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Nature and Spirit 
 

Autumn Term 2012 

 

 
Ansel Adams, Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico 

 
Professor David J. Bryant 

 

Office SE 217 (in the Letters Collegium) | email bryantdj@eckerd.edu | phone 864-8278 

Office hours posted on the Moodle site and office door 

 

 

Course Description 
Does nature have the power to orient and give meaning to human existence? If so, how? Does it 

somehow correspond to the human spirit, i.e., human conscious, responsible, and personal 

experience and action? How do our various experiences of nature – at times beautiful, 

mysterious, dreadful, awesome, terrifying, or even humdrum – inform our understanding of the 

natural world and ourselves? Such questions will be at the heart of our work together, which will 

examine a variety of perspectives on non-human nature and its relation to humans. Reading and 

considering what others have thought about these matters, as well as engaging in activities 

intended to encourage students to relate these thoughts to their own experiences and 

perspectives, will hopefully stimulate the class to think more deeply about human connections to 

nature. 
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Course Objectives 

By the end of this course, you should be able to 

 critically discuss whether  non-human nature has resonance with human personal 

existence 

 describe and critically analyze the views of several leading thinkers, representing several 

humanistic and scientific disciplines, regarding the value and significance of the natural 

world 

 discuss your own views, in critical conversation with the views of others 

You will also have expressed yourself orally and in several different forms of writing, thereby 

enhancing your skills in oral and written communication. Moreover, you will come away with a 

brief experience in a college-level course. 

 

Course Requirements 
 Attendance and participation (includes reading the assignments prior to coming to class) 

– 25%  

 Online (Moodle) assignments – 25% 

 Two essays – 10% and 15% 

 Exam – 20% 

 Portfolio – 5% 

 

Textbook 
 The Norton Book of Nature Writing, College edition, ed. by Robert Finch and John Elder. 

New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2002. 

 Other readings will be made available through the course site on Moodle.  

 

Hurricane Contingency Plan 
In the event that it becomes necessary to evacuate the campus due to the threat of a hurricane, 

you should take your text, notebook, laptop (if you have one), and syllabus with you. If the 

evacuation is brief (2-3 days at most), we will catch up as soon as classes resume on campus. If it 

is necessary to stay off campus for a longer period, we will continue to make progress in the 

course through the Moodle site and email.  

 

Disability Services 
Please contact Disability Support Services—x 8248 or dss@eckerd.edu—as soon as possible if 

you have a disability or believe that you might qualify for special accommodations under the 

Americans with Disabilities Act. 

 

Honor Code 
All submitted assignments must be your own work, and must cite the source of all information, 

words, thoughts, ideas, or images that are not your own or commonly shared. Eckerd has this 

honor code: “On my honor, as an Eckerd College student, I pledge not to lie, cheat, steal, nor to 

tolerate these behaviors in others.” 

 

In accordance with school policy, students must write “pledged” and sign everything that they 

turn in (affirming that they have followed the honor code). 
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NOTE WELL:  Cheating (including plagiarism) will be referred to the Academic Honor 

Council! If you have any questions or problems related to assignments, please feel free to talk to 

me. I will be happy to provide whatever assistance I legitimately can. 

 

Policy on Electronic Devices in the Classroom 
Students may not use electronic devices in the classroom, except when I announce exceptions. 

The first time I discover that a student is using an electronic device during class, I will issue a 

warning. If it happens again, I will ask the student to leave the class for the rest of the period and 

s/he will be marked absent for the day. 

 

Student Responsibility to the Class 
The success of this class depends on all of us. We will be spending significant time looking at 

and discussing assigned reading material. For this to be a meaningful learning experience, 

students must read the assignments prior to coming to class, give the reading some thought, 

complete online assignments, and be ready to enter into discussions and other class activities. 

During class, it will be important to follow what people are saying and be ready to make 

appropriate contributions. Also, it is important to bring the text to class. 

 

 

Course Schedule 
 

August 11 – Getting started 

 

August 13 – The difficulty of seeing; Romanticism 

First Essay Due 

Read  

 Sallie McFague, The Body of God, pp. 49-52 

 William Wordsworth: “Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey”; 

“The World Is Too Much with Us”; “Lines Written in Early Spring”; “The 

Rainbow”; “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud”; and “It Is a Beauteous Evening” 

 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “Frost at Midnight” 

 John Keats, “Ode to a Nightingale” 

 

August 14 – Native visions and voices 

Read  

 George Catlin, NBNW, pp. 129-140 

 Luther Standing Bear, NBNW, pp. 326-331 

 N. Scott Momaday, NBNW, pp. 737-742 

 William Least Heat-Moon, NBNW, pp. 773-781 

 Bruce Chatwin, NBNW, pp. 781-787 

 David Abram, NBNW, pp. 1101-1114 

 Leslie Marmon Silko, NBNW, pp. 1003-1114 
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August 15 – Transcendentalism 

Read 

 Ralph Waldo Emerson, NBNW, pp. 140-151 

 Henry David Thoreau, NBNW, pp. 168-220 

 

August 16 – Three nineteenth-century poets 

Read 

 Walt Whitman, NBNW, pp. 223-229  

 Whitman, “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer,” “A Clear Midnight,” “A 

Noiseless Patient Spider,” “On the Beach at Night,” “Miracles,” “Bivouac on a 

Mountain Side,” “Had I the Choice,” and “Reconciliation” 

 Gerard Manley Hopkins, NBNW, pp. 281-286  

 Hopkins, “Inversnaid,” “Pied Beauty,” “Spring,” “The Starlight Night,” “God’s 

Grandeur,” “Binsley Poplars,” and “May Magnificat” 

 Emily Dickinson, “Why,” “The Bee Is not Afraid,” “Psalm of the Day,” and “A 

Service of Song” 

 

August 17 – John Muir and Wendell Berry 

Read 

 John Muir. NBNW, pp. 250-268 

 Wendell Berry, NBNW, pp. 718-736 

 

August 20 – Zen with a Native American twist 

Read 

 Gary Snyder, NBNW, pp. 662-683 

 Gary Snyder, “Riprap,” “Axe Handles,” and “For All” 

 

August 21 – Love in nature 

Read 

 E.L. Grant Watson, NBNW, pp. 362-366 

 Joseph Wood Krutch, NBNW, pp. 397-410 

 Alice Walker, NBNW, pp. 863-867 

 Richard K. Nelson, NBNW, pp. 797-810 

 

August 22 – Field trip: Boyd Hill Nature Trail  

Second Essay Due 
 

August 23 – Three twentieth-century scientists 

Read 

 Aldo Leopold, NBNW, pp. 376-397 

 Loren Eiseley, NBNW, pp. 485-493 

 Lewis Thomas, NBNW, pp. 533-538 
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August 24 – Nature and mystery 

Read 

 Annie Dillard, NBNW, pp. 867-891 

 Flannery O’Connor, “A View of the Woods” and “Revelation” 

 

August 27 – Nature and culture 

Read 

 Emily Hiestand, NBNW, pp. 960-966 

 Thomas Merton, NBNW, pp. 545-553 

 Vicki Hearne, NBNW, pp. 1034-1038 

 Jim Harrison, NBNW, pp. 759-766 

 David Rains Wallace, NBNW, pp. 930-936 

 Terry Tempest Williams, NBNW, pp. 1091-1098 

 

August 28 – Affinity with other beings 

Read 

 Ernest Thompson Seton, NBNW, pp. 305-312 

 Henry Beston, NBNW, pp. 366-375 

 Edward Abbey, NBNW, pp. 614-627 

 David James Duncan, NBNW, pp. 1022-1027 

 Ray Gonzalez, NBNW, pp. 1027-1033 

 

August 29 – Film and review 

 

August 30 – Exam 

 


