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7.1.20 Red Grade Road overlooking Black Tooth Peak and Cloud Peak in the Big Horn 
Mountain range.  
 
I. Introduction 

“Life’s a freewheeling vendor: / occiput, penis, knee. / And geography blended / with 

time equals destiny.” These lines from Joseph Brodsky’s “Strophes” appear as an epigraph to 

forward the narrative and encompass everything that Ehrlich writes about in The Solace of Open 

Spaces (1985). The celebrated collection of nature essays drew praise from a myriad of readers 

from Annie Dillard to Glamour magazine, and served as Ehrlich’s introduction into the field of 

environmental literature. The Solace of Open Spaces consists of a selection 12 nature essays by 

Ehrlich—each preceded by a short explanatory preface—and documents the nine years Ehrlich 

spent living and working in northern Wyoming following the death of her partner. From delicate 
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descriptions of animal births to insightful musings on the connotations of water to the raw 

confessions of how the body feels after sheepherding alone season after season, The Solace of 

Open Spaces is as complete a picture of Wyoming as has ever been painted. Ehrlich weaves the 

passing of time with descriptions of Wyoming in different seasons, all melded together with her 

own emotional undertones, to create a narrative that reveres nature’s open spaces as places that 

can heal the body and the mind.  

Gretel Ehrlich (b. 1946) was raised in rural California but educated at Bennington 

College, the UCLA film school, and the New School for Social Research. Since publishing 

Solace, Ehrlich has written essays on Greenland and Japan, and published a memoir as well as 

several volumes of poetry. On the surface, Ehrlich’s many identities—daughter, lover, 

sheepherder, film maker, writer, friend—are generated by the events she undergoes in her life, 

including losing her partner to cancer, being struck by lightning multiple times, and living as a 

ranch hand in an unforgiving landscape. However, these events have bridged an internal divide 

that Ehrlich tries to stitch together in The Solace of Open Spaces, best described in her essay 

“From a Sheepherder’s Notebook: Three Days”: 

Thunderstorm. Sheep feed far up a ridge I don’t want them to go over, so the dog, horse, 

and I hotfoot it to the top and ambush them, yelling and hooting them back down. 

Cleverly, the horse uses me as a windbreak when the front moves in. Lightning fades and 

blooms. As we descend quickly, my rein-holding arm looks to me like a blank stick. I 

feel numb. Numb in all this vividness. I don’t seem to occupy my life fully (57). 

The intimate vulnerability and complexity present in The Solace of Open Spaces is highlighted 

by Ehrlich in an interview with Jan Richards in the Bellingham Review, in which she divulges 

that the “privacy of the mind is something that can be understood by anyone or communicated to 
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anybody, but nobody can understand the contents of consciousness” (139). While she writes 

frankly about her experiences in all their contradictions, rarely leaving out a gruesome or 

poignant detail, there is an element of Ehrlich’s prose that is still guarded: she does not strip her 

memories of their sacred qualities, yet there is a space present in Ehrlich’s prose that reminds the 

reader of her humanity and preserves details for Ehrlich alone to know. 

In 1976, Ehrlich “went to Wyoming to make a film” (ix), she relates in the preface of The 

Solace of Open Spaces. With an almost dramatically ironic twist, she reveals that she never left 

Wyoming after the film and instead “made a geographical and cultural move fairly baggageless” 

(ix). In reality, Ehrlich travelled to Wyoming in 1976 to film a documentary about sheepherders 

for PBS, which she worked for as a screenwriter and documentary filmmaker for nearly 10 years. 

Ehrlich recounts driving into Wyoming that year, the “white peaks, black sky, and the zigzag 

promenade of rabbits” (34) welcoming her into Lovell, a town with a population of roughly 

2,000. Retrospectively, Ehrlich notes that that year, “things seemed better than they were, then 

took a declivitous slide before they improved” (34). Her partner in the project, David—who was 

a minister’s son from Swansea, Wales ajd “also the man [Ehrlich] loved—had just been told he 

was dying” (34). It appears that the documentary, which I have been unable to locate, was 

finished in September 1976, but Ehrlich remained in Wyoming—a place that held no memories 

for her yet was still haunted by David. The Solace of Open Spaces chronicles the time that passes 

in the following years after David’s death in which Ehrlich works as a sheepherder, ranch hand, 

and general friend to those in need.  
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6.8.20 Mountain towns in Wyoming, such as Buffalo shown here, often only have one major 
road running through them. 
 

As Ehrlich’s narrative progresses, her success in weaving a delicate balance between 

external environments and internal conflicts becomes an insightful staple of her writing style. 

The emergence of popular environmental literature came about in the mid-1800s with Emerson 

and Thoreau, but the canon has since sought to comprehend and convey the damages of 

significant environmental disasters instead of merely appreciate natural landscapes. However, 

Ehrlich’s work progresses the canon even further by conveying her trauma through her nature 

essays while also advocating for the preservation of the land. Thus, as Buell et al. explain in 

“Literature and Environment,” “partly because of this interest in blending scientific findings with 

aesthetic textures, environmentalism has found particularly rich expression in the genres of 

nonfiction prose and, in film, the nature documentary” (423). Very often, the most impressive 
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passages in Ehrlich’s essays occur when she seamlessly synthesizes scientific information with 

imagery or insightful metaphors and depictions of the earth and landscape. Mark Allister 

explains this sentiment best in Refiguring the Map of Sorrow (2001), when he states that personal 

narratives “can serve readers as revitalizing stories of how absorption into other worlds, and the 

subsequent writing about it, helps the writer move through mourning, renewed and ready for a 

different life” (13). This “absorption into other worlds” is embedded deep in the heart of 

Ehrlich’s narrative as she writes her grief through the landscape of Wyoming, thus attaching a 

physical landscape or specific location to the intangible emotions she felt at the time. While 

Allister argues that Ehrlich’s relation to David’s passing suggests that she is “doing grief work 

by constructing a life-story that will give meaning to her past as it is lived from the present into 

the future” (146), I argue that Ehrlich is not justifying David’s death in order to move on but 

cementing the concept of death as one embedded into both the outside world and inner personal 

narrative.  

While The Solace of Open Spaces was “conceived as a straight-through narrative, it was 

instead written in fits and starts and later arranged chronologically” (Ehrlich ix) to paint an 

intimate picture of Wyoming and its residents. The seasonal recurrences throughout the narrative 

highlight the cyclical nature of human emotions and reveal Ehrlich’s own interpretation and 

interaction with the landscape. With this new interpretation of Ehrlich’s narrative structure, I put 

more emphasis on her emotional journey rather than on physical place. Solace transforms into a 

new type of environmental literature that focuses on the development of the inner self as much as 

a complete picture of Wyoming. Thus, the collection of essays is transformed into a narrative of 

reconciliation through which Ehrlich reckons with the grief of losing a partner to cancer by 

finding consolation within her new environment and writing about that experience. Though not 
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the collection is not organized exclusively to start the thread of essays in winter and follow 

straight through to fall, the text internalizes the seasons by describing Ehrlich as scarred and 

blank in winter, in bloom in spring, dust-covered in summer, and overgrown and rotting in 

autumn. By refocusing the reading of The Solace of Open Spaces on the inclusion of seasons, I 

argue that the reader can find an emotional chronology that undercuts the narrative of the 

travelogue and reveals how specific mentions of the landscape within the text parallel the 

emotions ebbing and flowing inside of Ehrlich.  

11.8.20 The paved portion of Red Grade Road (County Road 26). Red Grade Road is placed 
under a seasonal closure every winter (December 15 through April 1) and is considered one of 
the most dangerous roads in America. 
 
II. Winter 

The season of winter is mentioned throughout The Solace of Open Spaces in the essays: 

“The Solace of Open Spaces,” “Obituary,” “Other Lives,” “The Smooth Skull of Winter,” and 
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“Just Married.” The first three essays follow one another in order and give context for Ehrlich’s 

move to Wyoming as well as her interactions with others following David’s death. In the 

preface, Ehrlich specifies that the weather in Wyoming does often “land” instead of roll in 

slowly, announcing its arrival; thus, snow can often start in October and end in May without a 

single warning sign. Ehrlich draws upon this abruptness to signal to the reader that she may dive 

directly into a sensitive topic with little notice: they should expect the unexpected. A prime 

example of this, the essay titled “Obituary,” has nothing to do with the death of David, but with 

the sale of a large sheep ranch in Wyoming. The following chapter, “Other Lives,” details 

David’s passing in heartbreakingly intimate passages that show how Ehrlich’s view of Wyoming 

changes as she copes with losing her beloved. “The Smooth Skull of Winter” and “Just Married” 

are found later in Solace and signal a tonal change as Ehrlich embraces winter and even finds 

new love in the season that previously robbed her. When these essays are read together with a 

focus on the season of winter, they reveal how Ehrlich’s emotional and physical response toward 

winter develops as her narrative progresses, thus creating a reconciliatory arc that begins in the 

coldest season and follows through until the healing process has concluded in autumn.  

When considering Ehrlich’s narrative in relation to her construction of Wyoming, at the 

end of Solace, the reader is not left with particularly specific images of Wyoming but rather 

understands the significance of the landscape as a place for Ehrlich to heal. While Allister argues 

that “Ehrlich’s chapters function as pieces of a puzzle that, once put together, display a newly 

written dramatic story, one that heals and shows healing” (155), the lack of scholarship 

surrounding Ehrlich suggests that many critics do not interact with her texts analytically, let 

alone studying the strategic construction of her narrative in relation to Wyoming’s landmarks. 

Before locating the state of Wyoming for her readers through town and city names—such as 



Kanaskie 10 
 

Jackson Hole, Laramie, Kaycee, Buffalo, and Meeteetse in the chapter “The Solace of Open 

Spaces”—the initial description of Wyoming on the first page forbodes of the narrative’s 

traumatic details, noting how “winter lasts six months here” (1), and during that time, “the 

landscape hardens into a dungeon of space” (2). While there are certain places in Wyoming that 

Ehrlich feels drawn to, such as her arrival in Lovell, the moments in which Ehrlich is lost in the 

scenery and the vastness of the desolate landscapes are when her healing occurs. The 

indistinctness of the seasons allow Ehrlich to find a universality that encompasses her emotions 

while connecting intimately with the landscape: it is in this connection that Ehrlich’s grief 

narrative follows an arc in which she pinpoints moments in her trauma progression and link them 

to a particular transitory moment in a season. 

Following the essay on the sale of a large sheep ranch in the chapter “Obituary,” Ehrlich 

starts to ground her readers in the season of winter and mimics the season’s harsh qualities in her 

raw and unsentimental prose. As her partner David draws closer to death, Ehrlich’s job as a 

filmmaker in Wyoming seems both monotonous and ridiculous: 

The film became an absurd chore. During the next month of phone calls David’s voice 

grew thinner. The elegant, ironic torque decelerated, then dropped away. At the same 

time the Wyoming sky changed. Its ebullient blue depths contracted and the white 

bedsheets of autumn clouds pulled it flat. After fits and starts the filming came to an end 

(37).  

Ehrlich’s physical depictions of death and the emphasis on a lack of color in her surrounding 

landscape are indicative of the depression that is growing inside of her. David was meant to 

travel to Wyoming with Ehrlich to work on the film together; however, his cancer diagnosis 

nixed that idea. The outer descriptions of the Wyoming sky are an effective way to convey the 
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emptiness inside her to her reader, sans any “obtuse padding” (x) that might make her appear too 

emotional or be thought of as an unreliable narrator. However, bleak this might sounds, D. Rae 

Greiner offers an interestingly positive interpretation of Ehrlich’s often depressive language 

preceding David’s death. In “Negative Response: Silence in Gretel Ehrlich’s The Solace of Open 

Spaces,” Greiner notes that Ehrlich’s “internalization of the natural landscape is reflected in her 

blatant refusal to provide readers with those sentimentalized, revealingly emotional reactions we 

might expect from a woman author writing out her grief” (225). While Ehrlich’s narrative is not 

“revealingly emotional,” there is a note of sentimentality and genuine emotion in Ehrlich’s 

descriptions of the changing landscape, which are vulnerable, yet unconventional.  

After the filming ends, Ehrlich books a flight to see David the very next day as his 

condition drastically declines. In this moment (which molds the prolific narrative), Ehrlich finds 

that only a sentence is necessary to relate David’s death: “In the morning I packed and was in the 

bathtub when David’s mother called: David was dead” (38). Calling to mind the emotion and 

internal effects of seasonal affective disorder, Ehrlich’s negative transition from the blue skies of 

autumn into the gray clouds of winter emphasizes the cold, desolate loneliness she felt after 

losing David in a way that her audience can physically feel. Especially after the reader learns that 

Ehrlich went to a friend’s funeral in Wyoming instead of attending David’s, the fact that she 

feels so deeply marked by her winter environment that “under each cheekbone [she] thought 

[she] could feel claw marks and scar tissue” (43) emphasizes that winter is not a season but a 

state of being for Ehrlich, one that she cannot escape because she endures the cold inside and 

outside of her body.  

After the relation of David’s death, the essay “Other Lives” stays true to its title and 

mentions the other people Ehrlich interacts with in Wyoming, as well as the specific parts of her 
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life that she shares with them. Triggered by her own decision to “winter alone in a one-room log 

cabin on the North Fork of the Shoshone River” (41-42), Ehrlich admits that she was “betting 

against masochism in thinking that solitude might work as an antidote to solitude” (42). Instead 

of abandoning civilization and embracing the “white wasteland” (12) of winter like she planned, 

Ehrlich finds that isolation brings her closer to her new neighbors, noting the “chemical razzle-

dazzle” (48) she felt with a young rancher. As Bonney MacDonald expands upon in “Desire of 

the Middle Ground: Opposition, Dialectics, and Dialogic Context in Gretel Ehrlich’s The Solace 

of Open Spaces,” “Ehrlich’s seasonally defined opposition between seclusion and community 

suggests that isolation prompts a desire for social relations” (132). Here, MacDonald emphasizes 

the complexities and parallels between the winter and Ehrlich’s loneliness: she feels trapped 

inside her house by the snow and unable to mentally move past David’s death, but she yearns to 

be near others physically and emotionally. The weather in this instance places the reader in the 

landscape of Wyoming, where snow can start to fall in October and not let up until May, yet it 

also provides a physical place marker of emotion for the reader to tangibly interpret.  

The ending of “Other Lives” is perhaps the most vulnerable moment of Ehrlich’s 

narrative: when she opens herself up to another person and feels the thawing of spring. Ehrlich 

reveals that when the young rancher was near her, she would “start trembling—a signal he was 

in the vicinity” (48). The sheer strength of this connection terrifies and excites her, especially 

since it is her first intimate encounter following David’s death. Embedded within the changing of 

seasons is the inevitability of loss, perhaps even—as Susan Brison explains in Aftermath: 

Violence and the Remaking of a Self (2002)—the “loss of a trauma survivor’s former self” and 

the insecurity that comes with that realization (63). If Ehrlich chooses to have sex with this man 

with whom she feels a connection, she consciously chooses to move past David’s death and 
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continue her life. She notes that the young rancher’s “full weight on me was ursine, brooding, 

tender. Sexual passion became the thread between having been born and dying” (48). This sexual 

passion is the first step in Ehrlich’s reconstruction of her new self as she stops denying herself 

carnal pleasures. By revealing that she is able to once again be intimate with others in a healthy 

way, the narrative signals to the reader a lull in the snowstorms by the concession that “one never 

gets over a death, but the pain was mixed now with tonic undulations” (48). While it may seem 

that spring is on the horizon, Ehrlich’s winter, much like the actual season in Wyoming, is not 

quite over; this step forward indicates the beginning of her progression to accepting and 

becoming used to death, just as she becomes numb to the harshness of winter and learns to find 

the beauty in it. 

 
11.8.20 A side road near Sheridan, Wyoming 

9.27.20 Black Tooth Peak and Cloud Peak at sunset. 
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III. Spring & Summer 

Following the painful thawing of winter, Ehrlich truly begins to open herself to the reader 

in her expressions of spring and summer. In the space between “Other Lives” and “The Smooth 

Skull of Winter,” Ehrlich provides a character sketch of the modern cowboy, journals about her 

time spent as a sheepherder, and muses on how what Wyomingites “may miss in human 

interaction here we make up for by rubbing elbows with wild animals” (68). After Ehrlich opens 

herself up to human connection, she spends more time in her narrative describing others and 

gaining insight from the landscape around her. Ehrlich recognizes how she has been “snow 

blind” to her own emotions, deduced by readers from the new description of the way her 

“thoughts, bright as frostfall, skate” clearly through her mind in contrast to the numbness she felt 

before (74). As Allister points out, Ehrlich’s “words echo what [she] has understood is central to 

herself: if she can live her life in tune to the landscape and weather . . . she can make her 

emotional life respond to nature’s dictum” and thus end her period of mourning in tandem with 

the changing of the seasons (163). This tonal change surrounding winter emphasizes Ehrlich’s 

move toward the acceptance stage of grief, especially since this revelation comes after Ehrlich 

notes that “our connections with neighbors . . . become too urgent to ignore” in such an 

unforgiving season (72). While Ehrlich’s tone might still seem bitter regarding the freezing 

temperatures, the added element of self-reflection and honest retrospection is very important to 

the progression Ehrlich’s grief narrative. Found in Ehrlich’s prose style is a true love for 

contradictions, such as “to be tough is to be fragile; to be tender is to be truly fierce” (44) and 

“True solace in finding none, which is to say, it is everywhere” (41). These reflections, along 

with Ehrlich’s engagement with nature, echo Allister’s sentiment about harnessing the landscape 

for emotional expression: Ehrlich recognizes the importance of being honest with oneself and 
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truly owning the complexity of the emotions one experiences. Just as nature can never be 

pinpointed to only one aspect or facet, Ehrlich learns through the ebbing and flowing of the 

seasons to accept that she may never get over David’s death, but she can still choose to live to 

the fullest. 

Once Ehrlich addresses her emotions and inner turmoil head on, she can finally close the 

season of winter on a positive note in “Just Married.” In terms of a storytelling arc, this event is 

exactly what the reader wants from Ehrlich: proof that she has moved past and reconciled 

David’s death, so she will not dwell on it for the entire book. If the event feels out of place, it is 

surely intentional; just as Ehrlich has never mentioned her new partner before this essay, she 

admits that they “had a spur-of-the-moment winter wedding” (87), attended only by her parents 

and a few others. After the wedding, Ehrlich recounts skating on the pond and drinking 

champagne in celebration, toasting “the end of loneliness” and her newfound sense of peace, an 

idea she once took to “be a premonition of death” (87). An interesting perspective from Lynn 

Ross-Bryant in “The Land in American Religious Experience” suggests that Ehrlich’s 

“movement toward balance and inclusivity” reveals “a part of the American experience which 

is…ignored because it does not fit the story of individualism, uniqueness, and domination of the 

land that has defined America” (352). While Ehrlich previously yearned for isolation and 

numbness to escape her trauma, Bryant’s argument notes that Ehrlich now finds reconciliation in 

the company of others and even celebrates perhaps the happiest moment of her life—her union to 

the man she loves—in the season that she once compared to a “dungeon of space” (2). “Just 

Married” contains the last mention of winter in The Solace of Open Spaces, and thus transitions 

the reader out of the cold and into the bloom of spring and summer that serve as transitions 

between winter and autumn before the penultimate essay: “A Storm, the Cornfield, and Elk.”  
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As the narrative moves Ehrlich past the loneliness she felt in winter and into a rebirth in 

spring and summer, there is a direct shift in the language which describes landscapes in tandem 

with her emotions. While Ehrlich notes optimistically that she sees “the world is transformed. 

The landscape is engorged with detail…Days unfold, bathed in their own music” (7), though she 

still perceives conflict in the most pleasant of days, seeing in an “empty sky, an absolute blue. 

Empty heart” (59). There is a passivity between Ehrlich and her landscape now, indicative of 

how she begins to be “able to maintain the tension between darkness and promise rather than 

trying to subdue the land” (Bryant 348), something she seemed to do before in order to find a 

home in Wyoming. This switch to appreciating the beauty of the landscape and the unfolding of 

days reveals a calmness within Ehrlich, almost as if the ease of spring and summer allow her 

more time to reflect internally rather than fight external forces like snow and the bitter cold. By 

admitting that she has yet “another layer of skin to peel, to meet myself in the mirror” (59), 

Ehrlich shows awareness of the journey she still must undergo to find true solace within her life. 

Thus, by peeling away her winter layers, she begins to unravel her emotional trauma in tandem 

with the settling seasons that bring new life and steady growth. 

Following the arc of Ehrlich’s grief narrative, the mentioning of specific town or city 

names drastically decreases as the descriptions of landscape and nature scenes increase: Solace 

begins by naming over 12 different proper place names in the first three essays and then only one 

or two in the remaining nine essays. By moving away from geographical descriptions to 

emotional descriptions, Ehrlich’s prose sacrifices specificity in location for her newly emphatic 

descriptions of her environment, in which spring’s northern lights of “rouge and blue eyeshadow 

streaked the spires of white light which exploded, then pulsated, shaking the colors down” (47), 

and a summer meteor shower becomes a “hot dance over our heads in sprays of little suns that 
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looked like white orchids” (104). As Lynn Ross-Bryant points out, the more Ehrlich can find 

vibrancy and emotion within her surroundings, the more she gives the landscape a sort of human 

agency and “allows it to present itself as part of the world of which she is herself a part” (348). 

Most noticeable in Ehrlich’s ebullient and colorful descriptions of spring and summer is how she 

relates the scene to readers in explicitly human terms, effortlessly and effectively connecting 

aspects of human life—such as makeup—to extraordinary occurrences in nature. The vibrancy of 

Ehrlich’s language and the intense action of her verbs breathe life into the text in an almost 

electric way, serving as a sort of shock that wakes Ehrlich from her previously dull and gray 

period, while also noting how she is moving past simply being comfortable in her environment to 

begin reclaiming agency both in her environment and in her narrative.    

What was perhaps omitted in the construction of the text is the sense of commanding 

agency or control that Ehrlich has over the land. In Ehrlich’s realization of the role that she plays 

within her environment, Susan Kollin argues in “The American West and the Literature of 

Environmental Consciousness” that Ehrlich’s choice to either associate or distance herself from 

the land is very intentional. Moreover, inherent in “environmental agency is an understanding 

that humans are not discrete entities but comingle and intersect with the natural world” (Kollin 

62), which Ehrlich seems to understand and convey as a healing mechanism for comprehending 

death. While Ehrlich could lament or attempt to fight with the landscape and weather, which she 

as a mere human has no real control over, she chooses to work with the contradictions in the 

landscape to fully acknowledge her own life’s complexities, as “there is nothing in nature that 

can’t be taken as a sign of both mortality and invigoration. Cascading water equates loss 

followed by loss, a momentum of things falling in the direction of death, then life” (Ehrlich 83). 

Ehrlich’s internalization of the landscape and its transitions clearly represents a crucial moment 
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in her grief narrative: in realizing that life is a series of undulations that alternate between life 

and death and connecting that narrative flow to cascading water, Ehrlich begins to utilize her 

surrounding landscape to understand and console her grief instead of just seeing it as a reflection 

of her emotions. By finally seeing herself as one with the landscape at the end of summer, 

Ehrlich sees that she “can drown in it or else stay buoyant, quench [her] thirst, stay alive” (83).  
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7.1.20 Colorful paint pots can be found in northwestern Wyoming in Yellowstone National Park. 

6.11.20 A scenic overlook of the Wyoming badlands near Lovell, WY and Heart Mountain. 
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6.11.20 Alpine Lupine grows in high altitudes in the summer months, found here on route 14 
toward Burgess Junction. 

 
6.10.19 Bighorn sheep and mountain goats graze among the rocks in the Badlands. 
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IV. Autumn 

Staying true to the nature of the season, Ehrlich relates her experiences in autumn to 

completing her grief cycle: she starts as a passive character in Wyoming, embraces natural life 

cycles to coexist with the land, and now uses the final essay to become an active participant in 

her environment by reclaiming agency and seeking out human aspects in the land that allow her 

to heal. To link back to Greiner’s aforementioned argument, Ehrlich’s final essay, “A Storm, the 

Cornfield, and Elk,” supports Greiner’s conclusion that the embracing of space is intrinsic to the 

understanding of Solace, as Ehrlich perceives the vastness and desolateness of the West as an 

opportunity for healing and intimacy. In the text, the end of Solace is rich in cultural context as 

well as physical description, emphasizing that the “conclusions [Ehrlich] draws are most often 

those the landscape has impressed upon her, and in this way, she functions reciprocally with the 

natural world, both engaging and being engaged in the same moment” (Greiner 239). At this 

point in the narrative, Ehrlich has lost a loved one, spent years roaming the land working as a 

ranch hand, been struck by lightning, and married again—all within 10 years. It is no surprise 

that she feels the strongest connection with the landscape around her, most likely because it has 

been her only constant companion throughout her mourning process. Ehrlich clearly learns from 

her surroundings, revealing that “Autumn teaches us that fruition is also death; that ripeness is a 

form of decay. The willows, having stood for so long near water, begin to rust” (130). In an 

astute observation, Ehrlich confesses that she knows her life cannot be perfect or fruitful all the 

time, as even trees in good environments will die the same death as those without water.  

 In order for Ehrlich to truly engage with her landscape and complete her healing process, 

she must first understand why this happens in the autumn specifically. M. L. Crossley argues in 

"Narrative Psychology, Trauma and the Study of Self/Identity" that “traumatization often serves 
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to fundamentally disrupt the routine and orderly sense of existence” (542), and Solace effectively 

reads as Ehrlich’s story of finding a comfortable routine in a new place. There is a lack of 

conflict in Ehrlich’s tone when she describes fall, how “In the fall, my life, too, is timbered, an 

unaccountably libidinous place: damp, overripe, and fading” (130). The addition of “too” makes 

all the difference with the phrase, as it highlights how Ehrlich is not disassociating with the 

landscape but honoring how her grief can be found in natural cycles. This unembellished 

identification with fall highlights Ehrlich’s lack of traumatization, as the aspects of the season 

coincide perfectly with how she feels in every way. No longer “throwing into radical doubt” 

Ehrlich’s “assumptions about time, identity, meaning, and life itself” (Crossley 542), the 

contradictions and nuances within the landscape work to effectively normalize Ehrlich’s 

emotions to the reader. The balance that Ehrlich finds in fall is indicative of her new-found 

resolution with her own struggles, as shown by her acceptance and welcoming of the paradoxes 

in the season as just another ebb and flow in her new-found routine.  

 Interestingly, once Ehrlich establishes a routine in Wyoming and stops pushing against 

her environment, the ending of Solace focuses more on the importance of rituals, especially on 

ones that bring cultural significance to the land or highlight the healing that can come from 

certain rituals. Starting in the essay “To Live in Two Worlds: Crow Fair and a Sun Dance,” the 

seasons, now understood and normalized, begin to have cultural meaning for Ehrlich instead of 

serving as reflections of her emotions. During her observation of a Crow Nation Sun Dance 

Festival toward the end of summer, Ehrlich begins to understand how the Sun and seasons can be 

“an inculcation of regenerative power that restores health, vitality, and harmony to the land” 

(106). Regarding Ehrlich’s inclusion of cultural and religious instances, Susan Kollin takes this 

idea further by arguing that successful nature writers know that “nature advocacy must take into 
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consideration larger cultural frameworks and adopt more inclusive perspectives” (62). By 

opening herself up to a Native American ritual—which she does not participate in but observes 

with respect—Ehrlich’s experience with the Sun Dance gives her a deeper connection with the 

land that allows for an increased level of reverence regarding the seasons and thus her own 

emotions reflected in those seasons. The transition to autumn becomes more than falling leaves 

and cooler days, it is a balance of “heat and cold alternat[ing] in a staccato rhythm” (116), 

something that Ehrlich has learned from the drums at the Crow Fair. In creating a richness to the 

fall by including culturally significant descriptions of the season, Ehrlich focuses on the rituals 

associated with the landscape instead of specific geographical places because those rituals gave 

her human events that she can use to comprehend the seasonal transition. Ehrlich is no longer 

leaning on the crutch of Wyoming as a space to convey her emotions; instead, she parallels the 

balance of life and death in autumn by digging deeper into the connotations of the land and using 

cultural frameworks to write universally for her audience. 

 There are moments in Ehrlich’s text, especially at the end of her narrative, in which she 

evokes religious behavior to signal the completion of her mourning process, thus closing the 

distance between herself and her audience as she writes with a poignant intimacy. Like a 

Christian receiving the Eucharist at Communion, Ehrlich stands wide open before the landscape 

and expresses that “the sky is a wafer. Placed on my tongue, it is a wholeness that has already 

disintegrated; placed under the tongue, it makes my heartbeat strongly enough to stretch myself 

over the winter brilliance to come” (130). A well-known fact about Ehrlich, which she has 

confirmed in several interviews, is that she is has been a “Buddhist practitioner since 1968” 

(“Ehrlich, Gretel”), which explains many of the descriptions within Solace that revere the 

landscape as a pure and sacred environment. “Placed on the tongue” suggests Ehrlich’s 
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metaphorical accepting and ingesting of the vastness of the West like a Eucharist, in terms of the 

power she has taken over her narrative: she has embraced her trauma and has constructed a new 

self through the religious healing that comes from the landscape. “Placed under the tongue,” this 

healing gives her a new perspective on the winter to come, resulting in a drastic change of tone 

from the beginning of Solace in which Ehrlich dreads the coming of winter. As she cycles 

through the seasons to complete her own transformation, Mark Allister’s claim that “Ehrlich 

herself has gone through a cycle—from initial trauma and loss, through and out of the process of 

grieving—to be reborn in deep joy, in connectedness, as one braid in a strand” (165), is fully 

recognized. Ehrlich now feels prepared to endure winter again, highlighting its “brilliance” 

instead of referring to it as the “dungeon of space” as she did in the first pages.  

 The final lines of Solace emphasize the end of Ehrlich’s grief narrative with language that 

evokes death in its “purity, its sweet mud” (131). It is in this last paragraph that Ehrlich 

transcends all conventional aspects of environmental literature, travelogues, or memoirs. It reads 

as if Ehrlich herself has passed on from this world into a new one in which: 

There is neither sun, nor wind, nor snow falling. The hunters are gone; snow geese 

waddle in grainfields. Already, the elk have started moving out of the mountains toward 

sheltered feed-grounds. Their great antlers will soon fall off like chandeliers shaken from 

ballroom ceilings. With them the light of these autumn days, bathed in what Tennyson 

called ‘a mockery of sunshine,’ will go completely out (131). 
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This passage is one of the only times in which Ehrlich speaks in future-tense, showing how she is 

looking forward to what will happen next in acceptance of the death that will come at the end of 

autumn. Ehrlich exhibits the naturalization of seasons in this passage at the same time that she 

proves she is a true inhabitant of Wyoming: she knows the timeframes of hunting seasons, the 

particular type of geese in the field, the elk migration patterns, and the ruthlessness of the 

seasons. It is as if Ehrlich is speaking about a place which she has called home for a long time, 

and, in a way, she has lived perhaps one of the most significant periods of her life in the most 

isolated and unforgiving of places. Perhaps Ehrlich is reborn at the end of Solace or perhaps she 

is becoming the truest version of herself; either way, the narrative’s culmination in autumn 

provides a sense of satisfaction to the reader with the comfort that Ehrlich is at peace within 

herself and in her surroundings, that she truly has found solace within open spaces.  

 
6.8.20 Devil’s Tower, as seen in the film Close Encounters of the Third Kind, has particular 
significance to the Native American community. There is no explanation as to the materialization 
of this unique formation. 
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10.19.20 A rare full stream of water runs beside Red Grade Road in August. 
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V. Conclusion 

In the preface of The Solace of Open Spaces, Ehrlich provides her reader with a dash of 

authorial intention but also conveys her own set of aesthetics by stressing that the “truest art 

[she] would strive for in any work” [emphasis added] would be to reflect “the same qualities as 

earth.” This is not just a standard she sees should be done for nature essays or travelogues, 

Ehrlich perceives that the most genuine and authentic experience humans can have is one that 

stems from the natural world. In terms of ecocriticism, which is defined by Lawrence Buell, et al. 

in “Literature and Environment,” Ehrlich’s narrative contributes to the expanding genre of 

travel/place literature because it “investigate[s] how particular templates of storytelling and 

image-making shape humans’ real-life interactions with the natural world in ways that are 

historically and culturally distinctive” (419). What I have argued in this paper is that Ehrlich 

records her reconciliations with death and revelations on how to live fully after experiencing a 

sort of rebirth in Wyoming, ultimately crafting a travelogue that not only describes the physical 

landscape of Wyoming in exquisite detail but delves into the healing connection between the 

spirituality of the earth and the people who inhabit it.  

While Gretel Ehrlich is not as well-known as some other nature writers, the ways in 

which she puts words to the deeply personal experiences she has in nature is particularly unique. 

Ehrlich refuses to romanticize Wyoming but instead highlights the nuances in the landscape in a 

way that breathes life into the narrative and immerses the reader. The intimacy that Ehrlich 

cultivates with her readers is effective in accurately conveying the beauty of the Wyoming 

landscape, but also allows her to narrate the cycle of her grief narrative with unsentimental ease. 

In the end, the reader is left feeling as though they have gone through a personal change 

themselves after being so fully immersed in a landscape that both cruel and unforgiving while 
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also being alive and engorged with magnificence. By reordering The Solace of Open Spaces in 

terms of seasonal occurrences, I argue that Ehrlich has included a somewhat hidden arc to Solace 

that details how she has accepted and found peace within the landscape of Wyoming. While I 

believe there is more to be explored within Ehrlich’s texts regarding her interactions with the 

landscape and her inclusion of animals as active participants and companions to humans, I 

focused more on Ehrlich’s relationship with her environment to begin to fill the gaps present in 

scholarship surrounding Ehrlich.  

Hopefully, in reading this paper, my audience will have a greater sense of Ehrlich as a 

nature writer and the important role she plays in enhancing and expanding the field of 

environmental literature. One may also hope that the reader acknowledges the complexity of 

Ehrlich’s prose and appreciate open spaces as places to be conserved and revered, allowing 

others to seek solace in them. In giving her text the “same qualities as earth” (x), Ehrlich has 

constructed a narrative that is sort of an ode to Wyoming, a place that has long been 

misunderstood. By relating life events in such vivid detail, Solace underscores how every 

mundane or extraordinary occurrence is meant to happen and will lead into new growth, much 

like how a forest fire causes destruction but also tears away the deadened trees to make room for 

new ones. The most destructive fires in Ehrlich’s life may be over, but the blackened trees 

remain for all to see.  
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7.17.19 Acres of sagebrush foreground the Teton Mountain Range near Jackson Hole, WY.                  

7.17.19 The Moulton Barn on Mormon Row near Jackson Hole, WY, is one of the most 
photographed barns in the Unites States.  
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10.10.20 The top of Steamboat Point near Dayton, WY allows for a wide view of the wilderness. 
 
VI. Coda 

In this final section I deem it necessary to explain the process behind the inclusion of my 

own photographs in this thesis. Because many cannot even name a town in Wyoming, much less 

remember anything about the state besides, perhaps, Yellowstone National Park or the Tetons, 

Bonney MacDonald’s argument in “Ranging over Stegner’s Arid West: Mobility as Adaptive 

Strategy” that “without vertical markers, it’s not only hard to see where you are, but hard to 

remember where you were” (500) might factor into Ehrlich’s motivation for writing a travelogue 

about the lesser-known landmarks in Wyoming, such as Heart Mountain, Big Horn National 

Forest, or Crazy Woman Creek. Though Ehrlich lived on a ranch in Northern Wyoming while 

writing Solace, the structure of her chapters gives the text an unceasing sense of movement, 

solidifying MacDonald’s argument that “a ‘place’ is made only by ‘slow accrual’ of births, lives, 
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and death. A place comes about because stories and memories emerge from experience on that 

land” (“Ranging” 501). In the early chapters of Solace, Ehrlich’s move to Wyoming is not 

relevant for the geographical place in particular but for the importance of a fresh start. Following 

the death of her partner and her increasing familiarity with the landscape of Wyoming, Ehrlich 

weaves anecdotes of human and animal births and deaths into her narrative, allowing the blanket 

landscape of a new place to turn from this wash of arid land into a rolling scene of complexity as 

Ehrlich exposes the layers of life and suffering within the perceived simplicity of the West. 

In tandem with my research project funded by the Douglass Cater Society for Junior 

Fellows, I was able to travel to and photograph many of the places Ehrlich mentioned in her 

narrative. In completing this sort of pilgrimage around Northern Wyoming, my aim was to see if 

experiencing these places in person affected my comprehension or identification with The Solace 

of Open Spaces. In this way, I wanted my photographs to add an additional level of analysis to 

the text because of personal experience and physical interaction with the landscape that I had 

previously only read about. Besides my own interpretation of the text in the form of landscape, I 

sent out a survey to my peers at Washington College in Chestertown, Maryland to garner 

responses on whether my chosen photographs enhanced an outsider’s perspective and 

comprehension of the text out of context. From the results of this survey, I analyzed the 

responses from my peers to determine whether or not place narratives are better understood with 

accompanied pictures or some familiarity with the landscape.  

While the embracing of space in its entirety sounds quite straightforward, Ehrlich 

juxtaposes the idea of space with the necessity of fillers in American culture, ultimately laying 

out a complex argument that space cannot exist without filler. There is no doubt that “Americans 

are great on fillers” (15), as it is undoubtedly easier to accept something tangible—even if it 



Kanaskie 32 
 

holds no significance—than to accept nothingness. In regional terms, “mined bentonite, which is 

used as a filler in candy, gum, and lipstick” (15) is the main source keeping the small town of 

Lovell, Wyoming alive with a huge plant churning away on the outskirts. Ehrlich, who mentions 

the town by name elsewhere in the book, leaves out the specific location in this passage to focus 

on the usage of the land itself. It was not until I visited the town of Lovell myself that I was able 

to understand why Ehrlich would include this anecdote on mined bentonite: Ehrlich lived in the 

town of Lovell and would have seen the plants every day and the destruction they cause to the 

landscape. Americans have filled some of the open spaces in Wyoming by mining bentonite, 

which will then be used to fill up unnecessary items such as candy and gum. If this progression 

leaves any impression on the audience, it can be summed up in one word: ironic. 

For the survey portion of my research project, I chose five block quotations from The 

Solace of Open Spaces and then selected a photograph that I believed corresponded best with the 

quotation. The aim of this survey was to collect a set of data that provided feedback on the 

audience perception of my SCE idea, particularly in determining whether a photographic 

component would aid or inhibit reader comprehension of my own SCE topic. Reaffirming my 

own assumptions, out of the 104 students who participated in the survey, 96.74% have read texts 

that mentioned specific locations or places, 64.71% have travelled to those specific places, and 

95.29% perceive a benefit to visiting those places. The results from the actual questions include 

more detail than is necessary to go into in full, however, participants overwhelmingly indicated 

that they understood the quotations when simply presented as text and that certain pictures also 

allowed for additional comprehension of the text. Even so, for all the quotations in the survey, 

results indicated that a visual component did aid in further comprehension, however, the 

percentage ranged from a 32% increase to a 75% increase in comprehension or understanding. 
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These results allowed me to see which types of photographs generated a positive response from 

participants: mountain landscapes or pictures of towns in Wyoming attached to a quote resulted 

in the highest levels of comprehension, while more abstract pictures of still lakes or machinery 

did not yield as high of results. Thus, for this paper I have attached pictures more carefully to 

quotes or sections, paying special attention to how the pictures give the reader a grounding 

sensation of the environment of Wyoming if they are unfamiliar.  For example, following the 

conclusion of the “Winter” section, I have included pictures of the Big Horn Region after a 

snowstorm and following the “Summer” section I have selected more colorful picture that 

include local flora and animals to provide my reader with a more comprehensive view of 

Wyoming.  

A correlation with Ehrlich’s experience that I could have never foreseen when I chose my 

SCE topic was, of course, the COVID-19 pandemic. Much like Ehrlich’s experience of moving 

to Wyoming, I also came here following a loss, the loss of my childhood home and of my final 

year of college. By staying in Wyoming and travelling through the landscapes I had only read 

about before, I was able to come to a sort of understanding with my current situation and have a 

healing experience. With the ever-increasing number of deaths in the USA from the coronavirus, 

it was a consolation to look out over the vistas of Heart Mountain, Tongue River Canyon, and 

Big Horn Nation Forest and consider myself a small speck in the universe.  

It was easy for me to image how Ehrlich could relish the feeling of waking up, “not 

knowing where I was, whether I was a man or a woman, or which toothbrush was mine” (ix). To 

lose oneself in a new place amidst a pandemic was irresponsible, a decision that was indulgent 

and a sort of self-imposed isolation. Just as Ehrlich’s friends asked her when she was going to 

stop “hiding out” in Wyoming, my friends also joke about my outlawed existence, the fact that I 
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had bison as neighbors. However, the inner pain I felt, of never being able to return to the home 

my father had built, to graduate in the fall without seeing my college friends, to move to an 

entirely new place and not be able to safely meet new people, allowed me to connect and 

empathize with the grief Ehrlich carried around after losing David. Simply by being deep within 

nature—to hike at elevations above 9,000 feet without cellular service or societal contact— I was 

able ground my emotions by connecting intimately with the landscape. To quote Ehrlich, “‘True 

solace is finding none, which is to say, it is everywhere’” (41).  
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