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Introduction



HELEN MACDONALD


I wrote my first poem when I was six years old. It was an ode to a dandelion. I remember nothing about it except that it rhymed ‘golden flower’ with ‘fairy bower’. I’m sure it was a very bad poem, but it was interesting all the same, because even at that early age I’d assumed the right way to write about nature was with a poem. There are numerous right ways to write about the natural world, from ecological research papers to long-form journalism, but I’ve come to think that nature poems are among the most fascinating human responses to the wildlife and landscapes around us. They’re a rich and complex tradition, and far from simple responses to the natural world. Poems on nature reflect not only our changing relationship with the natural environment, but human culture, society, politics, war, trauma and contemporary understandings of selfhood. In whatever age they were composed, nature poems are always, at heart, expressions of human concerns. Perhaps the most poignant of all are those which are bound up, often invisibly, with terrible events. Edward Thomas’s poems of the English countryside were written during the horror of the Great War, and John Clare’s poems were composed at a time when the Enclosure Act was remorselessly destroying the traditional fabric of rural life.


This anthology focuses on work from Britain, Ireland and America, temperate lands where seasons mark the passage of time. The poems range from traditional Northumbrian farming rhymes to the songs and sonnets of Shakespeare, rich meditative poems of the Romantics, the compressed, luminous poems of Emily Dickinson, in which the observation of nature becomes a means to grapple with far deeper meanings, to the verses of Georgian poets for whom an attic of stored apples becomes a near-mystical scene, ripe for meditation.


Nature is a phenomenally difficult concept to define, and these poems express its various meanings. For some, nature speaks of home and community, for others it is a place for solitary introspection. It can be a cruel and impassive force or a benevolent one; sometimes remote, other times familiar, even liable to give revelations of divine power. Sometimes the nature in these poems seems indivisible from our own human nature; in others it’s something entirely separate from us and all our concerns. The best nature poetry, I think, exists in the space between those two positions, trying to understand our connection with the world around us. And very often, nature is presented in these poems as a corrective to the mores and trials of modern life, a green refuge when that world is too much with us.


Two ancient works, Theocritus’ Idylls, and Virgil’s Eclogues, were the foundational texts of the pastoral tradition in poetry. They celebrated an idealized rural landscape inhabited by shepherds, a place of simplicity far from the frenetic, complicated life of towns and cities. Over the centuries, the pastoral was shaped, elaborated, copied and reworked, and become a model for writing about the relationship between nature and artifice in worlds closer to home, and in restricted landscapes, too, such as in the gloriously complex garden poems of Andrew Marvell. By the eighteenth century, the pastoral was still being written, but had become increasingly self-conscious and ripe for parody. It saw a later resurgence in Victorian poetry in the form of pastoral elegies.


Nature underwent an intellectual remaking by the Romantics at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth centuries. The poems of Wordsworth and Coleridge show us a nature that is a benevolent, comforting power; it brings joy and fosters wisdom in the virtuous heart. The Romantics considered estrangement from nature to be the root of many of mankind’s ills. It is a conception of nature that has been highly influential. The legacy of the Romantics can be found in many later traditions, including that of the American transcendentalists, who shared the Romantics’ sense of the mystical power of nature. They saw unity in all things: Walt Whitman maintained that nature itself was the only complete and actual poem.
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