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PIACE MAKING, SACRED AND EROTIC: 
John Muir's Mountain Meadow 

Steven J. Holmes 

John Mum emerged on the national political and cultural scene 
^with the creation of the Sierra Club in 1892 and the publication 
of his first book, The Mountains of California, in 1894. Before that, 
he was known to a more limited audience as the author of scien- 
tific and travel articles for Overland Monthly, the San Francisco 
Bulletin, and occasionally Eastern newspapers or magazines such 
as Century. Botany, which he studied informally at the University 
of Wisconsin, was his first love, but during his early years in Cali- 
fornia's Yosemite Valley (1869-74) he made important discover- 
ies concerning the geological origins of the valley in the action of 
ancient glaciers - and found some living glaciers in the process. 

Reading Muir's first published article, 'Yosemite Glaciers," 
originally published in the December 5, 1871, New York Tribune, I 
happened upon the following passage: 

September 30 - Last evening I was camped in a small round gla- 
cier meadow, at the head of the easternmost tributary of the cas- 
cade. The meadow was velvet with grass, and circled with the most 
beautiful of all the coniferae, the Williamson spruce. I built a great 
fire, and the daisies of the sod rayed as if conscious of a sun. As I 
lay on my back, feeling the presence of the trees - gleaming upon 
the dark, and gushing with life - coming closer and closer about 
me, and saw the small round sky coming down with its stars to 
dome my trees, I said, "Never was mountain mansion more beauti- 
ful, more spiritual; never was mortal wanderer more blessedly 
homed." When the sun rose, my charmed walls were taken down, 
the trees returned to the common fund of the forest, and my little 
sky fused back into the measureless blue. I was left upon common 
ground to follow my glacial labor.1 

Steven J. Holmes is Lecturer in History and Literature at Harvard University. 
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398 SOUNDINGS Steven J. Holmes 

Read quickly, this may seem a brief but well-wrought description 
of a mountain scene, executed with elegant simplicity and with 
an unexceptional, almost trite bit of romantic interpretation 
thrown in the middle. However, if a half-hidden yet unexpectedly 
strong aura of feeling stays your tendency to charge ahead to the 
next section, and instead draws you back to linger and wonder, a 
sense of puzzlement may emerge - as happened to me. 

Strangely, there is almost no actual description of natural scen- 
ery here: four of the six sentences of the passage take Muir him- 
self (or, rather, "I") as the subject and actor, and the natural 
features are described somewhat schematically, with only a hand- 
ful of abstract, comparative, almost quantitative adjectives 
("round," "great," "more beautiful," etc.). Of precisely four really 
rich words in the whole piece - velvet, gleaming, gushing, 
charmed - only the first two have anything to do with the actual 
aesthetic properties of the scene. And yet one is led somehow to 
a feeling of having been there, having touched and been 
touched by a landscape saturated with emotion. What is going on 
here? How do these words give so much of the landscape - and, 
paradoxically, so little of Muir? Reflecting on my own reading of 
the passage - and as an invitation and encouragement for you 
to deepen your reading of it - it seems that this effect is pro- 
duced almost wholly by structural tensions arising from the nar- 
rative movement within the passage, tensions that evoke and 
then dislocate images, expectations, and emotions. In this pas- 
sage, as in a piece of music or poetry, the structuring and freeing 
of feeling, rather than purely aesthetic or sensual description, en- 
able text and reader together to create the content and meaning 
of a natural scene. 

In this newspaper essay as in much of his writing, Muir's 
unique style of narrative science uses a human persona (either as 
explicit, active subject - "I" - or as a more hidden, authorial 
viewpoint) to lead the reader on a scientifically informed and 
informative saunter through a selected landscape, infusing his 
work with a constant tension between immediacy and distance, 
givenness and order, subjectivity and objectivity. Muir chooses to 
interrupt - but also continue - this pattern by presenting this 
particular nonscientific passage as a journal entry. The journal 
form fixes whatever follows in a definite past, at a distance from 
the authorial present (which itself is at a distance from my own 
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Place Making, Sacred and Erotic 399 

or your own present, as reader) ; at the same time, it holds out 
the assurance of a certain sort of intimacy despite (in fact, 
through) distance, a safely contained presentness and immedi- 
acy. However, even this implicit promise is immediately revoked 
by the first words of the entry, "Last evening." These words again 
distance me from whatever follows, while drawing me along into 
the scene with another assurance of definiteness and security, 
and an increasing sense of mystery. The form draws me into the 
text and then emphasizes both my distance and the distance of 
the text from the actual experience ornature, while raising in me 
(as both a question and a desire) the possibility of bridging those 
distances; whatever follows this "Last evening" is something recol- 
lected and reflected on, and implicitly something worthy of such 
concern. 

Within this complex construction of time and text, the first 
thing I meet is Muir himself, or more precisely the authorial per- 
sona as "I." But once again, the promise of this "I" is subtly ef- 
faced (in part, at least) by the passive construction that follows, 
"was camped." This "I" is not initially an active, dynamic center of 
power and identity but rather is passive and receptive, which in- 
vites me to stand alongside that "I" in an intimate yet observa- 
tional relation to the surrounding natural objects. The rest of 
this first sentence fulfills these possibilities by carrying the "I" up 
to a "small round glacier meadow" at the "easternmost" and 
therefore (in the Sierra) highest point in the mountains, as far 
away from society as one can get. Thus, repeatedly distanced 
from the present and from my usual, active, socially defined self, 
and subtly engaged by the structural tensions of the writing, by 
the ambiguous companionship of the "I," and by the alien yet 
comforting and secure location, I find myself left expectant and 
receptive to what follows. 

The psychological and physical stage thus set, the next sen- 
tence supplies some immediate specifics of the natural surround- 
ings, "velvet grass" and the "most beautiful" spruce, and again 
emphasizes the circularity of the meadow. Adding texture and 
beauty to the sense of welcoming security suggested in the previ- 
ous line, Muir's selective, interpretive representation of the land- 
scape begins as well to evoke more specific, value- and emotion- 
laden responses within me: images and associations of the 
meadow as home, and as womb (both erotic and maternal).2 Of 
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400 SOUNDINGS Steven J. Holmes 

course, many of the particular patterns of my response are 
shaped by my personal experiences of home, childhood, male- 
ness, sexuality, and much else that is private within me; but I 
hope that some of my reflections may resonate with some other 
readers male or female, or at least provide an occasion for differ- 
ent, equally fruitful interpretations, reflecting different class-, 
culture-, and gender-based experiences of homes and wombs. 

The next sentence brings it all to life. The "I" makes the first 
move, building a "great fire" - as an (idealized) father might 
start the flames in a family's living-room fireplace, or as a '(го* 
manticized) lover might evoke passion in his or her beloved. 
Once again, however, Muir's writing displaces and relativizes the 
power and authority of this "I," since nonhuman members of the 
natural world, the daisies, are required to transform the male 
human subject's elemental creation - a bonfire - into a living 
and life-giving "sun." Moreover, the daisies themselves are "con- 
scious," and - whatever one thinks Muir might have meant by 
the verb "rayed" - seem to pulse with or emanate some light 
and warmth of their own; by extension, given these living daisies' 
earthy groundedness "of the sod," the entire meadow is brought 
to warm life.3 Muir could have written something like, "I built a 
great fire, which cast its light on the daisies and meadow"; but he 
didn't, and of course he wouldn't. The writing evokes a similar 
visual experience but more intense emotions and associations by 
locating the source of light, warmth, and life in the natural envi- 
ronment itself, while leaving room for the human as experienc- 
ing subject and interactive participant. 

The next sentence - long, flowing, dramatic, yet tightly struc- 
tured - accelerates the pace of my response: 

As I lay on my back, feeling the presence of the trees - gleaming 
upon the dark, and gushing with life - coming closer and closer 
about me, and saw the small round sky coming down with its stars 
to dome my trees, I said, "Never was mountain mansion more 
beautiful, more spiritual; never was mortal wanderer more bless- 
edly homed." 

Once again, we begin with the authorial "I" as a passive, receptive 
subject, flat on his back and open to feeling. Muir's position 
heightens sexual tension but also transforms it from usual cul- 
tural expectation, by reversing the "normal" male role - which, 
to be honest, for me feels not startling but rather personally fa- 
miliar and empowering. The living energy within nature has 
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Place Making, Sacred and Erotic 401 

spread up to the trees, "gleaming upon the dark, and gushing 
with life"; the first phrase at least approximates a visual image 
(though again reversing the "objective" flow of light between fire 
and trees) , the second moves beyond the attempt into pure evo- 
cation. The trees, perhaps wettened by the connotations of 
"gushing," are then joined by the more cosmic but - like the 
meadow - "small round" sky and stars in surrounding Muir ac- 
tively and intimately with warmth and light. Nature is described 
as "doming" Muir, intensifying the home- and womb-imagery and 
perhaps unifying them by constituting the meadow as a bed- 
room, thus placing Muir at the center of a cosmic and domestic 
drama reminiscent of the ancient Greek myth of Gaea and Ura- 
nus - Earth and Sky - uniting in love.4 With this night world 
"coming closer and closer" about him in an intimate embrace, an 
almost breathless excitement is created by the string of short one- 
syllable words and by the predominance of sharp, quick sounds, 
the consonants produced through light contacts with the tongue 
- s, k, t - and the narrow, nasal vowels i and e. 

But all of this is still preface to the grammatical center, the 
subject and verb of the sentence: "I said." Through this act of 
speaking, the receptive human "I" takes in the energy, life, and 
consciousness that has been flowing in toward him from the nat- 
ural world, and begins to turn it back out again, and in the pro- 
cess transforms it into something new - reflection and 
interpretation. In fact, like God, the "I" creates the world 
through speech - that is to say, through speech the world is 
made a structured world, an interpreted and intelligible world, 
which is the only kind of world that can exist for humans. For 
Muir, this linguistically based world is still a/ the "natural" world, 
precisely because it reflects the order and purpose spoken by 
God and adequately revealed both in scripture and in the "Book 
of Nature." The grinding of ancient glaciers on mountain and 
valley was to Muir a form of divine writing. The intricate rock 
markings and the whole complex panorama of Yosemite Valley 
were "glacial manuscripts," which it was Muir's scientific and lit- 
erary passion to read.5 Thus, this "I said" indicates a "reading" of 
the landscape as well as a certain sort of "speaking the landscape 
into existence," establishing its own validity by being more quota- 
tion than original speech - a sort of "gospel," in fact, "good 
news" conveyed about an external (and perhaps eternal) truth. 
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402 SOUNDINGS Steven J. Holmes 

As the central action of the passage, literally creating the narra- 
tive, the "I said" purports to capture or re-present the essential 
content of what precedes it, and thus to stand as an organic re- 
flection, through human consciousness, of fundamental truths of 
the natural world - as quotation or gospel, a mode of creating 
an interpreted landscape standing somewhere midway between 
speech and writing and between individual experience and com- 
munal memory. 

And in fact, the explicit qualities and imagery that occur in the 
verbal statement are precisely in line with what came before. The 
quick excitement of the preceding phrases is gathered up and 
smoothed out in a wave or waterfall of longer, multisyllabic 
words, with drawn-out vowels produced deeper in the chest (о, и, 
and a) and the extended, mouthy, deeply vocalized consonants 
- w, m, n, b, d - which resonate firmly in the lips, head, and 
lungs. To my ears, mind, and body, these sounds suffuse the sen- 
tence with the womb imagery and associations evoked above. In 
such physical, sensual, embodied speech, Muir names the struc- 
tured, protecting, magnificent yet welcoming environment as a 
"mansion," and again emphasizes the active, living aspect of it by 
the curious verb "homed" - something that the landscape itself 
does to the "I." Again, there seems to be a back-and-forth move- 
ment of reflection or quotation between the feminine, maternal 
"homing" of the environment and the speaking and interpreting 
of the "mortal wanderer" - both are presented as structuring 
experience in parallel ways, both establish a caring relationship 
between Muir and the meadow, both seem meant to express a 
structure deeper than the surface distinctions between human 
and nonhuman, subject and surroundings. And the parallel, re- 
petitive structure of the sentence itself re-embodies the patterns 
of relationship, movement, and reassurance that Muir tries to 
capture in the specific spiritual/ domestic metaphors of mansion 
and home. 

Again, Muir's statement is intended as a precise reflection of 
his previous experience and of the landscape itself, not original 
utterance but rather quotation - a more interactive sort of com- 
munication, a continuing conversation of which Muir is a part 
and which in fact grounds and justifies his own speech and writ- 
ing. He is not saying anything new, and he knows it; he is re- 
phrasing something that he has heard or read or learned before, 
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something that is all around him, uttered first by the landscape 
itself or by God. Indeed, perhaps the text that Muir is quoting is 
God's "It is good" of Genesis - a statement that comes after and 
reflects the act of literal creation yet also constitutes a creativity 
of a higher order, the creation of the world-as-valued. Thus, the 
act of saying and the content of what is said allow Muir (and me) 
to exult and delight in all of this - to appreciate the beauty and 
blessedness of the meadow, to proclaim gospel, to quote the di- 
vine or mythic word through a human voice. The "I said," and 
what is said, imply that self-consciousness, interpretation, com- 
munication, quotation, gospel, and art are at (or near) the 
center of natural and human reality, space and time, movement 
and rest, self and environment; and, that certain attendant emo- 
tional responses - appreciation, gratitude, joy - are likewise 
fundamental to humans, and especially to the human experience 
of nature. 

The next sentence begins, "When the sun rose ..." - but the 
sudden dawning snaps me backwards, turns me around to peer 
into the yawning gap between the sentences, the darkness, the 
intervening night. What happens during this night, which Muir 
passes over in silence? Perhaps, as Wittgenstein says, that about 
which we cannot speak. For me, the attempt to speak of it brings 
forth images and associations of birth, and a metaphorical yet 
deeply felt rebirth; lovemaking, orgasm; safe sleep in a happy 
home; religious communion with the unknown, as in "the dark 
night of the soul"; perhaps a kind of death, or a fear of death; the 
mystery and confusion of an experience that is ungendered, or at 
least not understood in normal gender categories; certainly - 
and most primally - some form of experienced union with my 
immediate natural surroundings as a living, welcoming presence, 
in which speech, writing, individual activity, selfhood are lost.6 
But these descriptions and concepts are not really the deepest 
content or meaning of the "gap"; rather, they are attempts to 
refer to the deeper experiential meaning that is brought about 
when my own feelings, needs, and longings evoked by the ten- 
sions and imagery of the writing are allowed free reign in the 
empty space created by the absence of language. The erotic, psy- 
chological, and spiritual energies flowing within and between the 
"I" and the environment merge, and are given an urgency and 
edge by fear, with the dissolution of the boundaries between the 
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"I" and the environment. Thus, this gap itself - not the reflec- 
tive, humanly weighted statement that precedes it - constitutes 
the real center and heart of my experience of Muir's text (and, 
perhaps, of Muir's experience of the meadow); this point of 
structured yet free emotion is the "spiritual, beautiful, blessed 
home" that "I" has found in the mountains. 

However, this night and this home are not forever; the empti- 
ness ends, when language resumes and "when the sun rose." Per- 
haps we - Muir and the reader - feel a tinge of exhilaration, 
reassurance, and relief to be rescued from the mystery and inten- 
sity of the night. This next sentence literally deconstructs die 
mansion built by the previous sentences: the sun is put back in 
the sky, the walls (acknowledged as "charmed") are taken down, 
the trees become part of a common ownership, the sky is placed 
at its proper distance again. Thus, this deconstruction of Muir's 
private experience is also the reconstruction of the world, paral- 
leling various world mythologies in describing the emergence of 
separate entities out of the primal unity.7 One of the implications 
of this move is that the everyday landscape to which this sentence 
returns us is as natural, real, and divinely designed as the special, 
set-apart, intensely mythical and emotional landscape described 
up to this point. The profane world is made of the same basic 
stuff as the sacred. Moreover, even if humans can only live in 
ecstatic union with nature for a while, there are reassuring hints 
that this is not a once-and-for-all event but rather a cyclical one, 
like the turning of night and day; the "common fund" can be 
drawn on again and again. 

In the aftermath of this separation, we find Muir lying on the 
ground again like a child born of the previous night's union. He 
is clearly reinvigorated by the experience as he returns to his own 
creative work, the scientific observation and study of glaciers.8 
Again, as the experience of union and rebirth suggests a sense of 
cyclical time, so too does the presence of Muir's own work, which 
(massive and ageless as the glaciers that are his subjects) will al- 
ways be there waiting for him when he awakes. Not only "labor 
concerning glaciers," Muir's work is like glaciers, or like the work 
the glaciers do: slow and steady and apart from society. If the 
narrative of the passage presents the "I" as equal to and in inter- 
action with the natural environment, the human subject comes 
to take on the character of a natural force, a literal "child of na- 
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ture" and brother of the meadow; this union is fixed in the image 
of "glacial labor," providing a way for the merging of human and 
nonhuman to continue after the separation of the world into eve- 
ryday entities. 

Part of Muir's work is writing, and since the rising sun has 
brought the opening "Last evening" full circle, the narrative pres- 
ent equals the journalistic present, making this very act of writing 
- and by implication the whole essay - part of his glacial labor. 
And I, too, as a reader empowered and moved and transformed 
by the emotions, images, and relationships that the passage has 
evoked in me, participate in Muir's glacial labor; the sky above 
me, now, is the same as the "measureless blue" above Muir, and 
so my act of reading Muir's essay is correlative to his act of read- 
ing glacial manuscripts. If, as I have suggested, the central "I 
said" is itself an act of quotation, perhaps I can understand my 
personal response to the entire passage as a sort of emotional, 
psychological, and religious quotation of Muir's presented 
experience. 

* * * * 

Having explored how this passage works, I am left wondering: 
What does it do, to or for or with the reader? Where has our 
reading and reflecting taken us, and where else might we take it? 
Caught off-guard by unexpected revelation, I seek to understand 
more fully both Muir's experience and my own. As an academic, 
I look to the theories and insights of other academics and writers 
for help. 

Standing back from Muir and the meadow, we can see his ex- 
perience - and his text - as a moment in the making of sacred 
space. As Mircea Eliade remarked, it is only in space experienced 
as sacred that humans touch reality, are "saturated with power": 
"Every sacred space implies a hierophany, an irruption of the sa- 
cred that results in detaching a territory from the surrounding 
cosmic milieu and making it qualitatively different." Although sa- 
cred space may be associated with a temple or ritual center, it is 
also found - or, constructed - in more mundane and personal 
places such as the home. The environmental sociologists Shampa 
and Sanjoy Mazumdar, exploring the personal acts of "sacred 
place making" that shape the religiousness of a Hindu home, 
propose a three-stage process in the construction of sacred do- 
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mestic space: (1) "purification of the outside," including the ac- 
tual creation of an "outside" through ritually structured choice of 
site; (2) "sacralization of the inside"; and (3) "sacred learning in 
space," incorporating everyday ritual acts, initiatory experiences, 
and lifelong socialization and education.9 Despite the obvious 
(and subtle) differences between the imaginative creation of a 
"blessed home" and the literal building and consecrating of a 
house, this three-stage process helps guide me through Muir's 
passage with a sense of unity and narrative flow. 

The journal form itself and the initial sentence establish the 
site as sacred through a process of simultaneous distancing and 
intimacy that serves to strip both Muir and the reader of our eve- 
ryday roles and expectations. Then the next sentence introduces 
the meadow itself as circular, beautiful, possessing its own integ- 
rity, an appropriate site for what will follow. Within that setting, 
the home itself is constructed through the building of the 
hearth-fire, the raising of the tree-walls, and the "doming" of the 
sky, with the "daisies of the sod" as Muir's domestic companions. 
In the third stage, acts of ritual speech, initiation, and emotional 
response create cosmic yet personal bonds between Muir and 
that particular place, constituting "sacred learning in space," with 
long-term implications: although Muir's daily work-activities re- 
quire him to leave his "home" (as is only proper for a Victorian 
male), his "glacial labor" is decisively shaped by the experiences, 
structures, and meanings of the preceding night. 

Moreover, within this sacred domestic (or at least domesti- 
cated) space, Muir encounters sacred time; indeed, it is the con- 
fluence of space and time that crystallizes a sacred place. In 
ancient religions, the experience of sacred time returns the ritual 
participant to the time of origins, simultaneously cosmic and per- 
sonal, so that "he is born anew, he begins life over again with his 
reserve of vital forces intact, as it was at the moment of his 
birth."10 Muir's contact with the sacred elements of the natural 
world leave him reinvigorated, even a new man; and this return 
to an original human state is repeatable. The "common fund of 
the forest" may be drawn upon again and again, the "mountain 
mansion" reconstructed in a different setting on a subsequent 
night, and his experience of being "blessedly homed" relived and 
strengthened through future ritualized action. However, just as 
his construction of sacred space does not depend on the literal 
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building of an actual structure, Muir's experience of sacred time 
is not fixed to a formal calendrical cycle of week or year. Rather, 
a patterned way of perceiving, structuring, and responding to the natural 
world takes the place of temple or ritual as the locus of religious 
experience and power - and this experience is possible or avail- 
able at many different places and times (though clearly not just 
any where or when). 

Finally, just as for Eliade the very existence of the temple or 
the proper execution of the ritual act continually resanctifies the 
entire world, so too the literary act of sacred place making embod- 
ied in this passage (and our reading of it) is a repository of mean- 
ing that may continually replenish our world, a well to which we 
can return and whose very existence can serve as a subterranean 
- or perhaps ultraterranean - source of power and life. 

Although the framework of sacred place making captures 
some aspects of Muir's passage, I feel a continuous undercurrent 
of something not quite captured. This sacred space isn't really so 
much a full-scale "home" as it is a bed or couch; thus, the process 
of sacred place making must be transposed into a sort of erotic 
place making. Several recent women writers - among them 
Terry Tempest Williams, Susan Griffin, and Nancy Mairs - have 
developed the notion of an "erotics of place." An abstract, bare- 
bones definition of the term might put it alongside another at- 
tempt to unite "love" and "place": the humanistic geographer Yi- 
fu Tuan's idea of topophilia, "the affective bond between people 
and place or setting." An erotics of place, however, involves 
something that it at once more specific and more indeterminate 
than this, something that is probably better described, evoked, or 
lived than defined. Audre Lorde writes of the erotic as "those 
physical, emotional, and psychic expressions of what is deepest 
and strongest and richest within each of us, shared; the passions 
of love, in its deepest meanings." Such rich passions may charac- 
terize our relationships with the natural world as well as with 
other persons. Perhaps most centrally, an erotics of place arises 
from a many-layered relationship between a particular person 
and a particular place - a relationship that involves respect, re- 
sponse, responsibility, intimacy, time, change, the unexpected, 
risk. In Williams's words, "We call out - and the land calls back. 
It is our interaction with the ecosystem; the Echo System. We un- 
derstand it intellectually. We respond to it emotionally - joy- 
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ously." Within such a relationship, "erotic" includes sexual 
energy or desire but also connotes sensuous feeling, aesthetic 
physicality, and concrete acts of caring and connection. Accord- 
ing to Anna Freud, "a baby wants to love its mother with all its 
bodily powers," and perhaps an adult human wants to love an- 
other person - or the natural world - with all the powers 
emerging from his or her entire body, a whole body that consti- 
tutes a whole person. And the erotic may include a spiritual or 
religious sense - love of the divine in, through, with, or as the 
world, or the love that is felt flowing from the divine/the world 
towards the human. Or perhaps: the sensuous, enspirited, inspir- 
ing love that connects the entire world to itself, making it a whole 
world - a river of love into which humans and gods can step, if 
we so choose. Whether associated with religion or not, an erotics 
of place is both wilder and more tender than human relation- 
ships with the natural world have usually been conceived. Such a 
relationship with place may also serve as a powerful resource for 
political and social action on behalf of the environment.11 

Of course, the association of Muir with eros is not new (see for 
example Richard Cartwright Austin's reading of Muir's mountain 
climbing as sexual intercourse.) More subtly, John P. O'Grady 
defines "the wild" as "erotic space"; thus, in discussing Muir's first 
years in Yosemite, he writes that "Muir was wildly and innocently 
making love with the world" and that "we should not restrict our 
interpretation to the merely sexual." However, though clearly 
proposing Muir's form of eros as an alternative to a traditional 
male ethic of domination, O'Grady' s equation of "erotic space/ 
the wild" with "desire" remains entrenched in a focus on individ- 
ual experience rather than mutual relationship: the fulfillment 
of individual desire (whether in orgasm or in Buddhist awaken- 
ing to non-desire) involves a paradoxical combination of self-ex- 
pression and self-dissolution, all the while maintaining an 
exclusive focus on the self and thus occluding any sense of real 
relationship with another. 

O'Grady begins his analysis of Muir's writings with the 1872 
essay 'Yosemite Valley in Flood," and in fact stresses the associa- 
tion of the erotic with flood and storm - natural phenomena 
absent from the passage I am considering here. 'Yosemite Gla- 
ciers" presents an experience of eros that is somewhat gender, 
calmer, and more relational - but no less powerful or resonant 
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- than that described by O 'Grady, and than that which we usu- 
ally associate with masculinity.12 

In this particular passage, the erotics of place is inescapably 
male, yet seems thankfully freed from the erotics of power and 
dominance that so often shape male relationships. But the issue 
of dominance is difficult. Williams, Griffin, and Mairs stress their 
emotional and physical response to the natural world, and their 
responsiveness and receptiveness are sources for the mutual em- 
powerment of self and world. For Muir, by contrast, the center of 
this passage is a speech act through which he, godlike, shapes 
and interprets the landscape and the experience in a particular 
way. But this speech is an act of quotation, i.e. a certain sort of 
response to the place, to his experiences of past places, to the felt 
presence of other persons and of God. It has been prepared for 
by his receptivity beforehand; his subsequent labor is patterned 
after that of the glaciers, producing divine manuscripts for all to 
read. Again, Muir does not pretend to be saying anything new, 
but is reporting what he has learned before, and is continuing a 
life-long conversation with the land - a relationship that has en- 
joined upon him the responsibility of speech as an ethical imper- 
ative, his duty and joy in caring response to a beloved world. 
Moreover, within the meadow, Muir inhabits a number of posi- 
tions, many of them strikingly unmasculine - passively camped, 
receptively prone, "blessedly homed," innocently reborn. This 
multilayered identity, incorporating culturally masculine, femi- 
nine, childlike, and divine attributes, does not cease to be male. 
Muir's plasticity is not a case of putting on different roles, but of 
being who he is, living out his way of being a man, a new sort of 
man, even an erotic man - which, perhaps, he could do in rela- 
tionship with the natural world better than with other humans. 

In one point, alas, Muir does seem stereotypically male - he 
leaves the meadow itself nameless. Here, I am led to ask for 
something more from this "new man": Respect, honor, remem- 
ber the particularity of this place that has held you and that you 
have loved. An eros that includes long-term care and commit- 
ment must bring us back to this particular meadow, these specific 
daisies and spruce and sod, as the concrete partners in our love; 
leaving these partners anonymous may foreclose the power or 
even the existence of a continuing relationship. Paradoxically, 
however, it is precisely this anonymity of eros that allows Muir's 
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new form of sacred place making to be so flexible and repeat- 
able, not fixed to a particular location or time. So my own vision 
and need for an erotics of place cuts against the text's construc- 
tion of sacred space and time; my way of loving collides with this 
way of being religious. For all that my journey with Muir has 
taught me, I am left with an unanswered question and quest: 
How do I reconcile my love and need for a particular place or 
person with an openness to the common sacredness and eros of 
the world? 

Perhaps it is this uncertainty that moves me to locate the 
center and the power of this passage in the silence, the gap, that 
which remains unsaid between night and day. Within the silence 
of the meadow, Muir lives an erotics of response, engagement, 
creation, and rest, awakening the next day to a labor of love in 
scientific curiosity and (eventually) political activism. Within the 
silences and dawnings of the text, the reader is invited to do the 
same. 

NOTES 

1. "Yosemite Glaciers" has been reprinted in John Muir, Nature Writings, ed. 
William Cronon (New York: Library of America, 1997) 577-86; this passage 
is found on pages 582-83. The article is based largely on a series of letters to 
Clinton Merriam, director of the Smithsonian Institute; thus, the forerun- 
ner of the passage I have quoted is not an actual journal entry but a letter 
to Merriam dated September 19, 1871 (though it is possible that that letter 
was itself based on an original journal entry, now lost). The letters are avail- 
able in The Microform Edition of the fohn Muir Papers, ed. Ronald H. 
Limbaugh and Kirsten E. Lewis (Alexandria, Va.: Chadwyck-Healey, 1986), 
reel 2. For the best full biography of Muir, see Frederick Turner, Rediscover- 
ing America: John Muir in His Time and Ours (San Francisco: Sierra Club 
Books, 1985); for a detailed study of the formative experiences and influ- 
ences that led Muir to this meadow and this night, see my The Young John 
Muir: An Environmental Biosnrabh) (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1999). 

2. For a related discussion of womb imagery in Muir - and, Muir in imagined 
wombs - see Michael P. Cohen, The Pathless Way: John Muir and American 
Wilderness (Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1985) 55-61. 

3. In his early years in California, having only recently arrived from the Mid- 
west and Canada (by way of a "thousand-mile walk" in the Southeast), it was 
the sunlight that seemed most spiritually and psychologically meaningful to 
Muir. His journals are full of ecstatic descriptions of sunlight: "Another glo- 
rious day, full of light and joy and life"; "a sweet, bright, balmy cluster of 
radiant January days." At this point, sunlight was the most accessible symbol 
through which Muir could experience the presence of God in the world, as 
a representation (or even instance) of the "glory of God," the Biblical shin- 
ing mantle of the Divine. Not surprisingly, his descriptions of plant beauty 
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center on sunlight: "All the plain is in full gush and blaze of glory"; "The 
wavy hills are mantled in abundant, divine, gushing, living plant gold, form- 
ing the most glowing landscape the eye of man can behold" (John of the 
Mountains: The Unpublished Journals of John Muir, ed. Linnie Marsh Wolfe 
[Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1979] 16, 17, 28, 30.) As suggested by his use 
of terms such as "gushing" (and elsewhere, "soaking and steeping in the 
sunbeams" [15]), Muir experienced the sunlight itself in liquid form, which 
is perhaps what allowed it to carry as much spiritual and erotic meaning as 
it did for him. This confluence of sunlight and water reappears in the next 
sentence of the present passage, in his description of the trees as "gleam- 
ing" and "gushing." 

4. In Hesiod's Theogony, "Earth first produced starry Sky, equal in size with 
herself, to cover her on all sides. Next she produced the tall mountains, . . . 
and also gave birth to the barren waters, sea with its raging surges - all this 
without the passion of love. Thereafter she lay with Sky and gave birth to 
Ocean . . . [and many others] " (Hesiod, Theogony, trans. Norman O. Brown 
[Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1953] 56.) Of course, in this mythic scene - 
as in Muir's meadow - the energy and creative power (including the initia- 
tion of sexuality) are located in the feminized Earth. 

5. In an intriguing passage from the journal of his earlier "thousand-mile 
walk" in the Southeast, Muir states that "without any mechanical contri- 
vance, every speaker also writes as he speaks. All things in the creation of 
God register their own acts" (A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf [Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1916] 173). I think that what he means here is that, just 
as all beings' actions leave traces in the world (such as the sound of wind, or 
whitecaps on distant rocks), human speech - itself a physical activity - 
must also affect or leave traces in the physical world. All these traces inter- 
mingle as the "one grand palimpsest of the world" (164), the Book of Na- 
ture which is also the revelation of God; thus, the human act of speaking is 
as much a part of this "written divine nature" as are the glacially written 
rocks with which he begins the "Yosemite Glaciers" essay. See also Cohen, 
chapter 4; and Patricia Roberts, "Reading the Writing on Nature's Wall," 
The Reader: Essays in Reader-Oriented Theory, Criticicism, and Pedagogy 18 (Fall 
1987): 31-44. 

6. Of course, we can interpret Muir's night in the meadow as a "liminal" expe- 
rience, which according to Victor Turner "is frequently likened to death, to 
being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the wilder- 
ness, and to an eclipse of the sun and moon." In the liminal state, neo- 
phytes are stripped of all possessions, power, and often clothing, allowing 
the emergence of what Turner refers to as "communitas," "society as an 
unstructured or rudimentarily structured and relatively undifferentiated 
comitatus, community, or even community of equal individuals who submit 
together to the general authority of the ritual elders" (Victor Turner, The 
Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure [Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1977] 95, 96). 
One might say that in the meadow, Muir experiences communitas with the 
daisies, the Williamson spruce, and even the sod, under the parental/ritual 
"authority" of earth and sky. 

7. Cf. the Akkadian creation myth, in with Marduk dismembers the van- 
quished Tiamat and from her body parts creates the present universe; the 
Biblical account of the creation of the world in seven days (which, interest- 
ingly, ends with a temporal gap that constitutes a metaphorical house/ tem- 
ple, the Sabbath); and again, Greek cosmogony as found in the Theogony: 
"Out of Void came Darkness and black Night, and out of Night came Light 
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and Day, her children conceived after union in love with Darkness" (He- 
siod 56). 

8. Commenting on the outcome of the passivity, humility, and simplicity en- 
forced upon those undergoing initiation, Victor Turner comments: "It is as 
though they are being reduced or ground down to a uniform condition to 
be fashioned anew and endowed with additional powers to enable them to 
cope with their new station in life" (95). 

9. Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Wil- 
lard Trask (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1959) 13, 26; Shampa 
Mazumdar and Sanjoy Mazumdar, "Sacred Space and Place Attachment," 
Journal of Environmental Psychology 13 (1993): 231, 234. 

10. Eliade 80. 
11. Yi-fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perceptions, Attitudes, and Val- 

ues (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1990) 4; Audrey Lorde, "Uses of the 
Erotic: The Erotic as Power," in her Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Free- 
dom, Calif.: Crossing Press, 1984) 56; Terry Tempest Williams, "Yellow- 
stone: The Erotics of Place," in her An Unspoken Hunger: Stories from the Field 
(New York: Vintage, 1994) 82; Anna Freud quoted in Marion Milner, The 
Hands of the Living God: An Account of a Psycho-analytic Treatment (London: 
Hogarth, 1969) xx. For other versions of an erotics of place, see for exam- 
ple Susan Griffin, The Eros of Everyday Life: Essay on Ecology, Gender, and Society 
(New York: Doubleday, 1995), and Nancy Mairs, Remembering the Bone House: 
An Erotics of Place and Space (Cambridge: Harper and Row, 1989); for an 
earlier, more specifically sexual approach, see Dolores LaChapelle, Sacred 
Land, Sacred Sex: Rapture of the Deep (Silverton, Colo.: Finn Hill Arts, 1988). 
On feminist understandings of the erotic as experience and as power, see 
also Carter Heyward, Touching Our Strength: The Erotic as Power and the Love of 
God (San Francisco: Haroer and Row, 1989). 

12. Richard Cartwright Austin, Baptized into Wilderness: A Christian Perspective on 
John Muir (Atlanta: John Knox, 1987) 38-40; John P. O'Grady, Pilgrims to the 
Wild (Salt Lake City: U of Utah P, 1993) xi, 58, 63. 
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