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Introduction


H. J. MASSINGHAM



Some words are necessary to explain the scope and method of this collection. I do not profess to be one of those compilers who apologise for their wares on the grounds that there are too many of them. Why add another, then, is the answer for a gift. Neither do I share the minority prejudice against anthologies as such. They may be good or bad, useful or worthless, but to condemn them for being what they are seems to me a form of literary snobbery. Apart from the question of relative merit—and to make a really good anthology is a much harder job than the writing of many “original” works—I can see only one serious objection to them. They may influence their readers against going to the originals from which the selections are taken and so encourage a light-minded and surface culture. But the blame is surely the readers’, for the proper anthology should open rather than shut the door to the strongroom of the bank of literature by exhibiting some handfuls of its best money. Granted all the shoddy, a competent anthology seems to me of real value in inspiring and diffusing a taste for and knowledge of literature, which education lacks and needs more than anything else.


The object of this one is also to foster what I believe is a native and growing appreciation of natural life and beauty, which will in time rout the huge vested interests in destruction of life for frivolous purposes, from the egger to the milliner. Not the least of my difficulties has been to keep the balance between the two demands. But as bad poetry means bad thinking, and bad thinking bad feeling, I have given priority to the first and omitted the incredible amount of inferior verse which takes birds as its subject matter. My publisher never suggested a wiser thing than that I should keep the book within the limits of two hundred poems, and I do not believe that beyond its frontier there exist more than a very few tolerable ones in the whole language. If so, I have missed them. I do not of course pretend that all of these collected here are of first-class quality, but I do claim that they take poetic honours of some kind, so far as I am a judge of them. I have also tried to keep an eye to their being as representative as possible of the several ages in which they were written, and so of the different stages the poetic mind has passed in its emotional response to nature. The reasons for my chronological arrangement of the text I propose to give later, as they embrace an interesting problem. The poems are grouped into four divisions, the first containing those written between the Middle Ages and the Restoration; the second during the eighteenth century; the third (beginning with Blake) representing dead writers beyond it; and the fourth those written in the twentieth century.


Poetry is essentially ideal. Imitation of nature as an end and for its own sake is the death of all art. The first and last law of poetry, an element which absorbs and transforms every other element upon which it works into something new, is to be true to itself.


It is an axiom that evolution works by a slow integration of all things, not in spite of but through their distinctness and particularity, and this maxim can, I think, be applied to the relations of poetry to nature and is the reason for the chronological arrangement of this book. Man’s perception of beauty in nature is vastly older than his discovery of metals, older than his very speech, and the first articulate word from his lispings was beauty. Coleridge neither saw the landscape of the “Ancient Mariner” nor got it out of a book, for Shelvocke’s “Voyages” is a sunless sea indeed. It was etched upon his mind by intuitive memory, mysteriously quickened in all true poetic natures, just as the essential form of the charging mammoth sprang from the dripping walls of the sepulchral limestone grotto at the will of a hand with no living model before it. How richly revealing, indeed, of man’s foster-childhood to nature for tens of thousands of years are those polychromatic mural frescoes of the unstoried Cro-Magnon race! The sense of beauty, of that nth power in nature all her great artists glorify, is an inheritance so fundamental to us that it is in the marrow of our bones and the pigment of our blood. Who knows what Coleridge (to go still farther back) did not owe to the lemurine anthropoid creeping among the tree-tops and receiving through the cracks of his shut mind the light capering among the leaves? Nature’s beauty is an instinctive patrimony to man born of nature; and to acknowledge that gift in a thousand different ways and through a hundred different materials revealing the Creator in the creature, is the function of art. A deepening and expanding sense of beauty, the climbing of a hill only to see a mountain beyond it, is part of our evolution, the most important part, and every artist who creates beauty is going back to nature, whether he knows it or not.


“Nature-poetry” is the explicit recognition of this legacy. There are colours in the spectrum imperceptible to the human eye, but visible to the super-eye. The mission of the artist is to see things that do not meet the eye, and his perceptions are intuitive. We have in fact to look at nature-poetry in two ways: as a work of art, a thing in itself, and relatively to the age and status of discovery in which it was written. What was right for the Elizabethans is wrong for us, because our modern life has won new attitudes to and knowledge from nature to them unknown except in uncertain gleams. It is not that we find disharmonies among the Elizabethans and still earlier poets, and that their expression of values is wrong because it is different from ours. In the seventeenth century, the mind often robs the senses; in the Renaissance proper, fancy takes conventional liberties with matter and experience, and arranges them in formal patterns. Nature was a kind of Clarkson to the Elizabethans, and a limited type of costume was de rigueur. We should be wrong to find fault with them on that account, since the convention was well and truly adapted to the needs and resources of the period, and in its own place evokes the full chords of beauty. The nature-poetry of the Middle Ages, again, partly shows us the later method in the making (in the convention of May-Day, for instance), and partly something set apart and peculiar to their own special and more concrete genius. Nature is delightfully humanised, as religion was, and beasts and birds and saints and angels and devils play a united part in the theatre of human destiny. The eighteenth-century pastoralists, again, break fresh ground; their method, or rather system, is what science calls a “mutation” towards the objective and descriptive treatment of nature, and in the hands of Thomson and Cowper the new instrument yielded its full volume of sound. But Thomson, the centre of the new movement, is at the same time its worst enemy. Poetry is always breaking into and out of his set numbers, just as the robins hop in and out of the glass house at Kew and thrill the academy of alien growths with their native warble.


With the nineteenth century, launched by Blake and Burns, that intuitive memory, implanted by nature, seemed to become self-conscious and aware of its source, and the spiral of evolution took a new turn. Its first glory has as good a name in the Realistic as in the Romantic Revival, for a leap forward in poetic power and range of vision corresponded with a more intimate perception of natural truth. Roughly, the age began to see things in and for themselves, to realise an immortal aspect of beauty behind them, and to gain a new reverence for life as it acquired a truer knowledge of it. Poetry became both more particular and more integral, and it was natural that this modern turn, with its more and more sympathetic understanding of the nature of things, should be shot through with portents of Darwinism, which demonstrates the growth of integration and differentiation in the natural world. The bond between nature and the soul of man was recognised, and Coleridge defines beauty in the abstract as “the unity of the manifold, the coalescence of the diverse.” The age of unity in nature-poetry had dawned, and it sought balances and reconciliations in every direction, with “truth to nature,” with “humanitarianism,” with knowledge, and with the spirit of nature urging its manifold forms into life.


“Truth to nature,” therefore, has become very wide in meaning. Professor Thomson says of the nature-poets that they are “the truest because deepest biologists of us all”—that is one truth, to penetrate matter and read the Sibyl’s mysteries. Another, surely, is some knowledge by sense or intuition of the external processes of nature, as a key to nature’s language, a passage between it and the soul of man, a treasure-house of imagery and illustration and a parable of effortless expression. Many artists fight shy of this knowledge as impeding their freedom. But the genuine artist turns all to good, and to make bread grinds all that he can gather into his mill. New knowledge is new words, new colours, new thoughts, new beauties to him.


It can be fairly claimed that this little world of poems about birds is a globe reflecting these larger movements and currents more graciously and compactly than a more ambitious volume could accomplish. Birds enter into nature like stars into the sky, quickening her pulse and revealing the graces of her spirit. Without them her blood runs too cold for sun or central fires to warm it. They were a sudden, bright thought of hers, run into rhyme, and ever after have been the expression of her lyrical power, easing with laughter and at the same time articulating after long travail those mighty impulses of life, love, death, and birth whose purposes she broods. How naturally, then, do these living songs lend wings and voices to the poets, reaching up to where:




“The gods embrace


And stars are born and suns: . . .


. . . where life and death are one”—





and catching in the curves, eddies, circles, sweeps of music and flight the tumults of the human heart.
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