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Introduction to A Sand County Almanac for the Humanities

A Sand County Almanac, published in 1949, is a book of extreme importance and is as relevant today as it was when it was first published, if not more so.  This is due to the growing intensity of our ecological crisis and society’s dualistic views of man versus nature.  Aldo Leopold helps the reader to realize this crisis and rallies for man to rethink his conqueror versus conquest relationship with nature.  He also calls for society to redefine its paradigms of beauty and therefore redirects society’s concept of value.  What makes Leopold’s message so influential is the winding road Leopold takes to end at his final call for action.  He does not immediately confront the reader with coercive language nor does he point his finger to individualize blame.  Rather, Leopold creates his argument through a series of narrative pieces that include the reader in his relationship with nature.  Through his careful usage of metaphor and his eloquent prose Leopold conveys not only a message, but also creates a work of art.  Because of this, A Sand County Almanac not only speaks to environmentalists, but also to those who have an affinity for the humanities.     

Like all art, A Sand County Almanac should not be cast aside simply because one does not prefer it.  Leopold’s message is comparable to the style of an artist.  Though one may not agree with Leopold’s concerns about the environment as well as one’s participation in its destruction, to ignore it on such grounds would be the same as to ignore a painting because one does not like the way in which in was painted.  Impressionism in art was not appreciated until years later because of the drastic shift done in painting at that time.  Rather than creating realistic looking pieces, an artist would immerse him/herself in the subject he/she was working on to create a representation of the surrounding mood.  In the mid 1800’s, patrons of art would not even consider Impressionistic pieces because they did not prefer the paradigmatic shift in style exhibited by these pieces.  However, Impressionism was an important movement in art as it opened its audience’s minds to more abstract representations of reality, which then led to Modern art as well as to the artistic styles employed in art today.  In the same way that Impressionism was on the edge of a new understanding of art, A Sand County Almanac is on the precipice of many great changes in the way society views the environment and how individuals live their lives.

A Sand County Almanac also holds importance for other specific areas of interest.  In the literary world, Leopold’s collection of essays challenges the constructs of genre, as it has time and time again failed to lend itself to categorization.  This inability to be placed inside the confines of a genre greatly complicated A Sand County’s publication process.  In his article “The Making of A Sand County Almanac,” Dennis Ribbons explains that because Leopold’s first two prospective publishing companies, Alfred A. Knopf Publishing and Macmillan Company, were expecting a series of more objective scientific essays, they both rejected his manuscript in 1944.  They could not make sense of Leopold’s interposing philosophical ideals, when what they had anticipated were essays on natural observation and field experience.  The version of A Sand County Almanac that they had received, though at the time it was not labeled as such, did not fit within the categories of either nature writing or natural history.  Thus, neither company ended up publishing the book.  In 1947, near the end of Leopold’s life, Oxford Press caught wind of what Leopold was trying to accomplish and agreed to publish his A Sand County Almanac.  In doing so, they also made possible the reworking of the genre of nature writing.  Now, due in large part to A Sand County Almanac and Oxford Press, the modern genre of nature writing has been redefined to include both natural observation and ecological philosophy.

It also follows that A Sand County Almanac has elements that are characteristic of other genres of literature such as poetry and creative non-fiction.  Though the first section of the book entitled “A Sand County Almanac” is mainly comprised of the type of natural observation that both Knopf and Macmillan were looking for, these observations are rife with metaphor and poetic musings.  In fact, the very first essay in this section, “January Thaw,” could easily be considered a series of prose poems.  The section begins: 

Each year, after the midwinter blizzards, there comes a night of thaw when the tinkle of 
dripping water is heard in the land.  It brings strange stirrings, not only to creatures 
abed for the night, but to some that have been asleep for winter.  The hibernating skunk, 
curled up in his deep den, uncurls himself and ventures forth to prowl the wet world, 
dragging his belly in the snow.  His track marks one of the earliest datable events in the 
cycle of beginnings and ceasings which we call a year. (Leopold p.3)
This section continues until Leopold changes topics and begins another poetic section.  It is separated from the previous piece by three centered asterisks.  The entire essay is three pages long, and though Leopold switches topics, it is evident that these are all occurrences that take place during the winter thaw.  In essence, this essay is a five part poem that indoctrinates the reader into Leopold’s aesthetic as well as invites the reader to enjoy with Leopold the beauty of nature.  Evidence of literary aspects in A Sand County Almanac is present through out the whole book, though prose similar to “January Thaw” is more prevalent in the first two sections.  


The second part of the book, entitled “The Quality of the Landscape”, also contains poetic pieces such as “If I Were the Wind,” in which Leopold details the migratory behavior of animals in autumn and also looks with melancholy and longing at the relationship between the geese and the wind.  However, this section differs from the others in that it is mainly comprised of personal narratives.  “The Quality of the Landscape” takes the reader from Wisconsin and Iowa to Mexico and Canada.  It is a transcontinental journey with Leopold himself as he recounts adventures of his youth and his ever-growing appreciation of nature.  It is through these first two sections that the reader begins to realize an emotional connection with the land.


During the construction of A Sand County Almanac, Leopold often worried about balancing the literary aspects of his essays with an estimable amount of substantial natural 
observations.  Dennis Ribbons, in his study of Leopold’s work, includes a letter from Leopold to his friend Hans Albert Hochbaum, who also acted as the illustrator of the book.  In the letter, Leopold relays his hesitancy to compromise the book’s lyrical quality, yet his concern about its substance.  Leopold writes:  “It seems to me…that any artistic effort, whether a picture or an essay, most often contains less than is needed for an ethical judgment.  That is approximately what I meant when I said that I intended to revise the essays insofar as could be done without spoiling the literary effect.”  

That Leopold himself considers his almanac to be a work of art provides further evidence that the text should be taken apart and analyzed in the way that a painting or a poem should be analyzed.  The reader should seek to understand Leopold’s purpose, to view the world through his eyes.  Leopold makes this possible through what, in his letter, he calls literary effect, which is lessened in the third and fourth sections of the book.  At the time Leopold wrote this letter to Hochbaum, in 1943, he was working on finishing most of the essays that appear in the second section of the book.  Perhaps his concerns about the book’s substance can explain the more straightforward prose evident in parts three and four of A Sand County Almanac.

However, that is not to say that Leopold wrote all the essays in parts three and four at a later date.  One of the essays in part three, entitled “Wildlife in American Culture,” and another essay in part four, “Conservation Esthetic,” were written during the time period from 1938 to 1943.  According to Dennis Ribbons, these two essays differed only slightly from the original drafts.  Leopold had decided at a later date to add these essays to the book, after casting aside the advice of Knopf and Macmillan to leave his subversive ecological philosophies out of the collection.  Once he had decided to do this, the essays in parts three and four of A Sand County Almanac were brought to respective publishing companies for their consideration, whether the companies liked it or not.

As it was previously stated, in part three of the book, “A Taste for Country,” Leopold stops waxing romantic about nature and begins to write on the destruction of wilderness.  If sections one and two of the book provide rich metaphor and narratives through which the reader builds an emotional connection with the land, than part three is where Leopold takes hold of the reader’s intellect, imploring the reader to rethink his/her concepts of country, land, leisure time, natural history, and wildlife by contrasting the common views on these topics with his own intricate philosophies.  However intellectual this section may be, it is not implied that Leopold abandons his verbal flourish completely.  Each essay has elements of poetic musings and relays its message mostly through figurative irony.  However, it is obvious in part three as well as in part four, that Leopold does not wish to soften his message through fluffy prose.  The essays throughout the remaining two sections of the book are written with a bit of sardonic bite.

In the fourth section of the book, “The Upshot,” Leopold picks up where he left off posing his naturalistic philosophies in part three and takes his message one step further.  Leopold begins to “tell it like it is.”  He states what needs to be done for the good of the land and what will result if what needs to be done does not occur.  “The Upshot” is A Sand County Almanac’s most subversive and perhaps alienating section of the book.  However, if sections one through three have accurately served their purpose in taking the reader through an emotional and eye-opening journey, than part four can easily be considered the most compelling section of the entire book, boasting some of Leopold’s best essays: “The Land Ethic,” “Wilderness,” and “Conservation Aesthetic.”  Upon reaching the end of the book, it is evident that sections one through three have created a synthesis of emotion, intellect, and passion – the result is section four of the book, which would not have been possible without the first three sections.

A Sand County Almanac is a book that holds great importance for every type of person, from the owner of a non-environmentally friendly production company to someone who lives a completely green lifestyle.  This book details the destructive relationship between men and nature and includes everyone in its call to action.  As much as A Sand County Almanac rallies for individuals to come together, simultaneously relating to one another and working together as the ecological crisis intensifies, it also can appeal to those who do not at first agree with Leopold’s message.  A Sand County Almanac is work of art and should be studied as such.  Art implicates life and thereby reinforces life.  Aldo Leopold’s classic seeks to turn life as we know it on its head, which is what all art seeks to do.  It seems that by through its moral and aesthetic qualities, A Sand County Almanac has a bit of something for everyone.           
