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Matthias Fersterer: Stories are an integral part of the landscape. Once every place had its story, and every story had its place. Certain stories could only be told at certain places or even had to be told when passing certain landmarks. You could not walk by this rock, traverse this hill, or cross this river without telling their unique stories. This has changed considerably. Today, with an ever widening sense of space – our machines taking us to every corner of the world and even into outer space – we seem to have lost a deep sense of place. This is mirrored by strangely place-less, universalised, disneyfied stories. How have you personally dealt with this uprooted, alienated condition?

Martin Shaw: I don’t think I have dealt with it, but I made a move or two. 

Since I was little I have been looking to inhabit a dimension of time so deep I could walk in and out of other centuries, other gradients of consciousness, other worlds. By my twenties that longing was propelled into a shattering encounter with wilderness and myth. And that kind of rousing always comes with consequence, with a price. To work dynamically with the imagination always does. Your character becomes uncolonised. That can be an oddly painful position. You are awake.

For part of that period I spent four years living in a tent on a succession of English hills 

trying to ascertain if wildness could still be located in this cramped little country. I decided to trade comfort for shelter. Of course, lots of folks have done similar things. 

When I was in my early twenties I’d fasted for four days up in Snowdonia and was dragged, inexorably and profoundly into a mystical experience that was all 

entangled within the living world. It was an acutely dramatic encounter, absolutely off kilter with the kind of life I was living. 

That kind of thing leaves an impression. It reduces you to the size appropriate for a human standing on the earth. On my return, I started the process of turning my head entirely in the direction of what had unfolded. I apprenticed to small areas of woodland, streams and the occasional big hill. I got to overhear a great deal of hedgerow gossip, and over time realised that, in its way, the earth was speaking myth to me.

And if I wasn’t fundamentally equipped to speak in myth back to it, then I doubted it could hear me. So I learnt epics, wonder tales, local stories, endless lines of Gaelic and 

Hebridean poetics. Stuff that spoke to me in my old names. Turns out that quoting 

Heidegger at a Rowan will never make her blush. But an old Celtic love poem just might.

Many of us are lonely. And not because we need a new therapy, or mantra, or clever idea, we are lonely because we don’t speak to each other in our old names anymore. That requires real care and an acute beholding. The antelope-dust in our bones misses it. And if the reader can’t understand quite what I mean then that’s fine, but I won’t give anymore hints. 

I wrote a book, »Scatterlings«, about my experiences of this micro-attention to a mythic and localised sensibility, so anything of weight I have to say is mostly in there. 

I’m interested in being not just from a place but of a place. So the book is less about a kind of historical, ancestral imprint but the way a place can secrete you into its character and turns of mood. Make no mistake, you will pay for this invitation in all kinds of labour and narrowing of focus, but it’s an invitation none the less. You can still get claimed by a landscape if we stop eyeing it up for some kind of temporary fiscal gain. The earth would appear to be mightily weary by our devouring gaze. Get ready for the consequence. 

So dig in, stop seeing and start beholding, trade a little comfort for shelter, and allow yourself to do a bad job for a while, learning how to steward what you’re being gifted.

You will most likely never feel like Crazy Horse or Patti Smith or Gary Snyder, nor should you expect to. As I say over and over, your incompleteness is your authenticity. Start there.

MF: In your essay »Small Gods« you refer to the urge of modern minds »to behold the Earth-actually-speaking-through-words again«. How can we open up our modern minds to the words of places without falling victim to the ever-present dangers of glorifying the past (retrotopian romanticism) or exploiting practices from other cultures (cultural appropriation)? After all, longing for realms long gone or far away would, in fact, contradict the very practice of listening closely to places right here and right now.

MS: I think there’s a kind of inevitability about falling into the traps you mention. I know I have. 

And actually I think there’s something about nostalgia that is deeply interesting, and useful to a degree. That sepia toned reverie. But I would try and take instruction from what is 

actually unfolding around us.

If you experience soul as something primarily outside the body then the tendency to 

internalise sensations of longing switches into a much greater sensual range (by this I mean yearning for eden, or some glittering indigenous wisdom just over the hill). It’s likely you have most of what you need in close proximity if you have the guts, tenacity and lack of hysteria to follow it. Most of us don’t like what’s right in front of us. 

Your life experience is the very prayer rug you are kneeling on. That’s your axis-mundi, your Gethsemane, your Grail Castle, your holy hills of South Dakota. 

If you don’t like it, then create a better weave!

MF: You described your work as collecting language that has remained outside official dictionaries. And, indeed, your writing has a certain lilt to it, a certain tone, an almost oral quality that is not normally found in written language. How has telling and collecting stories informed the way of write?

MS: I read a great deal of philosophy, poetics and recently some wonderful anthropology, but I’ve noticed that when I really need to find out how to live I always turn to myth. So myth and story hasn’t just influenced the way I write but the way I behave. To try to handle paradox elegantly, to curate both grief and joy, to try to be generous, to know when to be fierce and what to defend, these and a hundred other murmurations come through such study. 

A lot of people loathe the way I write, and I take no great offence in that. 

There are certain tangles I refuse to un-comb because I suspect a nymph may be sheltering in the discreet bough of an idea, or a leafy cluster of syntax. If I straighten everything out then she may have no home anymore. I couldn’t bear that. Certain ideas or turns of phrase are shards of moonlight, or the hot flank of a tiger. 

I’m not writing for academic acclaim or for royalties or to influence a million people, I’m writing a love letter to the holy maker of all things. I’m trying to speak lovingly and truthfully about the things I see quietly closing the door to this world and leaving. There are as many tears splashed on my pages as there is lines of ink. 

I’m not writing about the gods I’m writing to the gods. That’s a dangerous sentiment, but there we have it. I experience them as having an objective reality that is certainty 

intricately connected to ours, but in no way dependent on it. I don’t invoke the name Dionysus with an ironic wink.

As well as all the animal species and plants leaving, certain energies are still rough-housing about the place. It’s naive and ludicrous to think the gods don’t exist If we don’t think about them. Consider the implications, the smugness of that statement. 

The tone you detect in the books may be an oral one: there are almost no stories I commit to paper until they have been had a dust-up with the fireside, the rook overhead, the imagination of the folks travelling with me through the deep interior of the myth. So voice as eco system has already stretched out over the roughage of earth, been cheered and dismayed and informed by what it encountered before it lands on the parchment. 

MF: You are a collector, a carrier, and a teller of stories. Do you ever »invent« stories? Do you ever »change« stories? If so, where are your limits? In other words, what is your stance on tradition and innovation when it comes to storyelling?

MS: I don’t invent stories in the way I think you are suggesting, but I try and bring a bespoke quality to the bones of the folktale or myth I am telling. The way I cross the river of story – the stones I leap to – the A to B to C – are the same, but the push and pull of the current is always different. In medieval times you had the matter and the sense of a story. Matter is the narrative propulsion, but the sense is the idiosyncratic way the teller tells it that day and at that moment. 

A decent storyteller lives in a tension of tradition bearer and artist-as-destroyer. 

I’m not interested in a kind of mediumistic lurch to the past when I’m telling stories, I 

experience them as utterly alive – problematically alive – with their tale swishing through the challenges of our times here today. Even – or maybe especially – when they seem to make little rationalistic sense. Their real currency is chthonic. 

At the same time, they are not auditioning for our polemics. They are bigger than us. 

MF: You are also a teacher of storytelling. Have you ever come across the danger of turning the craft of storytelling into just another marketable method? If so, how do you prevent the gift of stories from becoming a product?

MS: Actually, I don’t really teach storytelling. I am an advocate of what James Hillman called »the poetic basis of mind«. I teach myth as a form of full-bodied thought. Really as an image-centered philosophy.

Stories and storytelling sell everything, all the time. Just watch an advert. It’s just not the kind of thing I’m attracted by. Story is as big a word as music is: musically there’s a big difference in the aspirations and skill sets of different genres. 

MF: You have called storytelling »a different kind of activism« rather than mere entertainment. How can storytelling help us here and now in bringing about just, life-fostering, and sustainable societies?

MS: The stories we tell ourselves are spells of a sort. Each spell has a mythopoetic 

inner-structure to the words that then influence our experience of the world we witness constantly materialising around us. Some spells liberate, some trap.

That’s not to fall into wishful affirmations night and day. The situation is more complex.

As phenomenologists would say, there’s a wisdom in seeing things as they are – but that doesn’t mean you can’t negotiate with their »are-ness«. 

We are then into a big conversation about the capacity of imagination to materialise that negotiation. 

I am uncomfortable with the epic sweep of a phrase like »just, life-fostering, and sustainable societies«. It’s a strong idea, but is has a push towards a kind of generalised harmony that I don’t think about much. Of course, many myths have nobility, generosity, personal sacrifice at their core, but I am wary of panacea.

MF: I didn’t mean it that way! Just as there is not a single one grand narrative but many narrations large and small, there is no blueprint or panacea for right livelihood. Instead, there is a multitude of individual manifestations of a common essence that sustains life-as-a-whole.

MS: Well, so what do stories do? They provoke images that we fall in love with, and in doing so both tenderise and temper the heart. That fascinate us, educate us, infuriate us, throw a cloak over the seeming mundanity of our years and, while sheltering under that woven world, we realise that the cloak is the blue tent of the sky and the earth we stand upon is teeming with flowering miracles.

A tempered heart behaves differently. It has a relationship to passion that doesn’t require ultimate annihilation of its obsession, but stands in perennial courtship, not trading in a

temporary seduction. Speaking as a man, it understands husbandry.

A mythic sensibility is a call to action – has to be, this is a love story! – but an action that comes not from hysteria but from reverie. The acuity of response, and then the fidelity to that response, is what could create the outer changes you are referring to. 

There is a great deal of grief coming to us, and it’s myths that help us curate that grief, make us usefully fall in love with it, not file it away as a statistic. 

MF: Thanks a lot for this profoundly inspiring conversation.

* * *
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