
The Phenomenology of  Time:  Topographically Speaking

“This is part of  human nature, the desire to change consciousness.”
--Michael Pollan

Written over a decade ago, David Abram’s The Spell of  the Sensuous:  Perception and Language

in a More-Than-Human-World is worthy of  our attention today.  The stated premise of  his book is

to remind us that we are human, “only in contact, and conviviality, with what is not human” (ix).

Abram notes that, in part, our technologically driven society contributes to our continual

estrangement from the animate earth.  This is a point that one would be hard pressed to

successfully rebut; many humans--perhaps especially those in industrialized nations--appear to

have little awareness of  our intimate link to this rather large communal nest that we share.  For,

on a daily basis we foul this nest to such a degree that, at this point, we seem to have reached a

place, as Michael Pollan stressed in his recent article, “Why Bother?” where climate change “has

arrived well ahead of  schedule” (2).

If  “timing is everything” as the saying goes, and if  climate change has indeed arrived

earlier than climatologists had forecasted, then it seems prudent for us to redirect our energies

and attend more thoughtfully to their discussions.  How might we enter the conversation?

Although we are not climatologists, we are fellow inhabitants of  this changed world, and urgently

need to become more adept at living in and speaking of  it.  Following Abram, then, perhaps it is

“our task . . . of  taking up the written word, with all of  its potency, and patiently, carefully, writing

language back into the land” (273).

Now, his call for us to write language back into the land could be seen as contradictory,

given that in this text, he traces the history of  written language, citing how the phonetic structure

of  our modern alphabet has contributed--in no small way--to our disconnection from the

sensorial experiencing of  and participation in the language of  the more-than-human-world.  Yet,

if  we take a brief  moment to address this idea of  using text as a practice for stimulating

awareness in and possibly even inciting productive action from a reader, then we’ll note a



harmony in his proposition. This essay therefore inquires into our perceived sense of  time in an

attempt to pursue further one of  Abram’s claims that our sense of  time, both corporeal and

temporal, enables us to be in close relationship with the very landscape we inhabit--the animate

earth.

Julia Kristeva, in Revolution in Poetic Language, emphasizes certain texts’ ability to facilitate a

rupture in the symbolic.  She writes, “The text thereby attains its essential dimension:  it is a

practice calling into question (symbolic and social) finitudes by proposing new signifying devices” (210).

Here, she is not referring to the common structuring of  syntax.  Kristeva is pointing to the poetic

use of  language (or the language of  any art for that matter) and its ability to promote a

“semiotization of  the symbolic,” thereby creating a surge of  “jouissance” into language (79).  The

jouissance that she is referring to is fed by and emerges from our pre-verbal bodily drives and

instincts.  Abram’s text--among others included in this discussion--both employs and extols such

an engagement with language (used to spell, thus to charm).  Thus, he breaks apart our

presupposed symbolic attitude toward time and the earth, and makes clear that there are

alternatives to the Cartesian subjective placement which always posits us in the position of  the

observer, one who is distinctly separate, both corporeally and temporally, from his or her

environment.

Abram devotes much attention to the phenomenology of  time, noting that literate

cultures experience it more as linear, as “irreversible,” whereas in oral cultures it is experienced

more as circular, or cyclical, in nature. He notes that for oral cultures, their story telling traditions

bring the participants into, “a creative process that is felt to be happening right now, an ongoing

emergence whose periodic renewal actually requires such participation” (186).

He writes: “Thus does oral story gradually give way to written history.  The cyclical shape of

earthly time gradually fades behind the new awareness of  irreversible and rectilinear progression

of  itemizable events.  And historical, linear time becomes apparent” (188). Not all literate



cultures perceive time as linear, however.  Elliott Jaques, in The Form of  Time, cites Frank

Kermode’s observations about the different conceptions of  time expressed in a society’s

literature, noting that they can be seen as leaning toward either chronos or kairos.1

Chronos time is sensed as linear . . . as marching forward moment to moment never to be

retrieved again.  Chronos is symbolized as Father Time and, from a psychoanalytical perspective,

is referenced by our relationship to what the atomic clock signifies and, as such, is denoted as

impersonal.  Fr. Patrick Reardon, in “Chronos and Kairos,” states: “Now chronos, because it is

made up of  some things that don't exist anymore and other things that don't yet exist, is a true

image of  non-existence, a veritable icon of  death” (we could reference Freud’s death-drive here)

whereas kairos is sensed as that which is cyclical and is associated with personal actions,

intentions, and the fulfilling of  desires.  Reardon, as a counterpoint, stresses that, “Kairos,

because it is present, is an icon of  eternal life. To experience the now, after all, one must be alive.”

However, Jaques contends that, intellectually speaking, we experience both chronos and kairos.

He also notes our tendency to reify time, as we do space--Father Time serving as one of  many

examples illustrating his point.

Our psychological experiencing of  time is of  great import to our being.  We are

necessarily wired for temporality, for we are goal oriented, and we have physical needs that must

be met which enable us to thrive.  Jaques speaks at length to our perceived understanding of

time, emphasizing that it consists of  the “three different components of  mental functioning”; the

conscious, preconscious, and unconscious (52).  The conscious works to articulate the perception

of  things moving or changing and of  the “discontinuous” ticking of  the clock.  The

preconscious provides the background to the conscious experience, and it is in this “peripheral

awareness” where we sense continuous movement and durée--the Bergsonian flow . . . the élan

1
 He was referencing Kermode’s body of  essays in The Sense of  an Ending (14-16).



vital.  The unconscious is the non-verbal “psychological world” of  desires and goals, and Jaques

cites that it is “these unconscious phenomena which give us the notion of  time as having a

direction which expresses the goal-directedness of  intentional behavior” (53).  

Regardless of  the ideological and theological leanings of  a given culture, the individuals

who are its members experience time in multiple ways.  However, the mode that is privileged will

have consequences. With regard to literate cultures, for example, it is not accurate to suggest that

there is no awareness of  cyclical patterns in nature, but it is important to stress that when time is

primarily perceived as linear, the spatial element intrinsic to perceiving time as cyclical

disappears.2  We can apply simple geometry here as a useful analogy:  a line implicates no

contained spatial element, whereas a circle does.  Furthermore, in indigenous cultures time and

space are not treated as discrete entities, for as Abram emphasizes, “the power of  spoken tales

was rooted in the potency of  the particular places where the events unfolded” (183).  And in this

referencing of  oral cultures, he does not preclude early Hebraic and Judeo-Christian societies. 

Local knowledge passed down in oral traditions from generation to generation roots a

culture to the nuances of  a particular place, and it is this sense of  place that both informs and

reinforces the individual’s connection to the land.  Take, for instance, the Aboriginal Australian’s

Dreamtime in which affinity to a specific place is continually regenerated by individuals singing,

or chanting, the song of  the place as they move through it.3  Abram notes, “Different paths

through the present terrain resonate with different stories from the Dreamtime, and indeed every

water hole, every forest, every cluster of  boulders or dry creek bed has its own Dreaming, its own

2
 Abram notes that, “unlike linear time, time conceived as cyclical cannot be readily abstracted from the

spatial phenomena that exemplify it--from, for instance, the circular trajectories of  the sun, the moon, and the stars”
(189).

3
 Dreamtime as interpreted by Abram is, “a kind of  time out of  time, a time hidden beyond or even within

the evident, manifest presence of  the land, a magical temporality wherein the powers of  the surrounding world first
took up their current orientation with regard to one another, and hence acquired the evident shapes and forms by
which we now know them” (164).



implicit life” (193). From this we can infer that their sense of  time and space are experienced not

as separate, abstract concepts, but as interconnected phenomena imbued with cyclical rhythms.  

For the Inuk Eskimo hunter of  Pingok Island, this perceptual experience of  time and

space as experienced in the landscape is similarly ingrained in his being.  Barry Lopez in “The

Country of  the Mind” tells of  an Inuk who, when first shown a pair of  binoculars, asked whether

or not “he could ‘see into tomorrow’” for he knew it would take him a day to reach the distance

(and the migrating caribou) he could see (293). This response “amused” the explorer, Stefansson,

for he took the Inuk’s question literally, but what is truly revealed by the Inuk’s response is that

the distant horizon signified a time in the future situated within a specific place. Here, we can refer

to Abram, for he suggests that in terms of  the phenomenology of  time, the visible horizon

provides for our sensing bodies a visual referent implicating the future because we physically

need to move toward it.4  And the visible horizon, as perceived to our senses, also withholds

“that which lies beyond it” (212).

Given our modern condition, where can this sense of  the visible horizon be felt and

located?  Is it while looking at either a computer monitor, or television screen, or is it while sitting

at a desk within an office cubicle?  Even an office cubicle high above urban streets looks out, at

best, onto a vista of  other buildings rather than toward a horizon.  And while these experiences

should be noted as quite literally providing the opportunity for many to pursue and gather what is

needed to sustain them, one might query how this impacts their body’s sensorial experiencing of

the future--and even their connection to their physicality, much less their connection to the

physicality of  the animate earth.  

Lopez remarks, “the meticulous inspection of  the land that is the mark of  a good hunter

becomes most evident when he uses a pair of  field glasses . . . He may take an hour to glass 360

4
 Here Abram is building on Heidegger’s idea as both the past and the future are “articulated as hidden

powers that approach us, offering and opening the present while nevertheless remaining withdrawn, concealed from
the very present that they make possible” (211).



of  the apparently silent tundra, one section at a time” (294). For those who utilize contemporary

digital technologies, either for work, or as a form of  entertainment, the 360 they’ll most often be

“glassing” will be a simulacrum--a virtual encounter at best. How are both our sense of  this

visible horizon, and just as importantly, our sense of  an implicated rhythm of  future movement,

impacted by these practices? The ways that this shift is going to play out will effect everything

from our sense of  what constitutes a minute to the quality of  anticipation that is integral to

activities as diverse as reading and driving.  And while it’s not yet possible to say definitely what

those changes will be, we can certainly agree with Jean-Francois Lyotard that a changed

relationship to the economy is both driven by these technologies and contributing to a specific

sense of  time.  

We’re migrating all the time from one situation to another--sometimes from necessity, and

sometimes from pleasurable pursuits--all the while wondering whether or not we’ve secured

enough economically to meet our basic needs.  Lyotard, in “Time Today,” postulates that in our

current economies the “model” of  our temporal situation can be summarized as, “what comes

‘after’ the ‘now’ will have to come ‘before’ it,” primarily because “the first rate of  exchange takes

place if  and only if  the second is perfectly guaranteed, to the point that it can be considered to

have already happened” (65-66). In this sense, we apprehend ourselves temporally only to the

degree that we are like the Inuk hunter, who has previously entered into an agreement with the

caribou that when he reaches it, it will lay down its life . . .

If  the sensing body perceives the future as something that is “withheld,” something that

can’t be seen beyond the visible horizon, where then is the past located? Abram notes that the

past presents an “absence” which can be translated into that which is under the ground for it

“refuses” its presence.  He stresses that both of  these perceived locations work in reciprocity for

our sensing bodies because “the beyond-the-horizon, by withholding its presence, holds open the

perceived landscape, while the under-the-ground, by refusing its presence, supports the perceived



landscape.” He further elaborates on how our sense of  the past also can be referenced as that

which is “inside” every perceivable entity, for this “inside” also “refuses” its presence . . . unless,

that is, you happen to be a chambered nautilus.

Bringing a nautilus into this discussion might seem fanciful; however, it provides us with a

lovely metaphor concerning the past and memories.  David Quammen, in “Chambers of

Memory,” remarks how “the chambered nautilus [is] an animal that carries its own past evermore

forward through life and history, sealed off  behind a wall of  pearl” (146).  As the nautilus grows,

the shell is constantly enlarged, “so every five or six weeks the nautilus slides its soft body toward

the opening and secretes another septum behind, sealing off  another abandoned chamber”

(Quammen 148). After sealing off  this chamber, it then pumps a heavy fluid out of  it and

replaces it with gas.  Residing somewhere between 1,000 and 2,000 feet under the water (to our

senses, this depth, so far beneath the surface, could be correlated with a sense of  a “refusing”

presence) these chambers serve as a buoyancy system that allows the nautilus to ascend and

descend by altering the ratio of  fluid to gas, and it does so by the action of  the siphuncle organ.

How does this relate to the  “inside” phenomenon of  the perceivable past?  The siphuncle moves

backwards through the chambers (thereby moving backwards in space and time) via a small hole

in the seal of  the septum to adjust the ratio of  gas to fluid.   

In the introduction, Quammen states, “memory believes before knowing remembers.”5

Here, he aligns our own sense of  memories, metaphorically, with the nautilus.  That sense is

elegantly reinforced by his repetition of  that phrase at the end of  this essay, where he writes:

“There is no scientific way to discern such effects, but memory believes before knowing

remembers.  And the past lives coiled within the present, beyond sight, beyond revocation, lifting

us up or weighing us down, sealed away--almost completely--behind walls of  pearl” (148). 

5
 Quammen begins this essay with, “The past is not dead, Faulkner told us, it is not even past.  Or words to

that effect.  I’m quoting from memory.  Memory believes before knowing remembers, Faulkner told us, another way
of  making the same point” (144).



Even more basic aspects of  the physical world provide metaphorical models that can help

us understand the importance of  re-establishing our relationship with what is temporally beyond

or beneath the horizons.  At the microscopic and quantum mechanical levels, the actions of  both

electron-photon scattering and positron-photon scattering suggest that either the positrons are

moving forwards in time, or the electrons are moving backwards in time.  This bi-directionality

runs counter to our macro-level experience of  time.  However, as Fritjof  Capra, in “The Tao of

Physics,” states: “The relativistic theory of  particle interactions shows thus a complete symmetry

with regard to the direction of  time.  All space-time diagrams may be read in either direction”

(183). Ben Goertzel, in “The Physics and The Phenomenology of  Time,” stresses that, “on the

microscopic level, there just plain is no direction to time--and this is even more spectacularly true in

quantum physics than in classical physics.” He further states, “After all, at the microscopic level,

time still doesn't exist! An elementary particle today is still “at one” with the particles that existed

at the very beginning of  the universe, bound together by quantum nonlocality.”  

Perhaps the loss of  our sensuous connection to time and temporality marks a

reconnection to our most elemental physicality.  That might be the most optimistic reading of

our current situation—until we recall that it is a reading predicated on ignoring our capacity for

consciousness itself.  Thus, we should ask, as we did with respect to the future, where does a

sensing body in our modern condition experience the past?  If  one is an archaeologist, then the

rooting and digging through remnants of  a previous culture’s artifacts can provide this awareness.

If  we non-archaeologists were to root and dig through our increasingly large refuse piles, what

kind of  history would we uncover?  Undoubtedly, our leftovers would show a plethora of  used

manufactured articles, pointing to a culture that was probably rather wasteful with regard to its

resources.

Or, to phrase it slightly differently, as we ruminate about the past, what kind of  memories

are we creating, and where are we storing them?  Are we creating more virtual memories than



real, tactile, life experiences?  Are “flickr” accounts becoming the repository of  our past?

Another valuable question might be, as we photograph our loved ones over and over again, will

we lose the ability to recall them unaided? It seems that the importance of  our ritualized events--

especially ceremonies--have been superseded and relegated to mere photo-op moments.  The

ubiquity of  cameras, and our infatuation with using them surely impacts our visual capabilities for

memorizing people and places and possibly even influencing how we perceive ourselves and

other entities in physical space.  

In addition, as we program more and more of  our information into computers, with

memory capacities that far exceed our own, how will this affect our ability to memorize?  How

many telephone numbers do we recall, as compared to when we didn’t have our address books

programmed into some electronic device.  How many meetings and appointments would we miss

if  our computer crashed and we lost our virtual calendars?  Lyotard addresses this changed sense

of  memory in the aforementioned essay wherein he states:  “The electronic and information

network spread over the earth gives rise to a global capacity for memorizing which must be

estimated at the cosmic scale, without common measure with that of  traditional cultures.  The

paradox implied by this memory resides in the fact that in the last analysis it is nobody’s memory.

But ‘nobody’ here means that the body supporting that memory is no longer an earth-bound

body” (64).  

The conflict and even contradiction in this case is that our technologies do supply us with

useful tools that are, in certain situations, invaluable. Thus, the challenge for our culture is to

discern which technologies are necessary, as opposed to those that are superfluous, for they all

require using a type of  energy, the kind that, for the most part, is not renewable and has most

certainly contributed to and compounded the current climate situation.  

Furthermore, our ongoing intellectual engagement with technology, in many regards,

precludes an awareness of  our sensing body and its needs.  Here again, as with our temporality,



we are wired for anticipating and recognizing changes in our environment.  This is how our

species has been able to survive for so long, for without this sensitivity, we would not be able to

hunt and gather the food and secure the shelter necessary to sustain us.  This awareness is

ingrained in our being, and our transferring it to primarily focusing our energies and lives around

machines is resulting in what many have termed as our “post-human” condition.

Reconnecting with the animate earth in significant ways might include marking the time

that the first snow arrives or the first buds of  spring, tracking the seasonal changes over a period

of  time.  As Pollan suggests in his aforementioned article, why delegate these types of

experiences to a specialist?  Why not attend to and participate in unearthing the nuances and

subtle changes in the climate and flora and fauna of  a particular place by actively engaging these

cyclical rhythms?  This engagement would combine both our sensing bodies and various

technologies (both simple and complex) in a fruitful manner and would stimulate a long term

attending to the subtle changes in the terrain. For instance, one could note observations in a field

journal (perhaps even in the same spirit as Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac) using a laptop

or a palm pilot and create a blog to share his or her findings with the larger community.   

    Furthermore, to actively engage the surrounding terrain, we would remind our sensing

bodies of  our participatory relationship in this more-than-human world by direct physical

experience. In Rainer Marie Rilke’s “An Experience,” he recalls going out into a garden with the

intent to read a book.  After situating himself  against a “shrub-like tree,” he finds himself

“pleasantly supported in this attitude and given such ample rest, that he remained like this,

without reading, completely absorbed into Nature, in a state of  almost unconscious

contemplation” (34). He notices that “gradually” he becomes aware that his “attention was

awakened by a hitherto unknown sensation; it was as if  almost imperceptible vibrations were

passing from the interior of  the tree into him” (34).



He tries to pass this sensation off  as a result of  a minor wind that could be passing at the

ground level, but realizes that the “trunk seemed too stout to be affected so markedly by such a

slight movement of  air” (34). Furthermore, he becomes “impressed,” even “surprised,” that the

sensation continues, remarking that “he had never been filled with more delicate vibrations,” and

he couldn’t “properly distinguish which sense it was by which he was receiving so delicate and

pervading a communication.”6  He finally discerns that the way to best express this experience is

“that he had reached the other side of  Nature” (35).  Rilke describes the impulse as “recurring in

strangely interior intervals,” and causing for him a sense of  his body as “indescribably touching

to him and of  no other use than that he might be present in it . . .” (35). 

It seems what Rilke is alluding to here is analogous to a direct participation in what is

termed as the collective “Flesh” by Maurice Merleau-Ponty; which, according to Abram, indicates

“an elemental power that has had no name in the entire history of  Western philosophy.”7  In

essence, it is the “mysterious tissue” or “matrix” which interconnects us with the rest of  the

animate world.8   And, as such, this connective element calls into question the long-standing

dichotomy of  separated observer and subject (a dichotomy that a quantum physicist would

similarly reject). Abram writes,  “We are unable to even imagine a sensible landscape that would

not at the same time be sensed (since in imagining any landscape we inevitably envisage it from a

6
 Abram notes that, “our primordial, preconceptual experience, as Merleau-Ponty makes evident, is

inherently synaesthetic” (60).  Quote in text, Rilke, 34

7
 Abram stresses that he is “intertwining Merleau-Ponty’s conclusions with [his] own experiential illustrations

. . . demonstrating the remarkable usefulness of  those insights for a deeply philosophical (and psychological)
ecology.”  Further, while he will “move beyond” the “exact content” of  his writings,  “they are nonetheless inspired
by a close and long-standing acquaintance with those writings, and they remain faithful, (he) trust(s), to the
unfinished and open-ended character of  his thinking” (277).  Quote in text, Abram, 66

8
 He continues with this notion in that, “both the perceiving being and the perceived being are of  the same

stuff, that the perceiver and the perceived are interdependent and in some sense even reversible aspects of  a
common animate element, or Flesh, that is at once both sensible and sensitive” (67).



particular perspective, and thus implicate our own senses, and indeed our own sentience, in that

landscape)” (66).  Furthermore, we would not be able to have a sense of  our self  without being

immersed “in some field of  sensed phenomena” (66).

Yet, Rilke senses that he is, to some extent, separated from his body (granted, this seems a

paradox) for without changing his position, he began to look around and recognized “everything,

remembered it, smiled at it as it were with distant affection, let it be, like something known long

ago, that had once, in former circumstances, been connected to him” (35). Adding that,  “He

could not have told where his usual dwelling place was, but that he was returning to all this here,

was standing in this body, as if  in the recess of  a quitted window, looking forth . . . ” (35).  Rilke’s

experience seems to suggest an awareness of  something that stirs within him a deep resonance (a

distant memory) one where his perceptual self  is experiencing being in direct reciprocity, one of

heightened sensitivity and perceived communication, with the surrounding terrain.9   

John Dewey, in “Having an Experience,” stresses that to have an experience, one that

isolates it in relation to all others in a meaningful way, it needs to be felt that there is a “single

quality that pervades the entire experience in spite of  the variation of  its constituent parts” (138).

And it could be suggested that part of  what contributed to this experience was Rilke’s sensation

of  his being in the “present” in such a manner as Abram describes as that which occurs when, “I

allow the past and future to dissolve, imaginatively, into the immediacy of  the present moment,

then the “present” itself  expands to become an enveloping field of  presence.  And this presence,

vibrant and alive, spontaneously assumes the precise shape and contour of  the enveloping

sensory landscape, as though this were its native shape!” (203-04). Hence, Rilke remembers,

9
 Jack Reynolds suggests, “These more existential aspects of  our existence suggest that there is something

fundamentally true about Merleau-Ponty's more general suggestion that our body should be conceived of  as our
means of  communication with the world, rather than merely as an object of  the world which our transcendent mind
orders to perform varying functions.”  Yet, he adds, “Indeed, despite the nostalgic yearning that Merleau-Ponty
occasionally seems to have for a primordial union with the world, he nevertheless makes it clear that one never
returns to immediate experience.” 



“saying to himself  from time to time that this could not last” because he would expect an ending

of  this “extraordinary condition” as being “in conformity with law” like that of  listening to a

piece of  music (36).

For those of  us living in these modern conditions, being in the present, more specifically

being temporally “present,” while simultaneously being aware of  oneself  as a participating

“presence” in the landscape, is not so easily attained. Yet, we could conjure up our imaginations

to help us enter into the space of  a poetic experience such as Rilke describes. In the Poetics of

Space, Gaston Bachelard remarks, “By living the poems we read, we have then the salutary

experience of  emerging . . . These linguistic impulses, which stand out from the ordinary rank of

pragmatic language, are miniatures of  the vital impulse” (xxvii).  Here, we could refer back to

Kristeva who regards the use of  poetic language as practice for breaking through those linguistic

barriers that unduly limit us, and our engagement with the “other.”

Let’s return to Abram again, for his insights concerning how our sensing bodies perceive

the “present.” He suggests that--in terms of  the phenomenology of  time--the “present,” as

experienced in this manner, is another invisible realm.  This one is even harder to conceptualize

for us than are past and future, but he suggests that the present be regarded as the third

temporality of  the perceived landscape, intimately connected to the element of  “air.”  He stresses

that it is the “invisibility of  the air” which supports and connects us not only to the present, but

also to all other breathing, non-human presences around us.

Abram emphasizes that air is, “the most outrageous absence known to this body. For it is

utterly invisible” (225). Hence, while the “hidden character” of  the future is sensed as being that

which is beyond the horizon, and the past is sensed as the “unseen nature” of  that which is under

the ground, the air is sensed as “the medium through which we see all else in the present terrain”

(226). He reminds us of  the intimate link of  air to speech in “the sense that spoken words are

structured breath (try speaking a word without exhaling at the same time), and indeed that



spoken phrases take their communicative power from this invisible medium that moves between

us . . . ” (227). Furthermore, as was touched upon earlier, the transition (albeit a rather lengthy

one) from oral traditions to the written alphabet distanced us from referencing and experiencing

sensuous phenomena; for with written text, we engage a set of  symbols that is “a largely self-

referential system” (257).

Abram speaks at length to the importance of  the air, especially the wind, within

traditional oral cultures.10  Within the belief  system of  the Lakota Indian, the “winds of  the four

directions are also deeply associated with the cyclical, spatial sense of  time” (229).  Adding that in

the Navajo’s tradition, “Winds exist all around and within the individual, entering and departing

through respiratory organs and whorls on the body’s surface” (233). He speaks to the “identical

association of  the ‘mind’ with the ‘wind’ and the ‘breath’ in innumerable ancient languages”

(238). He stresses that it is the forgetting of  the air, “that element that we are most intimately in,”

and our experiencing it as “empty space” that removes us from experiencing “the invisible

richness of  the present” (255).  And it comes as no surprise, which he points to as well, that it is

the forgetting of  the air that has contributed to our polluting it.  Furthermore, with all of  our cell

towers, satellites, and power stations, we would do well to wonder what the long-term impact of

all these invisible charges riding around on the airwaves will have on, not just our own, but all

sensing bodies.    

“Lick a finger:  feel the now,” writes Annie Dillard in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, when

referring to the wind (97). In the chapter, “The Present,” she draws our attention to how our self-

consciousness “hinder(s) the experience of  the present” (81). She writes, “It is the one

instrument that unplugs all the rest,” whereby consciousness “itself ” won’t, for it “is only to a

10
 In this rather lengthy chapter, “The Forgetting and Remembering of  the Air,” Abram also points to the

importance of  the reader interpreting the missing vowel sounds in early Hebrew texts and stresses the early Greek’s
insertion of  vowels into the “aleph-beth” (which was the basis for the Christian New Testament) proved, as the
“alphabet advanced,” to strip the air of  its anima (253).



heightened awareness that the great door to the present opens at all” (81). Yet, she stresses that

our “layered consciousness is a tiered track for an unmatched assortment of  concentrically

wound reels . . . each one hums at every moment its own secret melody in its own unique key.

We tune in and out. But moments are not lost.  Time out of  mind is time nevertheless,

cumulative, informing the present” (84).

It seems what is needed to help alleviate our disconnection to this animate earth is to

inform our present about the level and quality of  our participation in the language of  this more-

than-human world.  For, the quality of  our current participation and the types of  language we’ve

been using do not lend themselves to sustainable practices; and these are the type of  practices

(given the recent forecast) that need to take precedence in our prioritizing schemes.  Pollan refers

to Wendell Berry’s astute analysis of  our propensity for delegating everything to specialists, and

our ability to do so because of  the availability of  “cheap energy.” (Berry’s writings date back to

the 1970s, with such valuable texts as The Unsettling of  America.) Pollan remarks that the “cheap-

energy mind translates everything into money, its proxy, it prefers to put its faith in market-based

solutions . . . ”(4). Hence, this type of  mentality asks, “’Why Bother?’ because it is helpless to

imagine--much less attempt--a different sort of  life, one less divided, less reliant” (4). 

And if  abandoning such language habits seems too difficult, perhaps a small step in the

right direction would be to ironize them.  Dillard writes, “I’m in the market for some present

tense; I’m on the lookout, shopping around, more so every year” (85). Perhaps, if  we could

“loose our fiduciary grip on time,” as Lopez suggests in his aforementioned essay, then we would

be able to experience those “delicate vibrations” that Rilke spoke to.  Perhaps, if  we were to shop

around for something other than what’s new and up and coming with the latest technology, we

could instead, as Pollan suggests, buy some seeds and plant a garden (container, community, or

otherwise.) In doing so, we provide for ourselves an opportunity to participate in the language of



the more-than-human-world in a manner that reconnects us, both corporeally and temporally,

with cyclical rhythms.

Furthermore, Dillard suggests another form of  active participation and, like Rilke, draws

us into thinking about trees.  She writes, “I want to think about trees.  Trees have a curious

relationship to the subject of  the present moment . . . trees live quite convincingly in the same

filament of  air we inhabit, and, in addition, they extend impressively in both directions, up and

down, shearing rock and fanning air, doing their real business just out of  reach” (87). Dillard

muses, “I want to come at the subject of  the present by showing how consciousness dashes and

ambles around the labyrinthine tracks of  the mind, returning again and again, however briefly to

the senses” (87). 

We could return to our senses more often, and, in the process, bring the participatory

world into our awareness.  Dillard speaks to this while sitting under a Sycamore tree.  She writes:

“I am really here, alive on the intricate earth under trees.  But under me, directly under the weight

of  my body on the grass, are other creatures, just as real, for whom also this moment, this tree, is

‘it’” (94).  And later, 

     I might as well include these creatures in this moment, as best I can.  My ignoring  

     them won’t strip them of  their reality, and admitting them, one by one, into my 

     consciousness might heighten mine, might add their dim awareness to my human 

     consciousness, such as it is, and set up a buzz, a vibration like the beating ripples a 

     submerged muskrat makes on the water, from this particular moment, this tree (94).  

 A different form of  wireless communication than today’s popular sort, this one brings tactile

awareness into the present tense with other living presences immersed within the “invisible” air.

And it is this type of  awareness which could fuel our decision-making processes to the extent

that, “consciousness will be raised, perhaps even changed . . . ” (Pollan, 4).   



Abram notes “one of  the strong claims of  [his] book is that the synaesthetic association

of  visible topology with auditory recall--the intertwining of  earthly place with linguistic

memory--is common to almost all indigenous, oral cultures” (176). Part of  this association stems

from these cultures’ intimate link with not only a place, but with their sense of  place.  Embedded

within their memories is the direct experiencing in and participating with the more-than-human

world, and as it is suggested, their experience of  time, both temporal and corporeal, is linked

intimately to the topology of  the earth.

Those of  us living in a modern condition are participating in such experiences as well.  In

that sense, we are no less intimately tied to the world we perceive and the way we perceive it than

other humans in other places and times.  It is our choice as to how we want to participate, and

what language we choose to communicate.  “Catch it if  you can,” writes Dillard of  the present

(77).  Indeed, perhaps we need to “catch” ourselves in the present and shift our rhythms, even

follow Pollan’s suggestion to “growing some--even just a little--of  [our] own food.” (5).  He

reminds us that, “the single greatest lesson the garden teaches is that our relationship to the

planet need not be zero-sum . . . ” (5).

The Creature stands on top of  the Empire State Building.  She is receiving her last lesson

in acting, the one called Rhythm.  Her teacher remarks, “Everybody is afraid to miss the time-

clock, to lose his work . . . One cannot stop for a second and compare his own frenzied speed

with the serene speed of  the sun, or wind, or sea.”11  If  we would take the time (and cultivate the

desire) to pause for even a few seconds, then, perhaps, we, too, can experience a direct reciprocity in

a meaningful way with the surrounding terrain.  

Lisa Bunch, Spring 2008

11
 From, Acting: The First Six Lessons by Richard Boleslavksy, pg. 121.


