences. Each contribution brings an expression of how to live responsibly on, with, and through Earth. 

			Please join us in celebrating these authors. We hope you will find in their stories a path toward an ethic of interdependence, connection, and care for planet, place, and relations. Welcome to Earth.

		


		
			A Garden of Earthly Delights: Bearing Fruit in the City 
Hannah Eisler Burnett

			In the summer of 2021, I was six months pregnant and standing on my tiptoes on a footstool, trying to reach an especially ripe cluster of cherries in the tree on my corner in New York City. The cherries ranged from bright crimson to a deep red that was almost black. Those dark cherries were the sweetest, but most of them had been gleaned from the low branches by other urban foragers before my arrival. So I carried my kitchen stool out to the tree, reaching my hands high above my head to grasp at the ripe fruit. After collecting enough to fill a small mixing bowl, my palms were stained mauve, and my fingers were sticky. Looking up, I noted that there were still hundreds of cherries on the branches above me. Leaving them for the birds, I held the bowl close, folded the stool, and walked home through the early summer sunshine full with a feeling of welcoming abundance. 

			Ripeness is perhaps an overly common metaphor for pregnancy. Still, I came to value my relationship with the fruit trees in my neighborhood not only for their ability to nourish me in summer but also for reflecting back to me the stresses and joys of pregnancy—of bearing fruit—in New York City while experiencing the changing realities of climate catastrophe in real time. These trees are, to me, a conduit for understanding how to live in responsible relation—and in aware relation—with local ecologies and global processes, with place-based toxins and new kinds of heat, and with the abundance that continues to accompany all of these things.

			Ingesting Place

			The summer I spent foraging cherries while pregnant was my first in Astoria, Queens, and it was the second summer of the COVID-19 pandemic. Like many New Yorkers, I experienced those long pandemic days as a time when meandering walks felt like the safest way to meet my neighbors and begin to feel rooted in a new place.1 On these rambles through the neighborhood, I met others who were also in pursuit of fruit and community: Eastern European women gathered mulberries and made room for me to harvest in their midst, telling me about blueberries nearby that would be ripe soon. Strangers stopped to help me pull down those hard-to-reach cherries on the corner and compare notes about other local foraging spots. Once, I spied a gardener quietly and carefully tending to newly planted fig and peach trees hidden behind a fence, in an area owned by the city on the banks of the East River. 

			As I walked, I would name the trees I passed, and I imagined sharing that knowledge with my child. Like me, these trees were newcomers to this place; none was a native species. I wasn’t born here, and although many of my father’s relatives grew up in New York City, I have neither family stories about the history of this place and ecology nor embodied knowledge about how to live here: it’s a surprise when acorns start to drop, the rain transforms to sleet, or the tide swells especially high. Despite their recent arrival, all the trees seemed to be thriving, and I felt a camaraderie with them as I enjoyed their shade, breathed the air below them, and sampled their fruit. I tasted the cherries from my corner, but also crab apples, figs, mulberries, and grapes. I began to notice the shape of the leaves on a tree or a vine, the color of cloudlike clusters of flowers, and to associate the onset of summer with the emergence of a delicious harvest. I held the knowledge close, hoping it would help me make this place my home and imagining that the trees were part of the place-based community my child would be born into.

			Astoria is a section of Queens that feels simultaneously urban and not: it is full of intersecting highways, power plants, parks, newly constructed condominiums, shorelines, and tiny duplexes. It is where New York City’s massive Robert F. Kennedy Bridge makes its vibrating, graceful descent into the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway, and the elevated subway rumbles overhead across the interstate. LaGuardia Airport isn’t too far away, and express buses and airplanes add to a general sense of perpetual motion. All this commotion makes the greenness of the neighborhood a welcome surprise; streets are lined with towering white oaks and London plane trees, and on my walks, I saw fruit everywhere. In a raised yard enclosed with a tall white fence, a young lilac grew alongside a spindly peach tree. A few blocks away, a deep driveway was lined in peach trees whose fruit appeared ripe and ready one day and had all been harvested the next. Farther east, in a narrow side yard behind a chain-link fence, I discovered four potted banana trees—banana trees!—that seemed absurdly healthy in New York City’s newly tropical climate. On every block, there were at least a half dozen grape vines, some well kept and trellised neatly and some left to writhe across facades and fences, extending into neighboring parks and gardens.

			Two years after my pandemic harvest, in the summer of 2023, the same cherry tree produced almost no fruit. The dearth of cherries was, for me, cause for despair: it was yet another signal of Earth system collapse amid a season of extreme rain, strange temperatures, and choking wildfire smoke that flowed through New York City from Canada. The welcoming abundance I’d experienced in my first summer had led me to expect Astoria to be full of fruit at predictable times: mulberries, peaches, nectarines, apples, serviceberries, and figs all seemed to thrive here, even alongside the chaotic rush of city life. So, when an unusually warm spell in early spring meant the cherry trees near my home burst into bloom months before they normally would, I was worried. Over the course of three eighty-degree days, local trees released so much pollen that the color of the street changed: a fine chartreuse dust coated the gray cement. Despite the abundance of arboreal flowers, no insects buzzed to greet them. The timing of the bloom didn’t match the spring hatch of bees and other pollinators. When temperatures plunged shortly afterward, frostbitten blooms littered the sidewalk, and I mourned. The lack of cherries in July and August was not a surprise but yet another revelation of the cumulative, local impact of the unpredictable weather caused by global environmental change. 

			A Host of Relations

			During pregnancy, I craved fruit. That’s not surprising; while gestating, a human parent carries much more liquid than at any other time in the life cycle. The quantity of blood flowing through a pregnant person’s body increases by 50 percent, and this is one factor that leads to the specific joy in eating and drinking that some label “cravings.” Water is sweet, and fruit feels like a gift beyond measure. Hydrating foods were especially delicious to me during this time, and I feasted on watermelon, oranges, and grapes from the grocery store; plums, strawberries, and nectarines from the farmers market; and cherries from the tree on the corner. 

			As my middle swelled, I was also intensely aware of the fact that my body was transforming these fruits into the flesh of a new being, into the possibility of life. Seeing myself expand with this possibility made it especially evident that the life growing within me would be made out of everything with which I had nourished myself: the food I ate, the water I drank, the air I breathed, and my experiences of stress or ease. In other words, my pregnant body was host to an intersection of earthly entities that were specific to the time and places through which I moved.

			I thought of this as I rationed my sampling of neighborhood fruit, which I knew carried toxins as well as nutrients. These trees were fed by waterways below the sidewalk that flowed with runoff from the street near the infamously polluted East River. They grew in soil I couldn’t see but suspected heavily comprised the detritus of construction and demolition, like so much of the dirt in New York City. While I was pregnant, I attempted harm reduction; I filtered my tap water and ate organic food. Yet I breathed the same air as the trees, dusted with particulates from car exhaust and faraway wildfires. And I ate—sparingly—of the fruit I found on rambling walks, treasuring the way that foraging pulled my attention to the plants and ecosystems around me, teaching me about the rhythms and natural qualities of this place. 

			Anthropologist Andrea Ford says that “the material relations of childbearing are an interdependence that has no distance.” She calls this intersection of responsibilities and vulnerabilities inherent in reproducing human life “co-being.”2 I was unavoidably, and increasingly obviously, gathering relations into myself. I envisioned the expansion of my flesh as a mode of accommodating this generative knot, my body as a host for this convening of generative—and sometimes degenerative—possibility. 

			My flesh brought to this gathering its own generational history. As with all mammals, the specific possibility of my life began with the genesis of an ovum in my mother’s body when she was still a fetus carried in my grandmother’s womb. My maternal grandmother grew up white in rural Mississippi, about thirty miles from the chemical plant that employed her brother, who worked to manufacture the fertilizers needed to maintain an agricultural order demanded by plantation capital. My mother also grew up in Mississippi—as did I. She once told me that she and her siblings liked to chase the billowing clouds that tractors left in their wake as they distributed insecticides to kill mosquitoes across the landscape of her youth. They watched crop dusters fly over agricultural fields from the car window on drives through the delta, they ate tomatoes and beans from the garden, and they swam in muddy creeks and ponds near big farms. These are snapshots of what is known to me about the lived places, experiences, and molecules formative of the seed that became my body. The fetus growing within me would be the materialization of those histories and of living here, now.

			My child was born that winter, and he is a manifestation of my body and of everything that has sustained me: the emergence of
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