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AFTER BALZAC

In the Breaks, you see, 
first there is everything, then 
there is nothing. 





AT A GLANCE

The first breath 
before a trumpet plays
contains possibilities.
The final breath
resignation. 











MANIFESTO

The notion that we should parcel out our time with interruptions, 
with the tolling of church bells, goes back at least fifteen hundred 

years. In the sixth and seventh centuries, a clanging came to interrupt 
the communal landscape, a periodic tolling that cracked into equal por-
tions the otherwise smooth and soundless scroll of a day. 

In medieval Latin, clocca means bell. Thus, the etymological transi-
tion to clock, to the steady erosion of our days. Tick, tock. A reminder 
and a commentary. From spring to escapement to hands, here is the 
fluid dissipation of energy. Through a certain lens, it’s an elaborate 
memento mori. Yes, I too will die.  Dying even now, in fact, in the bits 
and pieces of a minute. 

The alternative is silence. The infinity of the moment. And while 
the word contains its own contradiction (to speak of silence is to deny 
it), awareness begins with acknowledgment. A silent nod, silent as 
the grave, silent as the church mouse that stands in silent judgment. 
We have the right to remain silent, mute and dumb. Silence is golden. 
I’ll take the fifth. Nihil dicit. A hush fell. I'll give you a moment of my 
silence. 

If you look for much of what’s gone missing in our lives, you could 
do worse than begin in silence.  



TRUISM 

We arrive 
from silence;
we return 
to silence







MEMENTOS

The arrogance, 
the simple, quiet 
arrogance of 
a photograph. 
I was here. 
You were not. 









EDGES

In order 
for there 
to be a lack
there needs 
to be 
somewhere
a presence. 
Between 
them, then, 
a border. 



Silence can be broken. 
It is a thing to be broken. 









BIRDSONG

This note 
but not that, 
these words
not those. 
Outside the page, 
just there, 
the subject 
of my silence. 
 





GARFIELD COUNTY, MONTANA
POPULATION (1920): 5,368
POPULATION (2020): 1,206

You can read the shopping lists in those old homestead journals.  
Wagons full of nails and flour, sugar and coffee, an axe or two, 

a couple shovels. Most of all (between the lines), hope, aspiration. 
A path forward. This is how we will find our way. 

Mostly they failed. Done in by aridity,  isolation, the misjudg-
ment of how much land equals how much income. As ambition 
folded into resignation, each small cabin was absorbed by its 
neighbor, by the more capable, more resourceful, the luckier. The 
largest ranches in Montana are now a patchwork of previous at-
tempts. Deeds. Forgotten names. Through a certain lens, failure is 
the firmament  on which much of the state has been built. 

Twist the lens around, however, and you see stamina, resolve in 
the face of setbacks. Get punched, pull yourself up, repeat. Fail-
ures, but successes as well. The story continues. 

Driving Montana, consider the hoofprints of loss and adjust-
ment. A grain silo beside lilacs and a bare foundation. The tooth 
of a stone chimney. History struck dumb. The silence that comes 
from an absence of industry, of commotion, children playing.  The 
silence after laughter is a deeper silence.  





ERUPTIONS

Here we are, then.
You and me 
and the rush 
of passing time. 





PIANO LESSONS 

Children, learning piano, 
ignore the pauses, 
the helpful hesitations 
that lend meaning. 
They have yet to learn 
that it's the silence 
on either side of a note 
that gives it something 
to say.  It’s a lack of music 
that finally makes music. 









BONE HUNTING 

The silence of a femur, 
swallowed by swamp, 
crumbling, cracking 
away from the soil, 
peeled back by the scrape 
of a trowel, metal 
against stone. 
Bone brought to light 
or perhaps brought to sound. 
Vertebrae released from 
an overburden of silence. 







OPTIONS

You can choose 
to look, or not; 
let your gaze linger 
or move on. 
But you do not 
choose to listen. 
Sound intrudes. 
Silence must be 
pursued. 



Forgiveness is an aspect of silence. 







The silence of rejection.  



CREATIVITY 

The silence prior 
to an idea. The silence
after an idea. 







A LITTLE 
PERSPECTIVE 

To be present 
in the world 
is to be the hub 
upon which spokes 
converge. I am 
here but absent. 
The silence of being 
in the world. 









Gratitude is an aspect of silence. 



THE SOUL

It's a flight of songbirds, startled. 
Or maybe it's the fourth ingredient 
in a quick, simple recipe: sun and soil, 
water and soul. In any case, it's not
an engine. The soul is the furthest thing 
from an engine. 





SANTÉ

The Greek word for ship, naus, offers 
the root for nausea. Seasickness. In 

Old French, nausea becomes noise. And 
thus do we have noise and thus do we 
have nausea. But where is the word, 
in English, for the cessation of nausea? 
Where is the word for the silence of good 
health? 





SONTAG SAID IT FIRST

Every image an elegy,
every photo a seduction. 
The photographer 
captures and shoots. 
The photo is taken. 
This is me, capturing. 









ELSEWHERE, 
EVEN NOW

A clang of construction, 
engines, shouts, alarms, 
bulldozers. Regrets 
pushing against the fence, 
elbows and chins, 
occasionally a punch. 
Elsewhere, even now, 
ambitions, struggling, biting. 
But not here, not now. 
An elk bugles past the ridge; 
a whistle and a plume 
of breath. This is the here. 
And here, I offer, 
is the now. 







The silence of the hunter. 





The silence of the hunted. 





The silence of waiting to get the joke. 



STALKING 

To move quickly is to break 
the silence; to move silently 
is to sacrifice speed. 
A foot rolls, heel to toe, 
over dry grass. The silence 
of failure, the clumsy tick tock 
of opportunity, moving on. 





AN AFFINITY BETWEEN FORMS

Back when their workshops were contained in wagons 
pulled by horses, photographers were magicians, wizards, 

practitioners of an obscure art. The fragile plates were heavy 
as lead, the processing chemicals enough to burn through 
a blouse, and each image was a precious gift. These days, of 
course, there's a camera in every pocket and digital filters 
impose a veneer of art on even the most incidental snapshot. 
Still, that residue of magic somehow lingers. In the palm of my 
hand, here is what I saw, this is what I found important.  Take a 
look. Here is the silence of someone else's sun.







A PAINFUL 
THOUGHT

All this time, 
all those years 
of startling, 
flinching, fleeing, 
And I was the one, 
the only one, 
it needed 
to worry about.



The silence of a gaze. 





A CONSOLATION

There are seven billion of us on the planet, 
seven billion and more. If we all jumped at once, 
count of three,  a coordinated effort, the world might 
feel it a little, I suppose, might wobble a smidge 
as it turns. If we all crowded into one corner, pressed tight 
as bricks, shoulder to shoulder on the tip of a peninsula,
the axis might shift a fraction of a degree. If we all shouted, 
screamed into the void, the nearest birds would startle 
and flush. Otherwise, I’m not sure we’re as important 
as we might like to think. The business of being alive 
on the skin of this perfect little planet is ours and 
ours alone. Our mistakes will be forgotten, and sooner 
than we might think. I’m fifty years old and only just now 
starting to figure some of this shit out. 







ON A TREE STAND IN MONTANA

In San Francisco and San Diego, Seattle, barges sit 
for their cranes; metal arms dip, swing, lift. 
Between Oakland and Sacramento, commuters idle 
five lanes deep, each car filled with its own private purpose. 
Across Texas, oil rigs dip relentlessly. Helicopters hover 
over Central Park. This is civilization. What passes for it, 
in any case. The frenetic movement of intent across 
a neutered landscape. Here in Garfield County, an ant 
has been struggling with a crumb from the cracker 
I ate shortly after I arrived. Twelve feet away, a muskrat 
stitches its way through the water, flipping deep, 
then resurfacing again to stitch just as studiously 
the other way. An antelope doe and fawn came to water 
an hour ago, drinking deeply, fragile-legged and uncertain. 
They raised their heads, cautious about coyotes, lions, me. 
They haven’t been told but they know it in their bones: 
Nothing lasts forever.   





THE SILENCE OF 

envy
an empty page
meditation 
a diagnosis 
an argument
your child sleeping;
the silence of 
a seed.



FOR NOW

Prickly pear, yucca, 
cedar, ponderosa pine, 
you, me, deer, coyotes, 
owls, hawks, beetles, 
extrusions toward 
an absence; antelope, 
grouse, turkeys, 
cheat grass, sage. 
See me. I am here,
for now.





THE WINDY ROCKS 

Sculpted lines, 
crevices, protrusions, 
wind-augured holes,
interruptions, anomalies
defined by absence, 
by emptiness. The silence 
of trying to make art, 
and failing.







THE SILENCE OF 

anticipation
adjustment
lovers after love
envy
prayer 
a work of art, similar in kind to 
   the silence of obeisance 
revelation 
loss
disappointment
guilt
an empty page
listening 
   just listening





YOUR CAMERA 

is a subway strap, a vine 
at the edge of a cliff, a rope 
ladder, unrolling. Wave a hand, 
it’s there for you. Stand 
in judgment. It lets you stand 
in silent judgment. 



ALONE

Art is meant to console 
that we aren't quite so alone. 
Art necessarily arises 
from solitude, from the artist's 
separation, removal. 
It's a koan anchoring a conundrum. 
It's a silence, as others 
have said, about silence.  





To photograph a moment, one must step back 
from it. To capture a scene is to refuse it. 
Here is a photo. I was there but absent. 





We need room to hear 
leaves, branches breaking, 
we need room for certain sounds 
to hit the pinna and condense, 
funnel down tight toward 
the hammer, anvil, and stirrup, 
resonating, vibrating through 
the cochlea to its depths. 
Silence needs to be maintained
if only so it can be broken.

Union and Fifth, we lay at night 
listening to fire trucks 
downshifting for the light. 
Subways rumbled twenty feet 
below. Penn Station buskers blew 
their horns while the homeless 
yelled revelations. A fistfight 
was dodged on every corner. 
How do you begin to heal 
a broken silence? 

ALTERNATIVE VIEWS 





Hush 

Blood makes 
a sound as it 
circles; antlers 
swing heavy 
on a loose hinge. 
There are words 
for almost 
everything but 
there’s never 
been a word 
for this. The blood 
makes a sound 
as it circles. 





MEAT

We worked in jeans and vests, kneeling 
before the swinging carcass, peeling 
at our sections of skin, its hair rank 
with the smell of wallows and urine, 
odors of the rut, slicing skin away 
with strategic sweeps of our knives. 
We worked in the silence of those 
who have done this a hundred times 
before, the meat cold from its hanging, 
hands cramping. If there is a heaven 
it will surely have this. A father and son 
working toward a distant meal. Grace. 
I hope there is no end to it. I would have it 
again and again. 






