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so that my mind would be one selving or pitch of a great universal mind, working in other minds too besides mine, and even in all other things, according to their natures and powers.


GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS










Foreword


‘We didn’t travel all this way / to break your hearts. We came to ask if you might heal the world.’ John Glenday’s lines in the opening poem here could apply to the remarkable time-travel of long dead poets’ poems. John Clare published ‘The Mores’ in 1820: between 1809 and then, the English Acts of Enclosure allowed landowners to fence, bar, chop, burn, drain, re-route and parcel up the landscape of Clare’s youth. His suffering and mental distress at this were and are still mirrored in indigenous peoples across the globe. ‘Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet’, wrote the poet-priest Gerard Manley Hopkins in 1881; a blessing and apprehension answered by Paula Meehan in ‘Death of a Field’, 2009. And, for many, the collective sorrow at the mindless felling of the Sycamore Gap tree in 2023 is already articulated by Charlotte Mew in her 1920s poem, ‘The Trees Are Down’.


We are in the age of anthropogenic climate breakdown, possibly the Age of Grief. Nearly sixty per cent of the world’s population lives in cities and by 2050 this number is expected to double to nearly nine billion inhabitants – seven in ten of us. Few will ever wander lonely as clouds and the hand of the poet can no longer write the Nature poem. ‘My mind’s indicted by all I’ve taken’, writes A. R. Ammons (1926–2001) in ‘Plunder’ on doing just that. Yet the poems of the past illuminate, for writers and readers, what we have lost and are losing, and poets like John Clare are the ancestors of Ecopoetry. There is no poem without an earlier poem.


In 2023, during COP28 in Dubai, an open letter from Scientist Rebellion (fifteen hundred scientists and academics) spoke of their terror at the lack of impact of their published scientific evidence on the Climate Catastrophe. Their words, they declared, are not being heard or acted upon. ‘There is no Planet B’, the T-shirts read, going round and round in the tumble dryers. So what can the words of poems achieve? The poems here are all hallmarked with the humility required to write a true poem at all. Not with a sense of dominion over the earth and over every swimming, flying, creeping thing, but with gratitude, equality and, rightly, remorse. The anger looks at the human. Sometimes there are moments of epiphany, as rendered by Hopkins or Heaney; or there are hot flashes of shame from Denise Levertov or D. H. Lawrence; or despair from Lucille Clifton and Stevie Smith. Queer, political, celebratory or elegiac, they are moments in language to pause and allow ourselves to see differently. From their diverse years, they seek readers. The future is here and these are its prayers.


Carol Ann Duffy










The Walkers


As soon as we had died, we decided to walk home.


A white tatterflag marked where each journey began.


It was a slow business, so much water to be crossed,


so many dirt roads followed. We walked together but alone.


You must understand – we can never be passengers any more.


Even the smallest children had to make their own way


to their graves, through acres and acres of sunflowers,


somehow no longer pretty. A soldier cradled a cigarette, a teddy bear


and his gun. He didn’t see us pass, our light was far too thin.


We skirted villages and cities, traced the meanderings of rivers.


But beyond it all, the voices of our loved ones called


so we flowed through borders like the wind through railings


and when impassable mountains marked the way,


soared above their peaks like flocks of cloud, like shoals of rain.


In time the fields and woods grew weary and the sea began –


you could tell we were home by the way our shadows leaned.


We gathered like craneflies in the windowlight of familiar rooms,


grieving for all the things we could never hold again.


Forgive us for coming back. We didn’t travel all this way


to break your hearts. We came to ask if you might heal the world.


JOHN GLENDAY










Poem


The earth said


remember me.


The earth said


don’t let go,


said it one day


when I was


accidentally


listening, I


heard it, I felt it


like temperature,


all said in a


whisper – build to-


morrow, make right be-


fall, you are not


free, other scenes


are not taking


place, time is not filled,


time is not late, there is


a thing the emptiness


needs as you need


emptiness, it


shrinks from light again &


again, although all things


are present, a


fact a day a


bird that warps the


arithmetic of per-


fection with its


arc, passing again &


again in the evening


air, in the pre-


vailing wind, making no


mistake – yr in-


difference is yr


principal beauty


the mind says all the


time – I hear it – I


hear it every-


where. The earth


said remember


me. I am the


earth, it said. Re-


member me.


JORIE GRAHAM










The Snow Man


One must have a mind of winter


To regard the frost and the boughs


Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;


And have been cold a long time


To behold the junipers shagged with ice,


The spruces rough in the distant glitter


Of the January sun; and not to think


Of any misery in the sound of the wind,


In the sound of a few leaves,


Which is the sound of the land


Full of the same wind


That is blowing in the same bare place


For the listener, who listens in the snow,


And, nothing himself, beholds


Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.


WALLACE STEVENS










Walking Past a Rose This June Morning


is my heart a rose? how unspeakable


is my heart a rose? how unspeakable


is my heart folded to dismantle? how unspeakable


is a rose folded in its nerves? how unspeakable


is my heart secretly overhanging us? pause


is there a new world known only to breathing?


now inhale what I remember. pause. how unbreathable


this is my heart out. how unspeakable


this is my risen skin. how unthinkable


this is my tense touch-sensitive heart


this is its mass made springy by the rain


this loosening compression of hope. how unworkable


is an invisible ray lighting up your lungs? how invisible?


is it a weightless rapture? pause. how weightless?


now trace a breath-map in the air. how invisible?


is a rose a turning cylinder of senses? how unspeakable


is this the ghost of the heart, the actual
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