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ix
            Introduction

         

         This anthology presents some of today’s most urgent and inspirational poems engaging with the natural world and aligned by the principle that nature matters everywhere and for everyone and everything. It is also concerned with the question of whose voices we privilege and the themes to which our ears have become attuned. All anthologies, to some extent, hold such issues at heart. They exist to capture a particular moment of change or a more seismic shift in the landscape that amends and augments the archive. Intrinsically they attempt to redress an imbalance, or an injustice. Sometimes it takes the act of anthologising to know exactly what is missing, or to instigate necessary transformation. At least these are the guiding principles that shape Nature Matters, which invites us to reconsider the nature poem in this first quarter of the twenty-first century from global-majority perspectives.

         Hardly a radical idea, although here in the UK it is novel. Twenty years ago, less than 1 per cent of published poets of colour had collections with mainstream presses. It has taken sustained activist interventions – via collectives, national mentoring schemes and publishing initiatives – to begin to amend the infrastructure and widen participation to create a more culturally diverse, and therefore accurate, picture. Now, poets of the global majority are part of a more inclusive space, although, when it comes to nature writing, what we might have to say about nature or how nature resides within the work has often been sublimated in favour of readings that focus on identity. In the United States, there have already been attempts to address this via broader discussions around race and the personal, while looking at the correlation between climate change and denial, alongside the dehumanising of migrants, and the tenacity and violence of racism. Camille xDungy’s anthology Black Nature: Four Hundred Years of African American Nature Poetry (University of Georgia Press, 2009) is explicit in its reckoning of how the history of African-American interaction with the land is shaped by whether a person is forced to vacate it or work on it, without wage, and with no right to dwell freely upon or to own it. As its title suggests, the edition both ventilates the voices and concerns that had been ignored and also problematises what a nature poem might do or be.

         Perhaps the closest equivalent in the UK has been Jackie Kay, James Proctor and Gemma Robinson’s anthology Out of Bounds: British Black and Asian Poets (Bloodaxe Books, 2012) – ‘an alternative A to Z of the nation’ – which expanded a poetry of place beyond a ghettoisation of the urban as locale to reach into rural, regional and suburban crevices. However, although that anthology was specific in its bid to represent poets of colour situated within and writing about a variety of environments, this does not by extension equal ‘nature poetry’.

         In Nature Matters, our definition of nature is all-encompassing so as to include everything within the planetary atmosphere along the deep geological timeline of the Anthropocene that is non-human and human (although not fabricated by humans or our machines). So, the sweep of shoreline along a turquoise coastline dotted with sand dollars, or migratory birds dipping their beaks for worms, or the leaves on London plane trees peeping out from rows of slate rooftops. And the wind. And steam from the chicken-shop chimney. And chickens, battery-farmed though they may be. And the teenagers in the queue, in their goose-down puffas, their breath pluming in the air. It is when we move from seeing nature as just an inevitable backdrop and consider its own agency and status that the possibilities of ‘the nature poem’ come into focus: something that has necessarily developed, expanded and been complicated from its pastoral origins and the Romantic gaze. There is greater xiawareness today of the potential for poetries of ecological protest and environmental witness. As Jason Allen-Paisant writes in these pages, ‘It’s time to write about daffodils / again’.

         
             

         

         It was against this backdrop in 2020 that Mona Arshi, as poet-in-residence and novice birdwatcher at Cley Marshes in Norfolk, wrote a tweet asking, ‘Where are our Black and Asian nature writers?’ The response was prolific. The poets were there; so, too, the poems. While some more recent nature poetry anthologies have diversified to include more poets of colour, until now there has been no single volume dedicated to the exploration of nature poetry by Black, Asian and global-majority poets in the UK. None that give space to consider how our relationships with nature play out – as migrants, as children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren of migrants, as newly settled and native citizens in a place that we too share and shape. If England’s green spaces have historically been seen as hostile to certain communities, how do their encounters differ? How does culture intersect with poem-making? These same questions and sense of exclusion, particularly in the light of climate catastrophe and mass species extinctions, had also prompted Karen McCarthy Woolf to take action and pursue doctoral research exploring ways in which poetry might challenge a Eurocentric bias in ecopoetics. Together, as poets of colour whose work was deeply enmeshed in the creative thrall of the ‘more-than-human’, our mutual experiences chimed.

         And so Nature Matters came into being as a venture which seeks to spotlight a comprehensive range of poetry from the past fifty years that brings new or overlooked insight and experience to the question of what qualifies as nature poetry and who is writing it. The poets gathered here, all of whom have published at least one collection, grapple with this terrain using myriad approaches that loop across generations and anglophone nations. The anthology’s contours trace a twentieth-century, xiipost-war and subsequent postcolonial era, when the edifice of the British Empire began to shift and disintegrate, and migrant communities from the Caribbean, Africa and Asia became more ubiquitous and firmly established. The vast majority of those who came to the UK settled in cities, and access to the countryside and coastal towns was rarer – as poems such as Roger Robinson’s ‘The City Kids See the Sea’ and Raymond Antrobus’s ‘City Boy Talks to Trees’ suggest. With these factors in mind, the anthology limits its representation of US poets to those published in the UK with roots in Africa, the Caribbean, India and the British constellation as described. The selection is not exhaustive, but it showcases a vibrant range of voices and formal approaches. Many poems are totally new, written specially for the anthology and offering insight into today’s most pressing preoccupations. To give a sense of antecedent, key foundational poems have been selected such as ‘Small Questions Asked by the Fat Black Woman’ by Grace Nichols, E. A. Markham’s ‘The Sea’ and Kamau Brathwaite’s ‘Loss of the Innocents’ from Strange Fruit (Peepal Tree Press, 2016), which is emblematic to this anthology’s spirit of resilience, movement and fluidity. We find poems that feature insects, snails, fruit, fauna and weather as well as lakes and volcanoes, the domestic world of the garden and, of course, trees. There are poems that remind us of ancient Indigenous wisdom and cultural histories obliterated by colonisation, such as those expressed in Karthika Naïr’s ‘Women of Uttarakhand, I did not know your names’, which offers an account of the women of the Chipko movement who, centuries ago, saved a holy tree from extinction.

         The anthology is divided into four sections: ‘Earth’, ‘Air’, ‘Water’ and ‘Fire’. In ‘Earth’, Kei Miller’s ‘Unsettled’ takes the reader deep inside Jamaican ‘country’ and back to a precolonial era via the ‘unflattened and unsugared fields’ to a ‘tegareg / sprawl of roots and canopies’. It is a sonorous paean to the thicket, to xiiiunapologetic wildness, that encourages a decolonised reading of the landscape beyond the European institutions that shaped it. This decoloniality is echoed in Malika Booker’s ‘Songs of Mahogany’ where the architectural and interior vernacular of the ‘big house’ is repositioned in the light of plantocracy, as a genocide where ‘men laboured in the art of such a thing’. We sink into earth in Ishion Hutchinson’s incantatory excerpt from School of Instructions, a book-length poem that recreates the horror of the trenches for West Indian soldiers in the First World War. We can also follow a chronological route along both matrilineal and patrilineal pathways to Lorna Goodison, Olive Senior, John Agard and to the Nobel laureate Derek Walcott, who recast classical mythologies within the context of the modern Caribbean.

         Birds populate ‘Air’, as one might expect, but, counterintuitively, we find fish here too: namely in Kwame Dawes’ ‘Progeny of Air’, which addresses the existential threat that industrial agribusiness poses to the life of a Canadian salmon. We also find flora: Denise Saul’s short lyric ‘Clematis’ reaches, as does its titular plant, up from the mundane earth towards the heavens – while Will Harris’s short-lined quatrains in ‘Late Song’ cast a backwards glance that counterpoints Walt Whitman when they speak of what it is ‘to be alone & in / the grassing wind’.

         ‘Water’ inescapably refers us to the Black Atlantic, and with it, David Dabydeen’s lyrical epic from the early 1990s, ‘Turner’. Along with salt water, we have the monsoon, rivers and our relationship with them. Rain falls in a storm where Jackie Kay and her baby son transcend the language barrier in Italy to find the warmth of human shelter within the confines of a ‘small madeira cake house’. Ideas of peripherality and estrangement are two resounding themes in the anthology, which, for example, we encounter in Moniza Alvi’s ‘At Walberswick’ and Momtaza Mehri’s ‘At the Port’. Alternatively, we find ourselves immersed xivin Elizabeth-Jane Burnett’s experimental take on wild urban swimming amongst the ‘drone lorry / drone camera / drone dog’ in ‘King’s Cross Pond’.

         Alongside more direct representations of ‘Fire’, such as Nina Mingya Powles’ concrete ‘Volcanology’, there is also the fierce remonstration of Inua Ellams’ slash-punctuated paragraph ‘Fuck /Humanity’ which burns with rage and resistance. Jeet Thayil’s ‘Zoology’ is a testimony to the ravages of our ongoing assault on biodiversity while Warsan Shire’s tender ode to a father in ‘Bless the Camels’ conjures a moon that deflects the bright light of the desert sun and brings other ontological paradigms into sharper focus. As Nick Makoha reminds us in his intellectually lateral and aphoristic prose poem ‘Codex’, our situation is urgent: ‘The furnace is the city’s costume. / This world is a desperate element’.

         
             

         

         This urgency is evident in the decline of political and ecological systems worldwide, in climate collapse and the structural fragility that these conditions engender. This precarity is experienced most disproportionately in the global south, and throughout more-than-human/ animal populations, and is arguably the delicate thread in the web that connects all of these poems. Global-majority voices have been absenced from many discourses concerning nature throughout history. Ironically, nature is itself on the brink of erasure. This irony is not coincidental. The roots of the colonial project are deeply entangled in the perception of nature as a resource from which capital is to be extracted, as something that is other to us and either celebrated as numinous and pure or valued in terms of its potential efficacy, to be exploited and subdued. People of colour have been countering the effects of white supremacy as an economic and societal system for centuries. Now, as the global eco-structure starts to fracture, the reverberations are being felt by all. But the elegiac note only carries so far: as Toi Derricotte reminds us in her poem ‘The Telly Cycle’, ‘joy is an act of resistance’.

         xvIt is in this spirit that we might encounter Anthony Vahni Capildeo’s ‘In Praise of Birds’, which we find ‘unbeautiful’ and ‘abounding in Old Norse,’ as well as ‘shitting ever / singing, above a low-rent skylight, on a diet of chips’. There is a sense of salutation, too, in the queer history unearthed in Ian Humphreys’ ‘Pansies’, where it is impossible not to rejoice in the pointed enjambment of ‘Camp compliance / trowelled thick as luvvie slap. Dick / Frankie, Larry, Charles, […]’. There is much to savour in the linguistic agility that underpins Nisha Ramayya’s restless take on the slippery encumbrance and agency of identity, where an agility of human–nature interrelations means we might simply close our eyes ‘to change the weather’. Anthropologist Eduardo Kohn uses the term ‘decolonising thought’ for the process by which we become interlaced with the natural world which then leads to a shift in perception. This is how new conceptual tools are born and actualised. The poems in this anthology encourage such shifts, bringing something fresh and provocative to these vital conversations while positively complicating how we constitute and perceive environmental consciousness.

         The etymology of ‘anthology’ refers us to anthos, ‘flowers’, and logia, ‘collection’. We might think of Nature Matters as a bouquet: one that is more like Banksy’s Flower Thrower than a bunch of air-freighted tulips from a cash-crop field in Kenya. Or it is more like an insistent wildflower meadow nestled unexpectedly within the confines of an industrial estate, where daffodils bloom alongside buddleia, pansies, lilies and hibiscus, and the oak stands alongside mahogany and tamarind, and the seasons in which they flourish and blossom may also be rainy or dry. Whichever form the picture takes, this anthology is a radical and vital offering, and one which we hope will have readers seeing it as we do: as a living, breathing instrument of change.

         
             

         

         mona arshi & karen mccarthy woolf, 2025
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            Zaffar Kunial

            Foxglove Country

         

         
            
               
                  Sometimes I like to hide in the word

                  foxgloves – in the middle of foxgloves.

                  The xgl is hard to say, out of the England

                  of its harbouring word.

                  Alone it becomes a small tangle,

                  a witch’s thimble, hard-to-toll bell,

                  elvish door to a door. Xgl

                  a place with a locked beginning

                  then a snag, a gl

                  like the little Englands of my grief,

                  a knotted dark that locks light

                  in glisten, glow, glint, gleam

                  and Oberon’s banks of eglantine

                  which closes in on the opening

                  of Gulliver whose shrunken gul

                  says ‘rose’ in my fatherland.

                  Meanwhile, in the motherland, the xg

                  is almost the thumb of a lost mitten,

                  an impossible interior, deeper than forests

                  and further in. And deeper inland

                  is the gulp, the gulf, the gap, the grip

                  that goes before love.
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            Kei Miller

            Unsettled

         

         
            
               
                  So consider an unsettled island.

                  Inside – the unflattened and unsugared

               

               
                  fields; inside – a tegareg

                  sprawl of roots and canopies,

               

               
                  inside – the tall sentries of blood-

                  wood and yoke-wood and sweet-wood,

               

               
                  of dog-wood, of bullet trees so hard

                  they will one day splinter cutlasses,

               

               
                  will one day swing low the carcasses

                  of slaves; inside – a crawling

               

               
                  brawl of vines, unseemly

                  flowers that blossom from their spines;

               

               
                  inside – the leh-guh orchids and labrishing

                  hibiscuses that throw raucous

               

               
                  syllables at crows whose heads are red

                  as annattos; inside – malarial mosquitoes

               

               
                  that rise from stagnant ponds;

                  inside – a green humidity thick as mud;

               

               
                  inside – the stinging spurge, the night-

                  shades, the Madame Fates;7

               

               
                  inside – spiders, gnats and bees,

                  wasps and lice and fleas; inside –

               

               
                  the dengue, the hookworm, the heat

                  and botheration; unchecked macka

               

               
                  sharp as crucifixion. This is no paradise –

                  not yet – not this unfriendly, untamed island –

               

               
                  this unsanitised, unstructured island –

                  this unmannered, unmeasured island;

               

               
                  this island: unwritten, unsettled, unmapped.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
8
            Victoria Adukwei Bulley

            Of the Snail & its Loveliness

         

         
            
               
                  1.

                  Once, I saw a snail so small

                  so young its shell was still

                  transparent.

               

               
                  I stopped to look – I had the time

                  to see a thing unseen before –

                  a tiny flute

               

               
                  a ghost of white that swayed

                  within the sleeping shell,

                  marking time so faithfully.

               

               
                  Little snail,

                  you’ll never know what happened

                  outside as you dreamed.

               

               
                  I watched your small heart’s beating

                  & called my love

                  to come & see.

               

               
                  2.

                  Nomad of no fixed address, praise

                  your paradox, your calcium elasticity.

                  You who wander are not lost.

                  Home is wherever you are right now.

                  Everywhere you go is where you live.9

               

               
                  3.

                  Let me sing of the snail

                  & its loveliness, of the beauty

                  I have ruined underfoot,

                  wincing as though the pain

                  were entirely mine.

                  Knowing I could walk this city

                  in a fatal rush

                  I have learned to step aside for you.

                  Have crouched, even, in the rain

                  to move you further along your way

                  in the line of your direction.

                  & what is care but this: to hold

                  that which comes too soon to harm

                  & set it on a safer path.

                  To say I’m sorry, simply –

                  to do this, & not dance.

                  To signal the way to that place

                  where the skin meets itself again

                  or failing that, where honey

                  fills the wound’s red mouth;

                  solders a space left empty

                  of love. Love,

                  this way, we might say,

                  this way,

                  holding, sometimes, the other

                  sometimes the lonely self

                  until it can be said, love,

                  we are home now.

               

            






OEBPS/images/logo_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/landing_online.png





OEBPS/images/9780571370306_cover_epub.jpg





