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It’s All Connected
To live a really full life, you need to believe in yourself.
To believe in yourself you need courage. Courage is difficult.
The parameters of my life have been defined by the times I believed in myself
and the times I haven‟t.
Rod MacIver, Artist & Founder of Heron Dance
If I close my eyes tightly and concentrate so deeply that I reach a place inside where I am no longer
aware that I am concentrating, something very beautiful happens. It is something that is difficult to
describe with words, but that difficulty in no way makes the experience any less real or valid. I have
done it since I was a child, and I am too old now to consider
that it is an isolated event, or an irreplicable occurrence.
Anywhere I am in the world becomes everywhere; and
though all of the places where I have ever been and all of the
places I may ever go are each unique unto themselves, they
are all connected and one.
I open my eyes now and find myself at an elevation of 4867‟
and somewhere about 75‟ shy of the 45 th parallel, which
would put me nearly halfway between the Equator and the
North Pole. Throw in a longitude of 73˚54‟ and you would
almost pinpoint me exactly where I am (44˚21‟57”N,
73˚54‟10”W) at the summit of Whiteface Mountain, the fifth
highest peak in Adirondack State Park in the beautiful
country of Upstate New York. It is not the Southern
Appalachians of my home, but they are all connected.
From where I stand, the earth slopes away precipitously in all
directions into the once glacially-scoured valleys far below.
Where twenty thousand years ago there was ice that loomed
to depths of ten thousand feet, there are now rich outwash
and till valleys punctuated by flowing rivers and quiet lakes
and ponds, and covered over with expansive forests of
hardwoods and fir. The High Peaks area is unique in that it
represents an island of northern boreal forest within a sea of eastern deciduous forest that is the
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larger part of Adirondacks Park proper, and it is the overall relative greater elevation of the area that
makes for the difference.
The sweep of my sight follows the massive outcroppings and blocks of granite that form the peak of
Whiteface as they descend in marvelous graphic lines. In
another ten thousand years they will have mass-wasted into so
much more valley rock and soil, but today they are solid
components of the mountain they form and powerful elements
in the imagery of my mind‟s eye: lithic beauty as old as the
planet itself, yet dressed, as it happens, in the clothing of much
newer mountains. For you see, the Adirondacks are really a
granitic dome that measures roughly 160 miles in width by 1
mile in height.
Sometime, around five (5) million years ago, this dome arose much like a huge bubble rising to the surface in a pot of heated
water - within the larger Appalachian system. The overburden
of sedimentation above the dome ultimately washed away as
the land rose exposing the rocks beneath. These rocks are from
the basement of the earth and go back into a billion years of
planetary evolution.
What an incredible place, what an incredible history, what
incredible beauty!
There is a trio of attractions that have drawn me here, and, like
the mountains, they are connected. Indeed, they are
inseparable from the mountains themselves, just as the
mountains are inseparable from the hills and the valleys and
the plains; just as the forests are inseparable from the grasslands and the rocks and the deserts; just
as the rivers are inseparable from the lakes and oceans; just as the land is inseparable from the sky;
just as living is inseparable from non-living. Reductionist
science has given us a wonderful wealth of information about
ourselves and the world around us, and there is more to know;
but reductionist science has made a total boondoggle of our
understanding of connections and it‟s time we started thinking
very seriously about putting things back together again, because
they‟re all connected and we forcefully separate them and keep
them separate at our peril.
Like the Diné of the Colorado Plateau, my goal is to walk in
beauty; and to walk in the Adirondacks is to walk in great
beauty. It is on every side. It smiles from the forests and laughs
from the rivers and streams; it stands majestically on the ridges
and sits serenely beside the lakes and ponds. It sighs in the
grasses and whispers in the passing clouds. Wherever you are in
this place, beauty touches you constantly in some way.
The Haudenosaunee, the “People of the Longhouse” must
have felt its touch in each moment of their lives. The name by
which we generally refer to them is “Iroquois”, but that is a
generic label for a collection of individual tribal groups. We
know this collected assemblage as “The Six Nations” or the
“Iroquois League”. They are the Seneca, the Cayuga, the
Onondaga, the Oneida, the Tuscarora, and the Mohawk.
Their lands stretched from Lake Erie in the West to Lake Champlain in the East; and it was the
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Mohawk, the Kanien'kehá:ka, the “People of the Great Flint”, who were the guardians of the eastern
door of the longhouse and whose territory included the sweep of the Adirondacks Mountains.
Perhaps it is of interest to note that in the original League there were only five tribes. The Tuscaroras
were of Iroquoian ancestry in the eastern Great Lakes region, but had migrated to what is now
Eastern North Carolina some generations
before the founding of the confederacy. In the
years following the Tuscarora War of 17111713 most of the Tuscaroras migrated north
again, resettling in the Finger Lakes region of
New York, near their kinsmen, and eventually
being adopted into full membership in the
tribal union. While they were in North
Carolina they were in almost constant strife
with their neighbors to the west, the Tsalagi,
the Cherokee, who are also of Iroquoian
stock, and, thus, distant cousins.
The whole evolution of Iroquois culture is a
remarkable story, and though much of it is
still unclear, there is a great deal that is
known. In fact, just an outline of what is understood, or can be reasonably inferred, would easily fill
an entire newsletter and that is not my current purpose; so minor highlights will have to suffice. From
language and other anthropological studies it can be concluded that at one time in the fairly distant
past – by which is meant some thousands of years – the various peoples whose roots can be described
as Iroquoian were much more homogenous and closely connected, geographically as well as socially,
than they later became. For example, the Tsalagi tradition is that long ago they migrated southward
from the Great Lakes region.
At a later point in time, but also still relatively far back, parts of the larger group splintered away –
and not necessarily at the same time – for any number of possible reasons and became fairly separate
and removed in terms of language and custom; so that while the similarities can readily point to a
previous group identification, the differences would also point to a separation of a lengthy duration.
By some point of time in the moderately
distant past – say, several hundreds of years
ago – the extended family members who
had remained reasonably close neighbors
had become so quarrelsome and contentious
with one another that there was on-going
strife and bloodshed.
How this came to be so is not known, but
then a marvelous thing happened: A man –
most say he was a Huron by birth – received
from the Great Maker, Ha Wen Neyu, a
vision that peace would come to all the
nations. And so he spent his entire life
working to bring this about. This man‟s
name was Deganawidah, who would be
called the Great Peacemaker; and who, along with his follower Hiawatha, a Mohawk (a real
person and often erroneously identified with the hero of Longfellow‟s epic who was Anishinaabeg),
would create through their efforts the great confederacy that would make of the Iroquois the most
powerful of the northeast woodlands tribal groupings by the time of initial European contact. The
3

product of their work would be called the Great Law of Peace and its oral teachings and customs
would come down as the “constitution” of the Iroquois League.
It was Deganawidah and Hiawatha who suggested the name “Haudenosaunee” at the time the League
was being created, implying as it does that
all of its members are now living together as
the inhabitants of a single longhouse.
Benjamin Franklin was clearly familiar
with the Great Law of Peace, and there is
every reason to believe that a good deal of
his thinking on theories of governing that
would be incorporated into his
contributions toward the formation of the
United States would be directly influenced
by his understanding of the customs of the
Iroquois. Was this connection ever
mentioned in your Civics Class?
It is in the beauty of the Haudenosaunee
that I am now walking as I dawn tread the
land of the High Peaks looking toward the idea of a future workshop here, and what is so readily
apparent to me is that the beauty of this place would more than adequately fill a workshop space
many, many times over; and so the planning has begun. A one-time student, John DiGiacomo,
whose passion and desire are leading him to become a thoughtful and skilled professional nature
photographer, has roamed these special places for many years and has come to know them intimately
and to feel toward them much as I feel toward the southern extent of this great and ancient mountain
system. His cheerful encouragement and proficient assistance have prompted the idea, and we are
here together to bring it from do-able good notion to planned-for reality. The scouting has been more
than productive; I will look forward to being here again in the wonder of the Adirondack spring to
share a new love in a new place that seems so much like just another part of what I already know as
home.
I said at the outset that there are three reasons I have come to the beauty of the Adirondacks: the
mountains themselves, the idea for a new spring workshop, and a third that is equally compelling. It is
the third that lies before me as I wind my way
over adequately serviceable asphalt roads
that exploit a valley cutting between the
MacIntyre Mountains to the south and the
Sentinel Range to the north before ascending
the long grade between Pitchoff Mountain
and the Cascade Range, just on the edge of
the High Peaks Wilderness, and down the
other side to Keene. Climbing eastward out of
the lovely bucolic valley that is punctuated by
Keene‟s presence, I pass out of the Ausable
River watershed and into that of the Boquet
River. In doing so, I slice along the dividing
line between Hurricane Mountain Primitive
Area and Giant Mountain Wilderness. East of
the mountains the country is still hilly, but the elevations are reduced from the 3000-5000‟ range to a
thousand-to-fifteen-hundred feet; and I am moving across the larger valley that is the watershed of
Lake Champlain. The Lake Champlain Valley lies just to the east and north of a great geological divide
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– a huge arc, actually – so that its waters drain northward and ultimately into Canada‟s mighty
St. Lawrence River; while just over a ridge to the west and south lie the headwater streams of New
York‟s great watercourse, the Hudson, heading southward toward its love affair with Manhattan.
There is so much history and interesting
geology associated with this marvelous
area that it is difficult to even think about
paring it down to sound bytes for fear of
shortchanging its significance. It is
engrossing to consider that there were
battles fought here between not only the
armies, but also the navies, of countries
at war, both of which would go a long
way in determining the eventual outcome
of great moments in world experience,
including the birth of a new nation.
And it is awesome to think that there is a
massive formation of Ordovician
carbonate rock which extends from
Tennessee to Newfoundland through New York, Vermont, and Quebec – the Chazy Reef – that
illustrates events that took place more than 450 million years ago in an ocean that was once part of
the southern hemisphere. The Chazy Reef outcrops significantly on Isle La Motte, the northernmost
island of Lake Champlain. It is an example of some of the oldest reef systems on earth that were built
by a community of organisms, as opposed to being deposits of a more limited range put down by
similar, but simpler and less communal, creatures. What is so incredibly interesting about the Chazy
Formation is that it clearly shows how one dominant reef-building organism took the place of another
in a succession of episodes expanding vertically and horizontally until there were created a richness of
biodiversity and inter-connectedness that is exactly characteristic of the reefs of our modern world.
And if it were not for the third reason for my being here I might be tempted to spend the rest of the
day strolling the shores of another of our great lakes, but the road takes a different turn and I am in
the woods going down a dirt and gravel path that would appear to belong to someone who chooses to
live at arm‟s length from the modern world as much as he possibly can.
It has been nearly seven years since another
friend and fellow photographer, George
Ramig, gave me a copy of a plain-printed
publication with a captivating piece of
watercolor art on the cover whose title
announced itself as Heron Dance A Work of
Love. Ramig‟s words still ring in my ears, “I
think you might like this; you and this guy
seem to see the world much the same.”
The art, which took up most of the space
above the fold, as they say in the world of
newsprint, was of a great blue heron in flight
from right to left above a pewter-hued liquid
surface with the colors of a stormy sunset far
to the left. The piece was entitled “Gliding”.
Below the fold was a short, three-paragraph story about pleasure – as contrasted with hedonism – as
an essential element of a quality life, and the introductory quote/caption said, “Better is one hand
full of quietness than two hands full of toil and a striving after wind.” Ecclesiastes 4:6. I
was pretty much taken after “quietness” and have been ever since. That first issue I was exposed to, as
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it turned out, was Issue # 41, November 2003. The pages weren‟t even numbered; there were eight.
On the inside were more short pieces, excerpts really, one or a few paragraphs long; and then toward
the end a longer piece on the joys of sailing from a book written in 1948. Interspersed throughout
were shorter quotes and smaller reproductions of other pieces of the artist‟s work. Here‟s an example:

Or, how about this:

“To shine my own light – that‟s my quest.
As for music, well, that‟s just the scent of the rose.”
Bobby McFerrin

“I am almost incapable of logical thought, but I have developed techniques
for keeping open the telephone line to my unconscious, in case that disorderly
repository has anything to tell me. I hear a great deal of music.
I am on friendly terms with John Barleycorn. I take long hot baths. I garden.
I go into retreat among the Amish. I watch birds. I go for long walks in the country.
And I take frequent vacations so that my brain can lie fallow – no golf,
no cocktail parties, no tennis, no bridge, no concentration,
only a bicycle.”
David Ogilvy
from Confessions of an Advertising Man
As a photographer who strives to create art in all of my work and as a bona fide member of Quote
Addicts Anonymous, as well, I was enthralled by the simplicity, yet subtle richness, of the artist‟s work
and by the range and content of the editor‟s citation choices. To paraphrase Louis Grizzard, “I had
my people.”
The dirt and gravel path that I travel –
somewhere in the rural backwater of Essex
County, New York – is about to take me to
meet that person, an occasion to which I
have looked forward for a long time; and
though in many ways I feel as if I have
known him for a lifetime, in truth all I know
are the things he has written, and the person
himself remains an enigma.
By now I own nearly everything Heron
Dance has published. I have all of the back
and forward issues of Heron Dance from
#41, now a quarterly journal and currently at
Issue #57; I have most of the books that
Heron Dance Press has offered over the years; I receive the weekly e-newsletter, A Pause for
Beauty; I use these materials over and over in my own workshops; and I appreciate the heart and
mind that has created all of them.
When it was clear that I would be in the High Peaks area of the Adirondacks, I pulled out my trusty
maps and proceeded to identify how close I would be to North Ferrisburg, Vermont, home of Heron
Dance. I then sent an email to Rod MacIver, telling him of my long time interest in and appreciation
of his art and his writing, pointing out some of the similarities I had noted between us over the years
– a love of hiking, backpacking, paddling, art, and creativity – and suggesting that I would welcome
the chance to meet with him, to interview him, and to use the conversation as material for an issue of
my own newsletter. Rod graciously responded affirmatively, and the dirt path has brought me to the
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doorstep of his Adirondack retreat on the New York side of Lake Champlain near the village of Essex,
the place that is his own getaway from the day-to-day toils
and challenges of running the successful non-profit center for
creativity and art that is Heron Dance.
The door opens and out bounds a big black furry mass of
energy, and we are introduced to Nemo, Rod‟s part black lab
constant companion, and, true to his genetic temperament, as
friendly a mutt as you could wish to find. On Nemo‟s heels,
Rod appears and we are introduced, and Bonnie and I are
warmly invited to come inside.
I am always interested to hear people who comment that upon
meeting so and so, that person was not what they would have
expected; and so I try to work at not having a predisposition
toward what anyone may be like before I have met them. With
Rod MacIver I have been fairly successful, seeking instead to
wait to enjoy fully whomever I find him to be.
For the record‟s sake, Rod is about six feet tall and muscular
without being bulky. A ruddy complexion, thick red hair and
moustache, blue eyes that seem interested in everything in
general, and a quick smile that seems to bespeak a sense of
inner pleasure and good feeling are the features that reveal
themselves to the world up front. I feel quickly at ease. The
pages of Heron Dance have told me that this is a man who
loves ideas and words and wishes to express them as clearly and thoughtfully as possible. The man I
am speaking with seems no less so, and the conversation is easy and open from the beginning. I have
turned on my pocket digital recorder, and Bonnie has
consented to take handwritten notes, which will be extremely
helpful in allowing my interaction with Rod to be more of a
straightforward discourse and exchange. Nemo has taken all of
the confusion in stride and is lying on the living room floor at
the side of Rod‟s chair.
Just so that I can feel that I have given you a thorough picture,
I want to put out a basic biographical sketch of Rod MacIver.
It‟s nothing you can‟t find on the Heron Dance website,
www.herondance.org, but the child is the father to the man
and it‟s all connected.
Rod was born and grew up in Canada. His father was an
officer in the Canadian military, and so the family moved
regularly from post to post, mostly, as he puts it, in rural and
fairly isolated places, but that were surrounded by the
awesome natural beauty of the Canadian countryside: those
Great North Woods of northern boreal forest, laced with the
sparkling waters of dancing rivers and bejeweled by strings of
quiet glacial lakes.
If you have ever read The Great Santini, Pat Conroy’s tale
of growing up as the son of a devout career military man, you
have the idea of what being the child of a military father can be
like. I say “can” because Santini represents the genre in extremis. For most children, the experience is
much less daunting, but the flavor, though significantly milder, remains. Yet there is much of a
positive result to be had from such a childhood. There is a healthy discipline, which works through
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love, which can be acquired. For such a discipline imposed from external sources often leads to an
internal self-discipline that provides the courage to face the challenges of a lifetime with a confidence
and reassurance. From this courage there can arise a
willingness, even a desire, to explore the margins of things –
whether it be oneself, one‟s society, or the natural world; and
my own sense is that MacIver has managed to take away from
his childhood the better parts of what I am describing.
Living in the openness of Canada‟s rural landscapes gave Rod
his first exposure to the natural world. It made a huge and
lasting impression. He writes of spending much time roaming
the woods and fields, of being aware of nature‟s many
fascinating forms and in the company of the earth‟s creatures.
Paddling became a big interest from the time he was in his
early teens, his introduction coming through his association
with a local YMCA. My own fond memories of what a “Y” had
offered to my childhood experience gave me an instant
connection with what this might have meant for him. The
upshot of these early encounters was a lifetime love of being
on the water, being in the water, being near the water. As he
described it in one of the more recent issues of The Heron
Dance Nature Art Journal (Issue 56, Gratitude and Wild
Rivers), “Letting a wild river into my heart has allowed me to
see life with a greater sense of gratitude.”
What did seem to have difficulty finding its way into his heart
was the idea of a formal education. This is something that should never be confused with a love of
learning, and in not an insubstantial number of people,
unfortunately, the former can and does become an assassin to
the latter. Rod‟s formal education came to an end, for all
practical purposes, at the age of sixteen and his love of learning
was just beginning. It is a love that continues unabated. One of
MacIver‟s favorite quotes comes from the philosopher Albert
Camus, “A person‟s life purpose is nothing more than to
rediscover, through the detours of art, or love, or passionate
work, those one or two images in the presence of which his
heart first opened.”; and there can be no doubt that, for Rod,
one of those images and the place his heart opened was in the
woods. In the woods, learning was fun.
Being in the woods has imparted to him a capacity for keen
observation of how things are and a desire to acquire as deep of
an understanding as possible of this “is-ness”, both with respect
to himself and to the world beyond the boundaries of self. What
being in the woods did not support was the capacity to earn
much of a living, and with a young family around him, that
became an imminent priority. Still, a love of learning is what
carried him through.
By his own account, he has read thousands of books and
interviewed hundreds of people on subjects of interest to him,
and among them were enough volumes and dialogues on financial analysis to afford him the
opportunity to earn a decent living in the investment business for eight years, including several years
as a broker and analyst on Wall Street. Sadly, for our culture, making a living and living one‟s purpose
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are about as close as connect-the-dots and paint-by-the-numbers are to art. In the long run both are
necessary to the health and well-being of a sentient being, although in the near term purposeful living
can often be relegated to a backseat position. Moreover, an explorer of self, in looking for path and
purpose, does not always get it right on the
first try. Purpose can be elusive, even when
one is actively looking for it.
Of that time in his life he would later say, “I
now realize that I lacked both the credentials
and psychological make-up to be really
successful in that world. I was profoundly
unhappy. I felt trapped….”
As a way out of the trap, MacIver began to
work on a book about other people who had
made their own life choices in the name of
some higher voice – the voice of service, of
adventure, of the natural world. His approach
to this project was to find and interview
people whose life choices echoed that higher
voice. Two of those interviews, in particular – in addition to a pair of other circumstances that came
into play not long after this – were to have an impact on Rod that would change his own life
completely and forever. Interestingly, both of the interviewees were women who have been
instructors in the Outward Bound wilderness education programs.
The strategy of disentanglement had the desired effect; Rod was freed from the bonds of Wall Street
and looking face-on into poverty and uncertainty, but feeling as though the burdens of the world were
been lifting from his shoulders.
The other pair of circumstances was separate, but inextricably related. As Rod began to search more
and more deeply for ideals and standards by which to steer his own life, his marriage became more
and more strained, tedious, and unhinged. It would not be long before it would collapse.
The second instance was somewhat direr. Not long after the end of his time in the investment world,
as he struggled to support himself as a nature photographer, Rod was diagnosed with stage4a nonHodgkin‟s lymphoma and the meaning of uncertainly was taken to a whole different level. Although
he had quickly begun a regimen of
radiation and experimental chemo-therapy,
he was not content to sit idle. His response
to the situation was to seek out others
whose stories and knowledge might help
him with a way through. What he gleaned
from these encounters would be invaluable
enough, but there was also the coincidental
meeting with a former investment client
whose interest in a German pharmaceutical
company would introduce Rod to an
experimental drug, WF-10, which he would
credit with much of the eventual success of
his recovery from cancer.
It was during hospital stints for his cancer
treatments that Rod began the other exploration which would become part and parcel of his path and
the realization of his purpose. It also became, by his own reckoning, another significant part of his
cure, along with the deep and abiding faith that he had in himself that he is a survivor. He began to
examine his interest in art. And true to form, the examination began with reading. From the hospital
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library he gathered books on drawing and painting, beginning with Betty Edwards‟ classic,
Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain. He settled on watercolors as a medium because, as he
says, it was the least toxic; and a book by William Matthews, Cowboys and Images, became his
inspiration.
Imitation may be the sincerest form of flattery, but it is also
something much more. It is the beginning of practice: practice,
practice, and more practice. Repetition leads to familiarity
with tools and process; and familiarity leads to understanding;
and understanding leads to vision and voice. It is the way
humans have always learned best and most effectively, and it
began to open his heart to a new understanding of itself, and it
began to reveal to him his own artistic song. It is interesting to
note that Rod had wanted to take art courses in high school,
but he was, as he describes himself, “such a rebel” that he was
not allowed to enroll in them.
It was on a winter woods walk in December 1994 that an
insight came to Rod MacIver that would begin to bring it all
together. The insight was to create a publication which would
“contribute to positive change.” As with many of us who see
ourselves living in a culture that is not sustainable and that
must change dramatically in order to be so, MacIver wanted to
voice his dissatisfaction. Like most of us, in the beginning of
that voicing, the words of a Bob Dylan song are far from our
minds, “…fearing not I‟d become my enemy in the instant that
I preach….” And in that spirit, Heron Dance was born: a new
voice of dissatisfaction amid the cacophony of the world. In searching for ways to lay out the journal,
Rod showed the graphic artist with whom he was working some of his watercolors and the decision
was made to use them. Written text that included stories and
quotes, allegory and anecdote would be decorated with the art
of the publisher: seems like a receipt for a limited audience
and a short shelf-life. But Rod MacIver is not your everyday
sort of artist, and his ideas about what sort of publication
Heron Dance is supposed to be, and how he can best give voice
to the person he wishes to be, are anything but fixed and staid.
Dylan‟s words, or others like them, began to play within him
almost from the beginning, and what MacIver began to realize
was that the world did not really need another voice of
unhappiness and discontent. What it could certainly use was a
voice of harmony and beauty.
Heron Dance is now a modest sixteen years old; and while
MacIver‟s views on the non-sustainability of this culture have
not changed, Heron Dance has morphed into a butterfly. It
has, as its creator modestly appraises, “evolved into a
celebration of the gift of life and an effort to contribute
something of beauty to the lives of others.” Adding in a
moment of reflection, “Self-righteousness, including my own,
tends to be accompanied by a lack of humility and
compassion.” It is this almost instantaneous capacity for selfreflection that I find to be one of MacIver‟s most engaging
qualities, and you get the sense that while he is commonly coming up short in his striving to be the
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person he would wish to be – his own description is that he is a person of huge strengths and huge
weaknesses – he is likewise constantly holding before himself
the mirror of his ideal person and asking himself to do a more
effective job of it next time; always asking of himself what it
means to do a more effective job; always seeking to
understand the question, as much as to ferret out an answer.
Somewhere in an issue of Heron Dance several years ago Rod
had said, “Over the course of the past ten years, I‟ve become
suspicious of people who proclaim to know Truth on an
intimate basis, whether they happen to be in the religious
right or the environmental/wilderness protection
movements.” I assure him that I share that same incredulity
and that, from where I look, Rod MacIver and Don McGowan
are both subject to that same skeptical eye; and having
understood that there were no pedestals involved in the
conversation we proceeded as friends.
So, if not Truth, what has Rod MacIver learned in the past
decade-and-a-half that might be of use to himself on his own
journey of creativity and personhood, and that might be of
use, as well, to any of the rest of us on ours?
DM: Speak a bit, if you will, as to what Heron Dance and Rod
MacIver are all about.
RM: Heron Dance presents me, basically it‟s my strengths. It
has my struggles in it too. I am a person of huge strengths and weaknesses; and I keep screwing the
same things up over and over; and “people relations” is my biggest challenge. I‟m 53 and I keep
making the same mistakes over and over. So I don‟t want to come across as someone…I mean there
are some things I‟m really good at, but I don‟t want to come
across …. as someone who has the answers. I‟m probably more
problematic than the average human being walking around. For
me it‟s all about the times I tried to do something and it didn‟t
work: the painting that didn‟t work, or the story I tried to write
and I didn‟t quite feel good enough about, or the times I
screwed up as a human being.
DM: In your struggle to be human you begin to reveal some
part of that essence; you say, I do have these gifts, these things
that I have learned and wish to share, and people see that and
are touched by that and, in some way, helped…
RM: I have 30,000 people on my mailing list. It‟s nice to know
I‟ve touched someone; it‟s just that people who know me well
tend not to like me as much as people who don‟t know me.
That‟s not universally true. I have exceptionally close friends –
men and women – who I care deeply about.
People come into my life; they leave enhanced. They leave with
a broader concept of life and of their own potential; and other
people leave devastated, like they‟ve been run over by a train, or
something, like psychologically. It‟s not the way I want it to be.
It‟s not my desire that it be like that, but it just seems to be these
forces in me.
I try to meditate a lot on manifesting my beauty…. I do try hard to explore the human journey and to
add to other people‟s journey…. I think it‟s like a struggle between being a beautiful person, or as
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beautiful as I can be, and being a person who has a huge amount of energy – psychic, creative – and
those two just constantly clash, those two aspects of who I am. Sometimes the result is beautiful, and
sometimes the result is a total mess.
DM: What have you learned in all of this about “myself”?
RM: The change is at the margin. There‟s a
huge difference between what I‟ve learned
and what I‟ve learned and live. It‟s a lot
easier to learn it than it is to live it.
DM: Would you say that you are in a
different place on that path today than you
were ten years ago?
RM: The fewer the number of details that I
need to keep on top of, the further along the
path I am. The more complexity in my life,
and the more things I have to remember that
have the potential to get screwed up, the less
I am on the path. So why I have not set up
my life to be simpler, I cannot fathom; but I
have set Heron Dance up in this way so that I
don‟t have to deal, say, with publishing houses that say, We love your book, but if you‟d just change
this, because it‟s not publishable now the way it is. Although having them do it is easier than having
employees and software challenges and schedules.
Author’s Note: If you read A Pause for Beauty, Rod‟s weekly electronic newsletter, you know that,
as I write this in late-August, Heron Dance is in the midst of major changes in the way it is structured
and goes about its business; and, thus, this interview is some respects would serve as a sounding
board – one of several with others, as well, to be sure – for Rod‟s internal effort to frame a direction in
which he needed to proceed in order to more closely achieve the vision of what he wished Heron
Dance to look like going forward in order for him to simplify his own relationship with it. A lot of
what is happening is an outsourcing of as much of Heron Dance’s workflow as possible.
It is interesting to note it was at this point
Rod observed that were the interview to be
taking place two weeks hence he would be
saying completely different things, but
that because these were the issues that
were most heavily on his mind, they were
the ones that were coming up for
discussion and were the ones that
contributed most readily to the mood of
frustration he was feeling.
DM: If you could set it up to allow you to
do whatever you want to do, what would
that look like?
RM: I don‟t know. No employees would
be one…as few details as possible… other
than that, not much I‟d change. I‟ve got a great dog over there – a 12-year-old mutt. I would paint and
write a lot. I wouldn‟t live anywhere else; I would not want more money. I‟d have a girlfriend whose
energy and beauty I enhanced, and who enhanced mine, and it would be a stable relationship, without
these constant up‟s and down‟s; but I become involved with too many women and I‟ve tired of it.
DM: Is it possible that being a highly visible artist, regardless of whether you‟re a man or a woman,
and because of the status in which we place the artist, that simply because of that there will always be
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those, and perhaps especially members of the opposite sex, that will be attracted to the artist,
regardless, out of the notion that they can be touched and their lives can be made better?
RM: Aw, I‟m the opposite. People that need to be healed shouldn‟t be around me, because I make it
worse. I‟m not a healer. Some people may think I am, but
I‟m not.
People who have their life organized, who have a sense of
self-discipline, who self-love, who go through life trying to
be a good person, those people and I get along great, in
general. I have a strange affinity for strong people.
DM: What would you hope for yourself?
RM: I would hope I could become a beautiful person…in
spirit and demeanor, and in the way I treat people; and the
people who pass through my life would leave enhanced and
would be more aware of their beauty. What I need to do is
calm down and treat them with more care and respect, and
instead of responding angrily when someone does
something that I think is….
DM: Heron Dance became something about creativity.
Instead of remaining a polemic about what‟s wrong, about
the destruction of nature, it became something about the
creative journey and the inner self. At some point you must
have become aware that this was happening. What did you
think about that when you realized it?
RM: In part it was a realization that the books I was
reading and the films I was watching and the
documentaries I enjoyed most over the years were about artists and their struggles. I realized I was
becoming kind of stale and repetitive; I wasn‟t enjoying it
anymore. I felt like I needed a new challenge. The subscriber
base was becoming different from the one I had. I needed to
get excited again and needed to explore a subject that gave
me that.
And I feel, too, that in a rapidly evolving culture the ability to
feel, to think, and to create; and the need to nurture the
human soul through this tremendous upheaval which is being
driven by everything from technology to oil spills in the Gulf,
to peak oil, to an aging population, and the huge amount of
debt that‟s in the system at every level; you know, all of these
things are going to be major engines of change. All of this is
going to be much larger ten years from now than it is today;
so I just feel that a study of creativity has a role to play.
Creativity is about creating beauty; and on another level
creativity is about adapting to changing circumstances. If you
do the same old thing when your circumstances are changing
rapidly, you‟re not going to do well. You‟ll make the same
mistakes over and over again.
Beyond that, I find that reading about artists and their
strange tendencies is somehow reassuring; their bizarre
habits. You read about these people, about the lives they led
that tended to be such a disaster – I just find that interesting: the contrasts and contradictions, the
effort to create harmony out of things that are so contradictory and out of sync, to take these huge
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emotional swings and to create something of beauty out of that; I just find that so fascinating.
DM: Our culture places a huge emphasis on sameness and
security. That seems to be the way the human species has
evolved; and the artist, on the other hand, seems to say, “It‟s
about the struggle; it‟s about the desire to understand who you
are and how you fit into the world. And you can‟t engage in
that struggle and you can‟t get the answers in that struggle if
what you are constantly doing is seeking sameness and safety;
and so in order to have the opportunity for those answers –
even partial answers – you have to be willing to give up that
sameness and safety, and engage in the struggle.”
And you, I think, have chosen to do that, to give that all up to
engage in that struggle in the hope of finding some of those
answers of “who I am, and where I‟ve been and how it is and
how I fit”.
RM: Yeah, that‟s true. What are the answers? What is really
going on around us? The human journey is fascinating; the
concept of reality versus mystery is fascinating; and the great
process is fascinating. You take those three subjects and that‟s
your arena. That‟s what you think about all day long; that‟s
what you dream about at night; that‟s what you read about;
that‟s what you talk about. That‟s what you write about; that‟s
what you paint. It‟s those subjects; and it‟s just a very
rewarding life. It‟s the most interesting thing I can imagine doing with my life. It is painting it in those
subjects.
DM: Is there an end to it?
RM: No. Like you can take even one little tiny piece of this;
like why are the laws of mathematics and botany so similar? I
mean, you could just spend your whole life on that one little
aspect of it. And I‟m trying to look at all of these things from a
distance (wider) perspective; and there‟s no way in your life
that you‟re ever going to touch even a tiny percentage of it.
For me, it‟s the way to spend a human life, just thinking about
these things.
Just thinking about those things; just making connections;
just playing with the puzzle and asking the questions; just
trying to see how it all fits: enough to keep any of us busy for
a lifetime. As I listened to Rod MacIver‟s words, I couldn‟t
help but hear the faint reverberations of some distantly
echoed words from long, long ago. And perhaps that‟s just the
way it happens: the words just keep being filtered through,
changed only slightly, just for the sake of freshness and
creativity. Perhaps what is new is not the idea itself, for the
idea is as old as mankind, but rather what we add in each era
of humankind to the idea. For perhaps in that “adding to” we
reach out into other connections and eventually those
connections become a web that is strong enough for the idea
to stand on its own – the notion that the creative life is a life
worth living, worth seeking, worth striving for. Artists are certainly not perfect people and they
typically lead far from perfect lives; and the questions they ask and the struggles they endure are, in
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the main, for themselves; yet those questions, and the struggles that seek the answers to them, are
universal and transcendent; and just maybe, in their seeking, we are all moved slightly toward
something better. And in the echo I heard the words of Henry David Thoreau, “I went to the
woods because I wanted to live deliberately, I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life,
to put to rout all that was not life and not when I had come to die discover that I had not lived.”

What’s Now?
Hence the guardian figures that stand at either side of the entrances to holy places:
lions, bulls, or fearsome warriors with uplifted weapons. They are there to keep out the “spoilsports,”
the advocates of Aristotelian logic, for whom A can never be B; for whom the actor is never to be lost
in the part; for whom the mask, the image, the consecrated host, tree, or animal
cannot become God, but only a reference.
Such heavy thinkers are to remain without. For the whole purpose of entering
a sanctuary or participating in a festival is that one should be overtaken
by the state known in India as “the other mind” (absent mindedness, possession by a spirit),
where one is “beside oneself,” spellbound, set apart from one‟s logic of
self-possession and overpowered by the force of a logic of “indissociation” – wherein A is B,
and C also is B.
Joseph Campbell
from The Masks of God: Primitive Mythology
To be overtaken by the other mind, it seems to me, is to enter what I have always considered to be the
state of reverence. I have been reading a lot lately about this thing called “reverence” in a wonderful
book entitled Reverence Renewing a Forgotten Virtue by
Paul Woodruff. Woodruff, a professor of philosophy at the
University of Texas, Austin, is a friend of both Barry Lopez
and Bill Moyers, which places him in some fairly decent
company, as far as I am concerned.
As a child of eight, I had little enough of an understanding of
what reverence entailed, but I was aware that I was in a place
that demanded it from the first moment I looked down from the
height of Newfound Gap onto the sweep of Thomas Divide as it
separated out before me the watersheds of the Oconaluftee
River and Deep Creek, whose names, at the time, would have
seemed foreign as well. That such a place as the Great Smoky
Mountains could even exist seemed to be a most magical reality
that required of me a deep and profound sense of wonder and
awe.
When the gentle spirit said to me that there would come a day
when I would be and live in this place, that reality seemed
almost beyond comprehension, and in the years that have
passed between then and now that sense has grown only
infinitely deeper and more profound; and reverence becomes
the context in which I can understand and appreciate the
meaning of what I experience every time in set foot in these
mountains to gaze from their heights, or walk beside their waters, or stand in the cool of dawn and
listen to the silence as it begins to speak of the arrival of a new day. And I feel blessed with the great
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privilege of watching as they engage in their on-going dance of change from day to day and season
upon season – each ushering in such overwhelming change in so subtle and seamless a process.
Reverence is the only state that seems possible; and it doesn‟t really matter whether you call it Plate
Tectonics or God, it seems pretty much all the same to me; and
I call it beautiful, and the reverence changes not, regardless of
the word.
There‟s another word that comes to mind in describing the
past six months and that word is “whacky.” It all began with a
spring blooming cycle that started out late, but that in April
caught up with, and then passed, itself. By the end of May it
seemed pretty well established that the bloom cycle was nearly
two weeks ahead and that interval seems to have remained
fairly consistent throughout the summer season. Another
consistency has been the strength of the cycle. With the
exception of the rhododendrons, both Catawba
(Rhododendron catawbiense) and rosebay (Rhododendron
maximum) and the dogwoods (Cornus florida) the 2010
blooming season as been one of the most profuse that I can
remember. Everywhere I have ventured there have been
flowers blooming where I‟ve never seen them previously. I
found a wonderful cluster of yellow-fringed orchid
(Platanthera ciliaris) in early August at the end of the dirt road
in Cataloochee Valley near the Rough Fork Trailhead right on
the edge of the meadow.
The mere profligacy of the flowers this year has been enough to
cause one to bow one‟s head in wonder; and although the season has, for the most part, passed, there
are still a few floral arrangements to consider if you‟re in the
Park over the next couple of weeks. Along the middle reaches
of the Balsam Mountain Road there are still opportunities to
photograph Indian pipe (Monotropa uniflora). A few of this
chlorophyll-less saprophyte can be found in decaying matter
in its pre-fertilized state, with its head nodding downward.
Once it is fertilized, the flower head will turn upward and it
will lose some of its attractiveness. Along many roadsides in
the middle and higher elevations there are beautiful clusters
of white snakeroot (Ageratina altissima); beautiful but
potentially deadly. White snakeroot is the source of a disease
in humans called “milksickness,” which is contracted from
ingesting milk from cows that have grazed on the plant.
Nancy Hanks Lincoln, the mother of the president, was a
victim of this disease. So while you are using this lovely,
bushy composite as a foreground in a wide-angle landscape,
or as a macro subject, be cognizant of both its beauty and its
downside. Although it is largely past its peak because of its
early blooming this year, there are also still some beautiful
clusters of Sweet Joe-Pye-weed to be found mainly in the
higher elevations. This member of the lily family is a main
attraction for a host of butterflies that will nectar on it,
including both yellow and black swallowtail, monarch, and red admiral. So you might be doubly
rewarded for seeking it out, even this late in the season.
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There are a couple of other considerations for flower-work along Balsam Mountain Road. The
exquisite tiny member of the bellflower family, Southern harebell (Campanula divaricata), is
blooming widely in the middle and upper portions of the road. I would recommend the capacity to go
larger-than-life-size, or at least life-size, to photograph this
delicate beauty. There are also a couple of clusters of monk‟s
hood (Aconitum uncinatum) growing in the drainage of a
seasonal streambed within a mile of the top of the road, but
they will not last long.
The beautiful member of the lobelia family, cardinal flower
(Lobelia cardinalis) is blooming extensively at the present
time along streambeds in the lower elevations on both sides of
Newfound Gap. There is a lot of it especially in the Little River
drainage. And, of course the jewelweeds (Impatiens capensis spotted) and (I. pallida - pale) are blooming as profusely as I
have ever seen them. They are especially wonderful in early
morning with dew-drops clinging to their trumpet openings.
Two other species are worth mentioning. Both in Cades Cove
and in Cataloochee Valley there are extensive patches of
ironweed (Vernonia noveboracensis – New York) and (V.
gigantean – tall) along with equally widespread patches of
crown beard (Verbesina occidentalis), one of the tallestgrowing composites anywhere. The iridescent purple of the
ironweed mixed with the lemon-yellow of the crown beard cab
make for some very nice color combinations in wide-angle and
intimate landscapes.
Of course, I should not neglect to mention that the golden rods (Solidago) are still flourishing in all of
the elevations of the Park and are just reaching their peak in
some of the upper elevation areas. And there‟s nothing like a
field of golden rod to create a color riot of a foreground in a
thoughtful landscape composition.
Part of the cause of the 2010 wildflower blooming
extravaganza, I believe, was the cold and extremely wet
winter of this past year. As a consequence of it, the streams
of the Smokies began the summer running fairly at a surplus,
but it didn‟t take long for this extra to be soaked away and
pulled seaward in the never ceasing tug of gravity. And in
view of the fact that this summer‟s precipitation has not been
at the level of 2009‟s, the Park‟s waterways are running at
what might be considered historic late-summer normal. In
other words, they are somewhat low. This means that there
is less turbidity, which translates to more widespread areas
of calm water and less whitewater. Rock outcroppings are
more prominent. This can be both positive and negative
when considering stream images. Rocks can make for
stronger elements of design, but the reduced turbulence
makes connecting the rocks as related elements more of a
challenge. Of course, lower water levels make it easier to
throw on your Chacos and go wading. Just be very careful
„cause the rocks under the water are very slippery; and cameras don‟t like to swim, even on tripods. As
usual this time of year, the reflections in Little River can be quite rewarding and will be mostly green
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and gold. Middle Prong of Little Pigeon in Greenbrier is another location for good reflections and
great rocks. By the time another “Song” comes out, the streams will have seen the fall of this season‟s
autumn foliage. Between now and then the colors of the reflections will have changed to the reds and
golds of fall and the streams will have been ablaze with the glory of it all. At the conclusion, the rocks
themselves will become littered with the
very things that have caused the reflective
wonder and will become additional
elements for the creative process of
photographing the changing seasons.
There are nine hundred miles of streams
in Great Smoky Mountains National Park
that offer a riparian richness unmatched
anywhere on the planet.
Of more immediate concern, the changing
season heralds another time of impending
magic and connection at a completely
different level. In about two weeks the
annual hormonal onslaught that compels
the elk (Cervus elaphus)to mate will be in
full swing; and in Cataloochee Valley, as well as in the small meadows near the Oconaluftee Visitor
Center, the great bulls will be fierce and full combat to see which of them will garner the right to
gather as many females as he can with whom to pass along his genes to a new generation of elk-kind. I
have recently been in Cataloochee and have heard the early callings as the females announce
themselves and the males begin to respond. The contests will
go on for several weeks and during that time both sexes will
spend much of their day in the valleys answering the urge
brought on by the seasonal surge of desire.
About the time the elk have spent themselves and completed
the ritual brought upon them by their internal mysteries, the
white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus) will just be
beginning theirs. Since most of the deer in the Park live in the
vicinity of Cades Cove, the arena for their mating dance will
be in the meadows of that valley. The big bucks are now
antlered in velvet tines, but the scraping rituals have begun
and the violent battles for dominance and the right to mate
are not far way.
Cades Cove will shortly be the scene of another of the Park‟s
large animal‟s annual rites of preparation for the changing
season. The abundance of mast crops, both hard and soft,
growing in and around Cades Cove will signal the black bears
(Ursus americanus) to come in and begin to gorge themselves
as fully as possible in anticipation of the lean, denning
months to come. The cherry trees on Hyatt Lane as well as
the black walnut trees throughout the cove are usually the
early targets. Remember that females with cubs present a
volatile situation and to not approach them. Long lenses are
an essential part of your gear when seeking bear images in Cades Cove, or anywhere else in the
Smokies. Remember, too, that the Loop Road is closed until 10:00 a.m. on Wednesday and Saturday
until September 23.
There is another critter you might well encounter: Brer Coyote (Canis latrans). With the red wolf no
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longer with us in the Smokies, the coyote is once again the top dog. Coyote is a curious, though
somewhat shy, fellow, so he may watch you watching him from a distance, but probably won‟t allow
you to get too close. He‟s another candidate for a long lens
portrait.
Then there‟s the matter of following the sun as it moves
around these old mountains. The Earth‟s star is already
setting over the Chimney Tops as it leaves our view from
Morton Overlook. This means that it‟s only a matter of days
before it will be going down behind Sugarland Mountain
with a good bit of light left before dark. The valley of Walker
Camp Prong/West Prong of Little Pigeon/Sugarlands will
thus be in deep shadow with nothing to illuminate it as the
color of the setting sun builds in the sky above. This might
be a good opportunity to try some HDR magic – provided
the wind isn‟t blowing – but there‟s not a strong enough
GND filter in the world to pull detail out of the range
between the sky and the valley shade. Of course, Morton can
always be a great place for dynamic afternoon light offered
by passing storms, or other atmospherics; and early
morning frost can be another wonderful reason to visit this
iconic location.
As Morton becomes less of a sunset opportunity, Luftee
Overlook, on the other side of Newfound Gap, becomes
more and more of a sunrise location. The sun is moving left
to right across the face of the Smokies Crest Ridge and will soon be rising more directly over the valley
of Beech Flats Prong and the slanting ridges of Thomas Divide on the right and the Smokies Crest‟s
Mount Kephart on the left. From now until next March,
Luftee is as awesome a sunrise opportunity as can be found
anywhere. And in the month of October, especially early on,
when there is the color of saffron in the beeches that soldier
the upper part of the overlook, Luftee can be a landscape
dream-come-true. Be sure to bring your GND, or your HDR
eyes.
From now until the end of November, the parking lot at
Clingman‟s Dome does double duty as a sunrise location by
morning and a sunset location by evening. Of course, you‟ll be
at opposite ends of the parking area, but that just makes for
diversity of experience. And with the added possibility of great
early morning atmospherics in the valleys below the Dome,
you‟ll want to stick around after the sun is up to play with
some of the light as it spreads over the fog-enshrouded
depths.
Sunrise times in the Park (Sugarlands Visitor Center) during
September 1 – November 30, 2010 are from 7:05 a.m. on
September 1– 8:00 a.m. on November 6; and from 7:01
a.m. on November 7 – 7:23 a.m. on November 30.
Sunset times during that period are from 8:02 p.m. on
September 1 – 6:34 p.m. on November 6; and from 5:33
p.m. on November 7 – 5:20 p.m. on November 30. Actual locations within the Park will vary
from these times by a few minutes, but if you plan to arrive at your location at least 30-45 minutes
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prior to sunrise and 1 hour prior to sunset, you should be there in plenty of time for the big event and
for the great opportunities that often occur on either side of it.
The question on everyone‟s mind is what effects this past year‟s winter and the precipitation of this
spring and summer will have on the colors of the coming fall. I‟m convinced that hazarding a
projection of this onto autumn foliage is educated guessing at its finest.
So I may as well give you my best educated whimsy based on all the factors that seem to me to be a
part of this marvelous puzzle that nature offers us at the beginning of each new season of fall.
As I have understood it, fall color intensity is a result of several things, but primarily two: the amount
of precipitation during the latter part of the summer and the ambient low temperatures during
September in the days and weeks before the colors change. I won‟t go into the details of how these
work their magic, but based on my reading of the leaves, there has been adequate moisture; now we‟ll
have to wait for a while longer to see how the temperatures factor in. My projection is that the color
will be good, but that some species, like the yellow poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera) and the yellow
buckeye (Aesculus flava), will not be as colorful as they could be. As always, there will be plenty of
imagery to make seeing it more than worth the trip.
On a recent cool (in relative terms) morning I stood with friend and fellow photographer, Hal
Looney, on the knoll that looks out toward
Purchase Knob and Jonathan Valley
beyond. The entire Jonathan Creek
watershed was filled with an ocean of
moving cloud-form below us, but from our
perch at nearly 5000‟ our view was fairly
open for a couple of miles outward, and
perhaps 2000‟ downward. The fog rose and
fell, closed and parted, swelled and ebbed,
while the light around us grew in the rising
of the sun‟s new day, golden and crisp, with
an edge that seemed to penetrate to the
core of everything that it touched.
Beyond the split-rail fence at the edge of
the mown yard of the Appalachian
Highlands Learning Center, a mountainside of late summer grasses and wildflowers fell away from us
like notes of music descending a scale, and reverence is the only feeling I could imagine, the simple
awareness that there is something at work here that is far greater than I can begin to comprehend.
I recalled in that moment that Bill Moyers had chosen Barry Lopez to interview as his very last guest
on Bill Moyers Journal, a program that I have considered on par with Charles Kuralt’s Sunday
Morning. And I remembered these words of Lopez, “…when I say I had really good teachers, some of
them can be identified in a conventional way as a person standing in a classroom. But I‟ll tell you this,
I know in my tissues that I have had other teachers – one of them is the living earth itself….”
And as I listened, that earth around me, these Smoky Mountains, began to speak.

A Tip is Worth…?
The natural world has always attracted my eye; associations of living and inanimate phenomena,
from the tropics to the poles and from rain forests to deserts, have been favorite photographic
subjects for almost half a century. Grasses and sedges, especially, appeal to me – an appeal like
disordered hair across a face, or a windblown field of hay before the mowing. When associated with
water, as sedges so often are, the magic of restlessness is enhanced by reflections not foreseen. In
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mixed woods of pine and maple, the needles of the pines drop throughout the year, building jackstraw
mats of thin brown bundles on which, at the time of the fall of the leaf, the bright maple leaves settle
at random, arranging themselves in harmonious patterns that defy improvement as though placed
there intentionally.
Eliot Porter
from the Preface to Intimate Landscapes
Eliot Porter was a master at recognizing and photographing the essence of what photography is all
about, the existence, perception, and expression of relationships. Perhaps you were once
told that photography, by definition means to draw with light and that, therefore, photography is
about “light”; and there is truth in this observation. However, if you pull back and consider a
somewhat broader perspective, perhaps you will agree that light is but one component of the process
of image creation; and that ultimately it is light in relation to something, or some things, else that
becomes the product of our excited pixels.
I have often heard it said that “this image is about light”, and
while the light in the image may be the single most
outstanding feature of what appears within the frame, every
time I look more deeply into what I am seeing, I perceive that
it is the light in relationship to something else that brings the
image to its ultimate conclusion. And so I want to talk about
relationships and to suggest that it is an understanding of the
many and various forms of relationship that lead us to a full
understanding of what is happening in any and every image
we create. Remember, too, that this is only my take of the
nature of the process and there are others that you should
consider, as well, as you go forward on your journey of
photographic discovery.
Obviously, to consider every single aspect of “relationship”
within the context of the photographic process would take up
an entire volume and be far beyond the scope of my “Tip”;
but I do want to mention several that, to me, cannot go
unconsidered any time you are engaged in the creative act.
First, there is the frame itself. Although in the digital world
image-cropping seems to have become more and more of an
aspect of initial image creation, my observation is that most
often this is the afterthought result of having failed to exercise due diligence in crafting the original
and not an intentional part of the creation in the beginning. Cropping means giving up information
from your original file, and depending on the ultimate intended enlargement of the image, this may
work against your purposes; so I still prefer to craft the final image I am seeking while in the field.
This means that the first relationship I have to observe is the relationship of the frame to itself.
We know from studies that have been conducted that even an empty frame creates some response in
the eye – although once it is filled with the elements of our composition, these tend to take over. The
most common – though certainly not the only – photographic frame of reference exists as a 3:2 (or
2:3) proportion; and since we humans are binocular, that reference is horizontal. The frame, itself,
can interact strongly, or weakly, with the elements within it; but the fact remains that depending on
the photographer‟s choice, the frame will somehow exist as an interactive component and must be
considered. One aspect of the frame per se that is worth mentioning is that the orientation of the
frame as horizontal or vertical encourages the arrangement of elements within it in either a horizontal
or vertical conformity with that orientation, so the orientation choice creates an initial tendency
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toward a particular elemental arrangement. Altering a given subject from a horizontal to a vertical
composition may, or may not, work for the clear expression of the subject, but it will invariably alter
the way in which the viewer experiences the subject and may require a different arrangement of
elements or the inclusion/exclusion of elements to create balance.
Through the creative process the artist hopes to build a harmony
with something. Maybe that something is deep inside or deep in
the universe. And sometimes great work is created out of
disharmony. That‟s the paradox.
Rod MacIver
from Art is About the Mystery
Heron Dance Creativity Journal
Summer 2010
Usually of greater significance to the outcome of the image are the relationships of the elements
within the frame, and here there are any
number of topics for lengthy discussion,
including the basics of design, graphic
elements, light and color, intent, and
process. For a thorough explication of all of
these, I highly recommend an excellent work
by my favorite techno-person photographer,
Michael Freeman: The Photographer’s
Eye.
Consider that there are a couple of basic
contemplations here: the existence of the
relationship and the expression of that
relationship as they impact the final image;
and neither of them can be overlooked, and both must be
carefully evaluated. This remains true regardless of the focal
length of the lens that is used, and what becomes apparent is that
each focal length range will exert its own particular influence on
that relational existence and its expression.
For example, when using a wide-angle lens, both directional –
and spatial – arrangement considerations are important. Does
the direction of the implied energy and movement of the
foreground element lead one‟s eye to the mid – and background
elements? Do the spatial arrangements of these elements lead the
eye to appreciate the connections between and among them? Or
do they seem to exist as mere independent components,
combined by happenstance within the viewfinder‟s frame?
Or, when using any lens to create an intimate landscape, are the
elements arranged in such a way that their relationships to each
other are clear without being cluttered. In the intimate landscape,
spatial possibilities are more often constricted, so that the image
can easily become a distraction of competing elements so closely
in connection with each other that the relationships seem more
like apartments in a tenement building: together but not relating.
When using a macro lens, is the primary element that is the subject in clear relationship to the
elements that support it? Is it in clear relationship with its background so that there is no competition
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between them?
And that telephoto image that you‟re crafting; do the graphic elements join in a relationship that
expresses your intent with regard to line, shape, pattern,
form, texture, and color? By compressing the spatial
arrangements and narrowing the angle of view have you
joined line and shape, or pattern and texture in such a way
that how those elements relate to each other truly expresses
what is meaningful and significant to you and, by
extension, to your viewer?
Do you see the connection between contrast – highlight and
shadow – and the relationships between these two that
combine to lead your viewer‟s eye from place to place
within the frame? It is so often easy to overlook the power
of contrast and the relationships it creates among otherwise
diverse and not-so-clearly-related aspects of an image.
What about the seemingly simple mechanics of tonality and
the ways that the relationships between tones and colors
create and express relationships in an image?
As the quality of the relationships in the greater arena of
life lead to the creation and sustaining of a more
meaningful life experience; so, too, the recognition and
expression of relationships in your photographic life create
the most dynamic and interesting expressions of your
creativity.

As for EarthSong…Walking in Beauty…
Walking In Beauty
As I walk with Beauty
As I walk, as I walk
The universe is walking with me
In beauty it walks before me
In beauty it walks behind me
In beauty it walks below me
In beauty it walks above me
Beauty is on every side
As I walk, I walk with beauty
Traditional Diné Prayer
It was truly a temptation to break protocol in this issue of “A Song…” and to put this section at the
very beginning of the newsletter. There are some really exciting things I want to share, and I realized
that the first three sections were going to run somewhat long, so it was with some degree of selfdiscipline that I have waited until now to tell you these bits of news. I hope you will read this section
carefully and mark your calendars accordingly because the 2011 workshop season is going to be much
new and a good deal different from this one. Check the schedule at www.EarthSongPhotography.com.
Before I get to all of the new let me mention a couple of old items and bring you up to date with them.
In the May issue I introduced you to the idea of the “Fussy Photographer” and mentioned a couple of
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programs I had built around that idea. I continue to be excited about this concept, because it‟s about
teaching people how to be on top of their creative journeys in every aspect, growing out of an
awareness of and integration into each part of the process. It‟s about not only showing up, but also
about being present in every moment of the journey.
In June, I shared the basic “Fussy” program with 135+ photographers at the Annual Grandfather
Mountain Nature Photography Weekend. The response was wonderful. Later in June I led a
Fussy Photographer weekend workshop for a group of photographers in the Pioneer Valley in
Western Massachusetts. Nine participants and Bonnie and I spent a lovely weekend exploring
fussiness in the awesomely beautiful Pioneer Valley. It was a marvelous experience and it fueled my
appetite for more.
It was as part of the Massachusetts trip that Bonnie and I met John and Michele DiGiacomo in
Lake Placid, New York and did the scouting for the 2011 Adirondacks Workshop. And what I am
very pleased to announce is that not only has this workshop
become a reality, but that it has been sponsored by the
Adirondack Photography Institute, one of the premier
photography workshop organizations in the country. John
Radigan, ADKPI‟s director does an excellent job of
putting together top-flight photography experiences, and
his love of this area comes through in all that he does.
So, EarthSong is going to the Adirondacks in 2011 with
ADKPI. The dates of the event are June 18-24; the location
is Lake Placid; and the experience will be unforgettable.
The event is called Adirondack Splendor – Moving
Beyond Your Creative Comfort Zone. We‟ll spend six
days exploring the incredible High Peaks area of
Adirondack Park, the rocks, the waters, and the light.
I‟m very pleased that John DiGiacomo will be assisting me
in this workshop. He has a home in Lake Placid and knows
the area intimately; and from the days that I spent there, I
came away with a deep understanding of why it is so special
to him. We‟ll use the “Fussy” model as our approach and
will offer the other aspects of what we do as we always have:
field work, class work, critiques, and fun.
This workshop will be open to 12 participants and has
already begun to fill, so if you‟ve ever wanted to go on an Adirondack adventure in a “get down, get in,
and be with” sort of creative way, this is something you will not want to miss.
I have attached the informational flyer that we‟re using to promote this workshop at the end of the
newsletter. You can register by contacting either John Radigan at Adirondack Photography Institute,
john@ADKPI.org; or me at don@EarthSongPhotography.com.
Before we get to the Adirondacks, however, there is much left to do in 2010. I leave today for John C.
Campbell Folk School and look forward, as usual, to an excellent class there. The Folk School is
always a wonderful venue, not only because the students are so eager, but because the school itself is
such an inspirational place to be. After ten years as an instructor there, my anticipation for this class
is every bit as strong as it was the first time I taught.
Between the Folk School Class and the upcoming fall workshops in Michigan and Maine, I‟ll be doing
a couple of other really neat things. On September 8, I‟ll be leading the first half of a two-day
workshop for several members of various departments of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians,
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including some of the Cherokee Hospital staff and the Public Relations Office. This will be a lot of fun
because the Tsalagi wouldn‟t have it any other way. Then on September 14, I‟ll be doing a “pretty
picture audio/visual program” for the residents of Givens Estates in Asheville. Over the past
several years I have done other programs at Givens and have always enjoyed my time with everyone
there.
On September 18, I‟ll be leading the second of this summer‟s One-day Workshops. This event
will feature the late-summer splendor of one of the Smokies‟ truly magical areas, Cades Cove.
September in the Cove is a time of wonder, as the early light creates a golden landscape and the large,
sexy mammals – the white tails and the black bears – engage in their respective late-summer rituals
of mating and eating. We‟ll also be visiting the water wonderland of Middle Prong of Little River in
the Tremont area. So there is much to look forward to there.
Then we‟re off to Michigan’s Awesome Upper Peninsula and then to the marvels of Mt Desert
Island/Acadia National Park, Maine.
There are still some spaces in the workshop, and the
dates are October 9-15; so if you‟ve been waiting for
the last minute to schedule one of this year‟s
photographic adventures, come join us for the splendor
of autumn on the Downeast Coast .
In case you‟ve overlooked it, we‟ll be working out of
Southwest Harbor and the Seawall Motel. Seawall
Motel is adjacent to the Seawall Entrance to Acadia
National Park and offers easy access to some of the
most wonderfully beautiful and least visited parts of
this park, such as Ship Harbor Nature Trail and the
Wonderland Trail, as well as Bass Harbor Lighthouse
and the lovely fishing village of Bernard.
Until next time, may the Spirit of Light guide your shutter release.
This newsletter is sent only to those people who have expressed an interest in receiving it. If you no
longer want it, you can get off the mailing list by sending an email requesting removal to
don@earthsongphotography.com.

Sunrise, Racquette Lake, Adirondack Park, New York
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Adirondack Splendor—
Moving Beyond Your Creative Comfort Zone
From our base in the geographically and biologically diverse
High Peaks region of Adirondack Park, we will explore the
heights and depths of this land of awesome beauty: the rock,
the water, and the light. Our purpose is to carry your creative
vision to new levels of comfort and growth. Come join us on
an adventure to remember always.
Come be inspired
and watch
your creativity grow

Don McGowan
Assisted by
John DiGiacomo
ADKPI:
(216) 531-2155
EarthSong Photography:
(828) 788-0687

Sponsored by
Adirondack Photography
Institute
A Creative Photography Workshop
June 18-24, 2011
The Olympic Village of Lake Placid,
New York
Limited to 12 Participants

For more information
or to register
contact:
John Radigan:
john@adkpi.org
or
Don McGowan:
don@earthsongphotography.com

