
Zest and Ernest-Annie Dillard 

The purpose of this piece is to explore why the maker of our universe created cruelty and beauty. 

 “Nature” paints the natural world as sublime. While it is useful to draw inspiration and 

knowledge from nature’s beauty, this piece emphasizes the importance of learning from nature’s 

apparent malice. 

“Jest and Earnest” is written as a narrative.  By projecting her emotions and insights into the 

piece, Dillard is able to bring the reader into her frame of mind and how she sees nature’s 

cruelty.  She brings the reader in further by using words like “we” and “you” to make the reader 

consider the same things that she is. 

“It could be that God has not absconded but spread, as our vision and understanding of the 

universe has spread, to a fabric of spirit and sense so grand and subtle, so powerful in a new way 

that we can only feel blindly of its hem.”  This quote is suggesting that God has not left the 

universe; he has just taken on a different form.  So while cruelty may exist within nature, God is 

still behind it.  He still plays a role within the functionality of the universe; it’s just not 

manifested clearly to humans. 

Within the essay, Dillard uses imagery of light and darkness multiple times.  She says that God 

created a thick darkness that humans must emerge from.  She then questions if we have “rowed 

out of the darkness, or are we all playing pinochle in the bottom of the boat?”  While she leaves 

this for the reader to ponder, she says that light is “the canary that sings on the skull.”  Later in 

the essay, she brings up the darkness that surrounds humans again, urging us to try our best to 

escape it. 

The encounters with nature Dillard describes in her piece help better the understanding of the 

symbolic journey that she embarks on. Divided into three parts, one which makes Dillard 

uncertain or doubtful, one which makes Dillard see the harmony of life, and one that reconciles 

Dillard with the nature of life, Dillard writes an essay in which she discovers herself through 

these narratives. 

Jest and Earnest was intended to better develop the plot of Dillard’s novel, Pilgrim at Tinker 

Creek. This memoir depicts a time in Dillard’s life in which she lived in a cabin by herself, 

which resulted in her experiencing many different natural feats. Dillard wrote the book in order 

to better explain the two routes to God, via positiva and via negativa. Vía positiva, the belief that 

God is omniscient and good, was described in the first part of the novel, where Jest and Earnest 

is located. Through these stories, Dillard shows that even in times of doubt and suffering, God is 

always there. 

The last scene of this essay is written almost abstractly. Dillard describes the scene of a feeding 

frenzy of sharks, and gives the ocean a metaphysical feeling. This is purposeful to prove the 

symmetry that nature has, perfectly tying together her three other stories. 


