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			LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

			During my time in San Pablo Villa de Mitla, Mexico, I was an outsider on native Zapotec lands. I acknowledge that the land on which I took these photographs, known as San Pablo Villa de Mitla, is the ancestral and traditional land of the Zapotec peoples. The Zapotec name for this place is Lyobaa, meaning “place of rest” or “place of the dead.” I honor and pay respect to the Zapotec elders community, past and present, who have stewarded this land for generations, maintaining a deep and sacred connection to this place. The legacy of Spanish colonialism is embodied in Mitla’s cathedral, built with stones stolen from adjacent Zapotec temples. The colonial system destroyed indigenous economic, political, and social relationships. Yet the Zapotec story is also one of resilience. In Oaxaca, roughly 400,000 people still speak a Zapotec language (although many are endangered), and numerous indigenous customs endure in Mitla. Aware of the significant suffering that non-Indigenous peoples have caused to the land and community, I, as a non-native person, take responsibility to advocate for the rights of Indigenous peoples and the preservation of their lands, language, and culture.

		

	
		
			
				TO MY MOTHER AND FATHER,
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			RECIPROCITY

			Jo Confino’s images have a quality of veneration, almost sacredness, in their portraits of the natural world—the celebration of a shaft of morning light shattering, prismatic on a spider’s web; the consecration of a twig twisted by time; the meditation on a cactus spine. There’s a reverence for the land that builds and deepens in these pages as Jo tells his story of personal transformation.

			I had a privileged place to witness that transformation. I met Jo in the first days of the pandemic, when he came with his wife, Paz, to stay at our guesthouse in Mitla, Mexico. It’s a small town in the state of Oaxaca revered as the “town of the souls” by the local Zapotec families who believe their ancestors return here annually from the underworld. Our home sits at the end of a dirt road that runs into the countryside, set between the ruins of temples to the west and the caves of hunter-gatherers to the east—both portals to the underworld in Zapotec culture. It’s here that Jo and I developed a deep friendship during our hundred days of lockdown together. During that time, we lived in-between worlds: the living and the dead, the human and non-human, being and becoming. Lost souls, all of us. Perhaps it’s only in such in-between spaces, in a Tibetan Bardo as Jo describes it, that the kind of transformation Jo experienced can take place. Our most powerful personal transformations require being profoundly displaced.

			Jo’s personal story is indeed a powerful one. And inside of it is another story that’s less obvious but no less compelling. It’s a story about the local Zapotec community that preserves the land and its cycles. The countryside behind our house where Jo took his daily outings is communally owned, as is much of the land here. And the community has protected that land for millennia. In recent years, I have watched Mitleños band together to defeat a proposal to locate a military base here, prevent a regional landfill that promised groundwater contamination, fight wildfires, and consistently reject lucrative mining activities.

			A group of residents patrols the valley and mountains to prevent the poaching of plants and hunting of animals. Hidden springs remain unexploited, even though water security is an ever-present concern in town. A result of that stewardship: Jo’s images. Such images are only possible when land is left mostly to be itself—merciless, forgiving, and nourishing in turn, sometimes in the same moment. That’s how we get Jo’s portrait of a cactus spine impaling a wasp, of black vultures poised expectant on the crowns of mesquite trees, of wings shed by ravenous termites on their annual pilgrimage from inside the earth to feeding grounds. This is the land uncensored.

			An astounding fact I recently learned brings all of this into focus. Scientists have extensively studied Mitla’s countryside for evidence of Preceramic civilization from roughly 10,000 years ago. Using seeds found in caves, they’ve identified twenty-one types of edible native plants that were common in the diet then: guaje, Cassia, Acacia, Mimosa, copal, agave, Bromelia, Dasylirion, organ cactus, cholla, nopal, chapuliztle, mala mujer, nanche, wild onions, wild black zapote, mesquite, hackberry, and scattered ocotillo, and piñon pine. Today, all but one remain staples of our countryside, in the same areas. In fact, the local flora is so similar to millennia ago that scientists can use present-day plant patterns as a guide to the past.
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			To say, then, that the images Jo captures are timeless is not a hyperbole. So, let this book be both a source of personal inspiration and a celebration of the community that made it possible. And, finally, let it be a requiem for the many who died during the pandemic here, from our local doctor who treated one of the first local cases to a weaver who was a repository of local Zapotec history unlike any other. Their legacy, like those of all Mitleños, lives in the land that Jo has so poignantly captured.

			PAUL DAVID MEYER

			San Pablo Villa de Mitla, Oaxaca, México

			

			If we are able to touch deeply the historical dimension [our everyday life experiences] through a leaf, a flower, a pebble, a beam of light, a mountain, a river, a bird, or our own body, we touch at the same time the ultimate dimension. The ultimate dimension cannot be described as personal or impersonal, material or spiritual, object or subject of cognition—we say only that it is always shining, and shining on itself.

			Touching the ultimate dimension, we feel happy and comfortable, like the bird enjoying the blue sky, or the deer enjoying the green fields. We know that we do not have to look for the ultimate outside of ourselves—it is available within us, in this very moment.

			THICH NHAT HANH

			from an interview with Jo Confino for the Guardian

		

	
		
			CROSSING A THRESHOLD

			We came to an emergency stop in the “place of the dead.”

			After being forced out of my job after five years of frenetic work as a journalist in New York City, I was on my way—with my wife, Paz—to begin a new phase of our life alongside a Zen monastic community in southwestern France.

			With my US work visa expiring, we slipped quietly away from Manhattan with hearts heavy on the morning of March 1, 2020. Our original plan had been to spend three weeks exploring Oaxaca City, Mexico, on our way back to Europe, but the explosive arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic threw our time there into disarray.

			The speed, breadth, and scale of the outbreak started to become clear during our first few days in Mexico. With so little knowledge of how COVID-19 spread, Paz and I felt anxious and isolated. We were far from our familiar life in New York and we had not yet signed the final contract on our new home, a seventeenth-century French farmhouse next door to the Plum Village monastery of Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh. When the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a global pandemic, we hurriedly decided to leave the busy city for what we hoped would be a quieter and safer location. After scouring the internet, I picked a room at random in the tiny town of Mitla—a place we knew nothing about but was within easy reach of Oaxaca City.

			It felt like a foreboding sign to discover after booking the room that Mitla means the “place of the dead” in the ancient Nahuatl language of Mexico. Its name in the regional language Zapotec is Lyobaa, which means “portal to the underworld.” For the Zapotec people, Mitla is a revered sacred site where the newly deceased cross a great river to enter the land of souls.

			We arrived as I was crossing my own metaphorical river, facing the painful truth of my redundancy after forty years of secure nonstop work as a journalist. With the media industry rapidly contracting and my advancing age working against me, the likelihood of finding another job was slim at best. I had no plan and no idea of what the future would bring.

			With nerves jangling, we arrived in Mitla and drove past the edge of town down a heavily pitted dirt road of half-built houses. My mind raced. Had I made a terrible mistake? Why had I suggested we go somewhere even more remote rather than simply making a dash onward to Europe? We reached the very last house before Mitla turned to open countryside and were unsettled to discover the name of the small compound in which we had booked a room: Casa Lyobaa—the house of the portal to the underworld.

			We arrived in the depths of the dry season, which lasts at least seven months a year. Scrubland stretched out as far as the eye could see to the foothills of the Sierra Norte mountains, broken only
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