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            Preface

         

         
            
               For half an hour, through a magnifying glass,

               I’ve watched the spiders making love undisturbed,

               Ignorant of the voyeur, horribly happy.

            

         

         These are the opening lines of Ted Hughes’s poem ‘Eclipse’. The speaker of the poem (its eye as well as its ‘I’) is watching the ‘lower left-hand corner’ of a window where a female spider ‘has come to live’. By agitating some strands of her homespun web, she has enticed a male into a gripping embrace. Sex follows. She has ‘palps, her boxing glove nippers’, he has a ‘lumpy little cock … as ginger as the rest of him’. ‘Half an hour,’ it lasts, says the poet, ‘I was watching mighty nature / In a purposeful mood’. After the sex, it looks as if the female might have further designs on the male. But before we know what is next for them, both disappear, with their story, into a worn crevice in the window-frame. And there ‘Eclipse’ ends.

         I know no better spider poem; I know no spiders in poetry better observed or attended to, and no spiders better questioned or wondered at. ‘Eclipse’ is a work of poetic natural history: the write-up of the spiders’ behaviour includes descriptions of the observer’s working methods and their questioning thoughts. It reads in part like the notebook entries of an enthusiastic naturalist, and overall, biographically and zoologically, a documentary feel prevails – two spiders were seen doing what they were doing, and Ted Hughes made a poem out of that. xTed Hughes was a nature poet from the start. ‘The Hawk in the Rain’ was the first poem in his first book in 1957, and more or less half those included in his Collected Poems have an animal or a plant title. Poetry itself was always what might be described as animalish for Hughes. Talking to schoolchildren in Poetry in the Making (1967), he said poems themselves were ‘a sort of animal … they have their own life, like animals …’

         I was at school when, aged fourteen, fifty years ago, I first met Hughes’s animal poetry; I read ‘Pike’, and immediately made his way of seeing that fish my own. His pike I knew for thirty years before I saw a real one. And that true fish, gasping on the bank of a fenland lode, only showed me ‘Pike’ again. He had hooked it, and he has it still.

         In Hughes’s other strand of nature poetry, most evident in Crow (1970), the animals etc. are of interest for what they might metaphorically suggest or mean to us. But in this collection, as with ‘Pike’, the flowers and insects and other living forms are of interest to Hughes for what they are themselves.

         The poems here are not explicitly linked but the collection builds in sequence to follow what might be a single spring season in Britain and Ireland. In these sixteen poems, there are sixteen occasions where you can see, hear, even smell, sixteen (and more) distinct species. This edition brings the original 1986 subtitle to the fore so as to emphasise the full range of the contents: Flowers and Insects, Some Birds and a Pair of Spiders.

         The book opens with ‘Narcissi’ and some early blooming flowers that ‘shiver’ in an ‘April frost’. It ends with ‘Nightjar’ xiwhich recreates a midsummer-night séance with a cryptic creature (half ‘dead branch’ half ‘bark’), the final spring-coming bird to show up in the British Isles and rarely seen before late May. Between the pale yellow flowers and the bark-patterned bird come the ‘rinsed globe of light’ of a purple violet, a branch of apple-blossom, brambles, a ‘claque’ of jackdaws, ‘a cauldron of daffodils, boiling gently’, a pair – ‘She drunk with the earth-sweat, and he / Drunk with her’ – of small tortoiseshell butterflies, the ‘butterfly face’ of a cyclamen, mayflies that are ‘poetic electrons’, ‘the weird aniseed corpse odour / Of the hawthorn flower’, baby starlings who ‘can’t believe their wings’, the ‘lit scrap’ of a (common) tern, one ‘purpled’ iris, honeybees ‘on course forever’, ‘a wicker contraption’ that is a grasshopper, ‘the reptile under-speckle’ of a foxglove’s ‘sunburned breasts’, two ‘average’ spiders, and a ‘near-orange’ poppy that ‘sways towards August’.

         
            *

         

         The poems were written mostly between 1983 and 1986. During that time Hughes was living in a small Devon town. ‘Daffodils’ describes the flowers that grew in his garden there. Several other poems sound as if they come from his home acre. ‘A Violet at Lough Aughrisburg’ and ‘Saint’s Island’ look like the rich poetic by-catch of fishing trips to various Irish loughs that Hughes made in those same years.

         Alongside the poems are fourteen paintings by Leonard Baskin. The artist and the poet were friends, near neighbours in Devon for several years, and long-time collaborators. xiiBaskin’s imagination had summoned the inky crows, in all their stompy and testicular terror, for Hughes’s Crow. For Flowers and Insects Baskin’s images are less nightmarish and look to be as taken from life as Hughes’s poems. Baskin’s painted cyclamen flowers perfectly depict the angled gerenuk antelope-head that Hughes describes in ‘Cyclamens in a Bowl’. A botanist or a gardener might readily recognise the accuracy of both Hughes’s image-making and of Baskin’s depiction of the plant.

         
            *

         

         Ted Hughes was a flowers-and-insects nature poet before (and long after) he was a Crow nature poet. No one among his contemporaries paid as much attention to the natural world. But three earlier English poets, Coleridge, Gerard Manley Hopkins and D. H. Lawrence, made comparable work from observing life outdoors and delving, imaginatively, deep into what they saw. The writing of all four overlaps most in their commitment to outseeing (Coleridge’s coinage): attending to what was to be seen (outdoors) as fully as possible before the mind’s eye set to work (indoors, as it were) on the data.

         ‘What [natural phenomena] you look hard at seems to look hard back at you,’ wrote Hopkins. And this observation vividly illustrates the effect and success of Flowers and Insects. Hughes shows himself to be a poet first taken by nature’s here and now, its objective reality; only then, his attention caught and held, does he become a poet thinking with nature, subjectively repurposing it. xiii

         As a young poet Coleridge looked around a lot, but he never saw an albatross. Nor had he ever been to sea when he wrote ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’. From both those unknowns he made fabulously realised poetry. In a long essay-introduction to Coleridge, Hughes wrote of his fascination for the mystic-inventor poet. Hughes’s crow owes something to Coleridge’s albatross: they are both beasts of burden, you could say – a lot is loaded on them. But Coleridge also made poems from birds that really did occur in his life, and signified for what they were, not for what was to be made of them. It is a lovable fact that the inventor of the ancient mariner and the stringer of its albatross (a stringer is a fabricator of false records in birding-speak) is also cited in Birds of Somerset, the authoritative county avifauna, as the reliable source of the first written record of a nightingale in Somerset: Coleridge’s ‘The Nightingale’ appeared in Lyrical Ballads in 1798.

         Record accepted, the birders would say. So would I of Ted Hughes’s average spiders or wilting daffs or myriad mayflies. Those three poems – ‘Daffodils’, ‘Saint’s Island’ and ‘Eclipse’ – rank among Hughes’s most attentive and good-looking poems anywhere: a female spider meets and mates, cut daffodils droop and brown, most of the mayflies that hatch from an Irish lough will live less long than the time it takes to read their poem. Brief as their lives are, these springtime songs work as a stay against endings. The circularity of life engineers every poem: there is much sex and a lot of death, but each living form steps at its own pace into the dance. Everything continues as if all is switched on and xivmoving. The language sparks and surges so that the poems themselves seem as alive as their subjects.

         Hughes shares what he sees of the two spiders in ‘Eclipse’ before he offers comments or asks questions about his seeing. In ‘Brambles’ we get ‘jackdawdom’ fully evoked before there is any cerebration as to what the birds might mean beyond themselves. We are made to sense the flowers in ‘Daffodils’ as having their living both beyond, and because of, people, and so both outside and within their poem; Hughes interrogates the daffodils and his seeing of them so intently, it is as if they might rise up to contest his writing of them. Again and again, Hughes writes his subjects as unpossessable, with nothing of them ultimately pinned down despite their being well held by his language. As each poem ends, it opens, rather than closes, and life goes on.

         As so many insects physically relate to so many flowers, like bees nosing into foxgloves, so each poem might be experienced by a reader (as it seems to be registered by its poet) as an imaginative pollination. If we are taken by each poem’s recall to life, we might be invited ourselves among the company and be restored there to some bigger living.

         Sixteen times, from his window and further afield, Hughes notices something living, and stops to see how it lives on. He attends, and gives impetus to his poems by telling us how he is doing that. Through a lens he watches the intimate behaviour of those two spiders. For one of them, death might follow sex. The female apparently eats her partner once he has fertilised her eggs. Hughes believes that is what happens, but can he see it? He peers down his lens, his poem sways xvinto guesswork, and then, by way of retreat, he hymns his small and secretive subjects back, at once, into the light – of our looking, and of all life, brilliant and far beyond us.

         
             

         

         
            
               They are hidden

               Probably together in the fusty dark,

               Holding forearms, listening to the rain, rejoicing

               As the sun’s edge, behind the clouds,

               Comes clear of our shadow.

            

            
               Tim Dee, 2026xvi
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