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Preface

I have been working in the field of literature and environment—or “eco-literature”—
for nearly thirty years, since entering a Ph. D. program at Brown University in the United
States in 1984. Soon after I started working on my doctorate, I encountered in the Brown
library a recently published collection of articles by the prominent American conservationist
John Muir, one of the founders of the Sierra Club (the largest American environmental or-
ganization) and Yosemite National Park in California. 1 took this book titled Wilderness
Essays home and immersed myself in Muir’s ecstatic essays about hiking and climbing and
observing wildlife in the rugged Sierra Nevada mountains, “the range of light,” as he called
it. Reading this book changed the way I thought about literature: It inspired me to begin
thinking about the role of literature in helping human beings to explore and explain our re-
lationship to the planet on which we live. It helped me to realize that there are beautiful
pieces of writing by authors who may not (yet) belong to the ordinary “canon” of accepted
writers, the writers whose works are regularly taught in literature departments at universi-
ties and included on formal examinations concerned with “classic works of the literary tra-
dition. ” Muir’s writing—in Wilderness Essays and other books—also helped me appreciate
the powerful potential of environmental literature and other socially engaged modes of writ-
ing to have a real impact on important social change.

After spending so many years studying and teaching environmental literature by writ-
ers throughout the world, I have started to have a slightly different view of the field. For
many years, my goal was always to “expand the canon,” to discover new authors whose
work had not yet been folded into the official literary tradition. I wrote my Ph. D. thesis on
canonical Henry David Thoreau and (at that time) non-canonical Annie Dillard, Edward
Abbey, Wendell Berry, and Barry Lopez. I have for many years written articles and book
chapters on a strange combination of canonical and non-canonical authors ranging from Wil-
liam Faulkner to Terry Tempest Williams, from Robinson Jeffers to Rick Bass. Recently,
though, I have taken special pleasure in seeing how the field of “ecocriticism” (ecological
literary criticism) has begun not only to reach out toward non-canonical authors and texts,
but to turn back toward the canon, scrutinizing familiar works of great literature by writers
such as William Shakespeare and Tao Yuanming from environmental perspectives (see, for
instance, Professor Lu Shuyuan’s 2012 book The Specter of Tao Yuanming). This new
book, Ecology in Literature : Selected Readings of British & American Eco-Literature ,
offers a fascinating combination of traditional, canonical works of Western literature (go-
ing all the way back to The Holy Bible) and works by prominent “environmental writers”

whose work may be familiar to ecocritics but not entirely familiar to all teachers of litera-
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ture, despite the efforts by scholars like me to make Edward Abbey, Wendell Berry, Ra-
chel Carson, Gary Snyder, and other writers like them routine subjects in literature clas-
ses. The effect of combining canonical and non-canonical literature in a book like this is, 1
think, to acknowledge the literary beauty and social importance of the environmental writ-
ers I’ve just mentioned, while also acknowledging the environmental relevance of writers
such as Mary Shelley, Joseph Conrad, Emily Dickinson, and Kazuo Ishiguro. It is exciting
and delightful for me to see the striking combination of writers included in this anthology.

The field of ecocriticism (the study of environmental implications in literature and oth-
er texts, including film and music) has expanded greatly in the past three decades. Much of
this work has been encouraged by the organization called “The Association for the Study of
Literature and Environment” (website: www. asle. org), which has members all over the
world, including university students. China has become one of the world centers for ec-
ocriticism (shengtai piping ), publishing many important books and articles in the field ev-
ery year, hosting significant international conferences, and giving students the opportunity
to earn M. A. and Ph. D. degrees in English, Comparative Literature, and Chinese depart-
ments with a special focus on environmental literature, ecoaesthetic theory, and/or envi-
ronmental literature. This field of study is both intellectually interesting and socially sig-
nificant. If we (human beings) are going to work toward greater balance between our tech-
nological power and our ability to live in harmony with the planet, we must ask serious
questions about who we are as a species, what we need in order to live meaningful lives,
and what our responsibilities toward other species and toward future generations of human
beings might be. Literature and other art forms help us to ask these fundamental questions
about human nature and about our relationships with each other and with the more-than-
human world. This anthology is an extremely useful tool in facilitating these crucial explo-

rations.

Scott Slovic

Professor of Literature and Environment
University of Idaho, USA
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Art come, dear youth? Two days and nights away!
(Who burn with love, grow aged in a day. )

As much as apples sweet the damson' crude

Excel; the blooming spring the winter rude;

In fleece the sheep her lamb; the maiden in sweetness
The thrice-wed dame; the fawn the calf in fleetness;
The nightingale in song all feathered kind—

So much thy longed-for presence cheers my mind.
To thee I hasten, as to shady beech,

The traveller, when from the heaven’s reach

The sun fierce blazes. May our love be strong,

To all hereafter times the theme of song!

Two men each other loved to that degree,

That either friend did in the other see

A dearer than himself. They loved of old

Both golden natures in an age of gold.

O father Zeus! Ageless immortals all!

Two hundred ages hence may one recall,
Down-coming to the irremeable® river,

This to my mind, and this good news deliver:

E ’en now from east to west, from north to south,
Your mutual friendship lives in every mouth,
This, as they please, th” Olympians will decide:
Of thee, by blooming virtue beautified,
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My glowing song shall only truth disclose;

With falsehood’s pustules 1’1l not shame my nose.
If thou dost sometime grieve me, sweet the pleasure
Of reconcilement, joy in double measure

To find thou never didst intend the pain,

And feel myself from all doubt free again.

And ye Megarians®, at Nesaea dwelling,

Expert at rowing, mariners excelling,

Be happy ever! For with honors due

Th’ Athenian Diocles®, to friendship true

Ye celebrate. With the first blush of spring

The youth surround his tomb: there who shall bring

The sweetest kiss. Whose lip is Purest found,

Back to his mother goes with garlands crowned.
Nice touch the arbiter must have indeed,

And must, methinks, the blue-eyed Ganymede’
Invoke with many prayers-a mouth to own
True to the touch of lips, as Lydian stone®

To proof of gold-which test will instant show

The pure or base as money changers know.
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