
The Snow Leopard By Peter Matthiessen 1

The Snow Leopard By Peter
Matthiessen

The Snow Leopard By
Peter Matthiessen

Downloaded from
everybodystreet.com by
Alexzander & Lowery

THE SNOW LEOPARD BY PETER
MATTHIESSEN: A JOURNEY INTO
THE HEART OF NATURE AND SELF

Few books manage to capture the raw,
untamed  beauty  of  the  natural  world
while  simultaneously  plumbing  the
depths of the human spirit. The Snow
Leopard by Peter Matthiessen is one
such rare gem. This extraordinary work

transcends  the  boundaries  of  travel
writing, nature observation, and spiritual
memoir,  offering  readers  an  experience
that is both grounding and transcendent.
First  published  in  1978,  the  book
recounts  Matthiessen's  arduous  two-
month  trek  through  the  remote  Dolpo
region of Nepal in 1973. On the surface,
it  is  the story of  a search for  a near-
mythical  creature—the  elusive  snow
leopard. But beneath that narrative lies
a  profound  explorat ion  of  gr ief ,
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impermanence, Zen Buddhism, and the
search for  meaning in  a  world  that  is
often chaotic and unforgiving.
For anyone interested in nature writing,
spir i tual  l i terature,  or  s imply  a
beaut i fu l ly  to ld  story  of  human
endurance,  The  Snow  Leopard  by
Peter  Matthiessen  remains  an
essential  and  timeless  read.  In  this
article,  we  will  explore  the  book's
background, its key themes, the author's
unique voice, and the lasting impact it
has had on readers  around the world.
We  will  also  examine  why  this  book
continues  to  resonate  deeply,  decades
after its first publication.

The Premise: A
Trek To The Roof
Of The World
The journey documented in The Snow
Leopard by  Peter  Matthiessen  was
not  undertaken  solely  for  the  sake  of
adventure. Matthiessen, a co-founder of
The  Paris  Review  and  a  celebrated
novelist  and  naturalist,  joined  a  field
expedition led by the renowned zoologist
George Schaller. Schaller's mission was
to  study  the  Himalayan  blue  sheep,
known as bharal, in the remote Crystal
Mounta in  reg ion  o f  Nepa l .  Fo r
Matthiessen, however, the journey held
a  deeper,  more  personal  purpose.  He
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was  grieving  the  recent  death  of  his
wife, Deborah Love, from cancer. Their
shared  interest  in  Zen  Buddhism  had
been a significant part of their lives, and
Matthiessen saw the journey as a way to
process his loss and to seek a kind of
spiritual clarity.
The trek itself  is  grueling.  Matthiessen
and  Schaller,  along  with  a  team  of
Sherpas and porters, navigate some of
the most  challenging terrain  on Earth.
They  cross  high-altitude  passes,
negotiate  treacherous  glaciers,  and
endure  bone-chilling  cold,  altitude
sickness,  and  the  constant  threat  of
avalanches.  The  physical  hardship  is
palpable on every page, yet Matthiessen
writes with a calm, observant, and often
lyrical  precision.  The  reader  feels  the
thin air, the crunch of snow underfoot,

and the vast,  overwhelming silence of
the Himalayas.
Throughout the trek, the snow leopard
itself remains a phantom. It is glimpsed
only  indirectly—through  tracks  in  the
snow,  scraps of  information from local
villagers,  and  the  distant,  unconfirmed
sighting of a shape moving against the
rocks.  This  elusiveness  becomes  the
central metaphor of the book. The snow
leopard  is  not  just  an  animal;  it  is  a
symbol  of  the  ineffable,  of  the  spiritual
truth that Matthiessen is seeking but can
never quite grasp.

Peter
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Matthiessen: The
Man Behind The

Words
To fully appreciate The Snow Leopard
by Peter Matthiessen, it is helpful to
understand  the  man  who  wrote  it.
Matthiessen was a man of many talents
and contradictions. He was a novelist, a
naturalist,  a  Zen  Buddhist,  and  a  CIA
operative (a fact that came to light later
in  his  life  and  caused  considerable
controversy). He possessed a rare ability
to  blend  rigorous  scientific  observation
with poetic introspection. His writing is
deeply  informed  by  his  Zen  practice,
which teaches the importance of being

fully  present  in  each  moment.  This
quality  is  what  makes  the  book  so
immersive. Matthiessen does not simply
describe the landscape; he inhabits it.
His  voice  in  the  book  is  one  of  quiet
authority  and  humility.  He  is  not  a
conquering  hero,  but  a  vulnerable,
searching  human  being.  He  openly
admits  his  fears,  his  doubts,  and  his
moments  of  despair.  Yet  he  also
experiences moments of profound peace
and connection  with  the  world  around
him.  This  honesty  makes  him  an
incredibly relatable narrator, even as he
undertakes a journey that most of us can
only dream of.
It is also worth noting that Matthiessen's
background as a naturalist is crucial to
the  book's  success.  He  observes  the
flora  and  fauna  of  the  Himalayas  with  a
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scientist's  eye and a  poet's  heart.  His
descriptions of the bharal, the Himalayan
griffon,  and the  rare  and beautiful  snow
leopard are rendered with such care and
detail that they come alive on the page.
He also has a deep respect for the local
people he encounters—the Sherpas, the
Tibetans,  and  the  Dolpo-pa—and  he
writes  about  their  cultures  with
sensitivity  and  nuance.

Key Themes:
Nature, Grief,
And The Search

For The Sacred
The  Snow  Leopard  by  Peter
Matthiessen is a book of many layers,
and it touches on several profound and
interconnected  themes.  Understanding
these  themes  is  key  to  understanding
why the book has endured as a classic.

Impermanence and Loss: The
book is steeped in the reality of
loss. Matthiessen is grieving his
wife, and the landscape itself is a
testament to impermanence. The
mountains are constantly shifting,
the glaciers are retreating, and
life—whether that of a blue sheep
or a human being—is fragile and
fleeting. Matthiessen’s Zen
training teaches him to accept this
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impermanence, but the
acceptance is hard-won. The
journey becomes a kind of funeral
rite, a way of saying goodbye and
finding a way to move forward.
The Search for the Sacred: The
snow leopard is a powerful symbol
of the sacred. It is a creature of
almost mythological beauty and
rarity, and the quest to see it
mirrors the human longing for
transcendence. Will Matthiessen
see the snow leopard? This
question hangs over the entire
narrative. But the book suggests
that the search itself is more
important than the finding. The
true prize is not a glimpse of a rare
animal, but the state of mind that
the search cultivates: a state of

awareness, patience, and
openness.
The Interconnectedness of All
Life: Matthiessen’s writing is
deeply ecological. He sees the
world as a web of connections,
where every element—the wind,
the rock, the animal, the
human—is part of a single, living
whole. This is a vision that
resonates strongly with
contemporary environmental
concerns. The book is a reminder
of what we stand to lose when we
disconnect from the natural world.
Simplicity and Silence: In our
modern, noisy world, The Snow
Leopard by Peter Matthiessen
offers a powerful counterpoint. The
simplicity of the trek—the daily
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routine of walking, eating, and
resting—becomes a form of
meditation. The silence of the high
Himalayas is almost a character in
itself. Matthiessen writes
beautifully about the quality of
that silence, describing it not as an
absence, but as a presence—a
fullness rather than a void. This
silence allows him to hear his own
thoughts and to connect with
something larger than himself.

The Writing
Style: A

Masterclass In
Observation
One of the most remarkable aspects of
The  Snow  Leopard  by  Peter
Matthiessen  is  i ts  prose  style.
Matthiessen  writes  with  a  clarity  and
precision that is almost photographic. He
has an uncanny ability  to  capture  the
exact shade of a mountain at sunset, the
texture of a lichen-covered rock, or the
way  light  filters  through  a  high-altitude
cloud. His sentences are often short and
declarative, but they carry a weight of
meaning that lingers long after you have
turned the page.
Consider this quality: Matthiessen does
not waste words.  Every sentence feels
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necessary.  He  moves  seamlessly
between  external  observation  and
internal  reflection.  A  description  of  a
mountain pass will suddenly give way to
a memory of his wife, or a thought about
a  Zen  koan,  and  the  transition  feels
natural  and  inevitable.  The  book  is
structured  like  a  journal,  with  entries
dated  by  day,  but  i t  never  feels
disjointed.  Instead,  the  chronology
creates  a  sense of  momentum,  as  we
travel with Matthiessen both across the
landscape  and  deeper  into  his  own
consciousness.
His use of sensory detail is exceptional.
You can feel the cold seep through your
bones as you read.  You can taste the
thin, dry air. You can hear the crunch of
boots on snow. This immersive quality is
what makes the book so compelling. It is

not a book you merely read; it is a book
you experience.

The Elusive Snow
Leopard: Symbol
And Reality
The snow leopard itself is, of course, the
central symbol of the book. Scientifically
known  as  Panthera  unc ia ,  th i s
magnificent  creature  inhabits  the  high
mountain  ranges  of  Central  Asia.  It  is
famous for its beauty, its resilience, and
its  extraordinary  elusiveness.  In  the
book,  the  snow  leopard  becomes  a
metaphor  for  everything  that  is  rare,
beautiful,  and  beyond  our  reach.  It
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represents the ultimate goal, the peak of
experience, the moment of grace that all
seekers hope for.
Matthiessen's relationship with the snow
leopard evolves over the course of the
journey. At first, he is eager to see it, to
capture it with his eyes and perhaps with
his camera. But as the trek continues,
his  desire  becomes  less  urgent.  He
begins to understand that the true value
of the journey lies not in the destination,
but in the path itself. The snow leopard,
if it appears at all, will appear not as a
reward  for  effort,  but  as  a  gift—a
moment of grace that cannot be forced.
This is a deeply Buddhist perspective. In
Zen, the highest truth cannot be grasped
by the intellect or by striving. It must be
realized  directly,  intuitively,  when  the
mind is quiet and the heart is open. The

snow leopard, in this sense, is a kind of
Zen master—a reminder that the most
important  things  in  life  cannot  be
pursued,  but  can  only  be  welcomed
when they choose to appear.

The Role Of Zen
Buddhism In The
Narrative
Zen Buddhism is not a mere backdrop in
The  Snow  Leopard  by  Peter
Matthiessen; it is the very lens through
which  the  author  sees  the  world.
Matthiessen had been a practicing Zen
Buddhist  for  several  years  before  the
journey,  and his  training is  evident on
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every page. He brings a Zen sensibility
to his observations, emphasizing direct
experience,  non-attachment,  and  the
importance of being fully present in the
here and now.
He  often  refers  to  Zen  koans,  those
paradoxical riddles used in Zen training
to  break  the  hold  of  rational  thought.
One  famous  koan  is  referenced
repeatedly:  "What is  the sound of  one
hand clapping?" This koan points to the
limits  of  language  and  logic,  and  it
echoes the book's central theme of the
ineffable.  The  snow  leopard,  like  the
answer to the koan, cannot be captured
by  words.  It  must  be  experienced
directly.
Zen also informs Matthiessen's attitude
toward suffering. The physical  hardships
of the trek—the cold, the exhaustion, the

altitude  sickness—are  not  obstacles  to
be  avoided,  but  experiences  to  be
embraced. They are part of the path. By
leaning into the discomfort, Matthiessen
finds  a  deeper  level  of  awareness  and
acceptance. This is a powerful lesson for
any reader, whether they are interested
in Buddhism or not.

Critical
Reception And
Lasting Legacy
Upon  its  publ icat ion,  The  Snow
Leopard by  Peter  Matthiessen  was
met with widespread critical acclaim. It
won  the  National  Book  Award  for
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Contemporary Thought in 1979 and has
since been recognized as a masterpiece
of  nature  writing.  It  has  inspired
countless readers, writers, and travelers,
and  i t  cont inues  to  be  taught  in
universities and book clubs around the
world.
What  makes  the  book's  legacy  so
enduring  is  its  refusal  to  be  easily
categorized. It is a travel book, but it is
also a memoir.  It  is  a work of  natural
history, but it is also a spiritual guide. It
is a story of grief and loss, but it is also a
story  of  heal ing  and  hope.  This
multiplicity of meanings is what allows
each  reader  to  find  something  different
in  i ts  pages.  Some  come  for  the
adventure; others come for the wisdom.
Most come away with both.
The  book  has  also  had  a  significant

impact on the genre of nature writing. It
raised the bar for what the genre could
achieve,  showing that  a  book about  a
journey into the wilderness could also be
a  profound  meditation  on  the  human
condition. Writers like Barry Lopez, Annie
Dillard, and Robert Macfarlane have all
acknowledged  Matthiessen's  influence,
and his work remains a touchstone for
anyone who wants  to  write  about  the
natural world with depth and honesty.

Practical Lessons
For The Modern
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Reader


