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I am delighted to introduce 
this anthology of prize-winning 
essays from the INSPIRE-
ASLE UK Literature and 
Sustainability competition. 

Now in its tenth year, the competition is a 
highlight in the University’s calendar and has 
provided a platform for the winning authors 
to present their work at the internationally 
renowned Hay Festival.  

As the University celebrates its Bicentenary 
this year, it is fitting to publish a celebratory 
anthology to mark this significant milestone 
for the competition and for the University.  

The Competition was established as 
part of the University’s INSPIRE initiative 
which, at its inception, aimed to embed 
sustainability throughout the University’s 
campus, curriculum, culture, and community. 
Under the leadership of Dr Jane Davidson, 
the first Director of INSPIRE, sustainable 
development has become one of the key 
values and planning assumptions of the 
University as we seek to systematically 
embed this principle in our approach to 
teaching and learning, and now in line with 
the requirements of Welsh Government’s 
Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015). 

The essays submitted for the competition 
have been as diverse as they have been 
fascinating and we are grateful to all the 
authors from across the UK’s University 
sector for their contributions.  I am also very 
grateful to Dr Jane Davidson and Professor 
Brycchan Carey, Chair of ASLE UK and 
his predecessor Dr Adeline Johns-Putra, 
for their enthusiasm and commitment to 
the competition over the past ten-years 
and to Andy Fryers and colleagues at the 
Hay Festival for providing the platform 
to showcase the breadth of research 
and wealth of ideas around the theme of 
Sustainability and Literature.”

Professor Medwin Hughes, DL, 
Vice Chancellor

Mae’n bleser gennyf gyflwyno’r 
antholeg hon o draethodau 
buddugol yng nghystadleuaeth 
Llenyddiaeth a Chynaliadwyedd 
INSPIRE-ASLE UK. 

A hithau bellach yn ei degfed flwyddyn, mae’r 
gystadleuaeth yn uchafbwynt yng nghalendr y 
Brifysgol ac mae wedi rhoi llwyfan i’r awduron 
buddugol gyflwyno eu gwaith yng Ngŵyl byd-
enwog y Gelli. 

Wrth i’r Brifysgol ddathlu ei 
Daucanmlwyddiant eleni, mae’n addas 
cyhoeddi antholeg ddathlu i nodi’r garreg filltir 
bwysig hon i’r gystadleuaeth a’r Brifysgol.  

Sefydlwyd y Gystadleuaeth yn rhan o  fenter 
INSPIRE y Brifysgol a oedd â’r nod, yn y lle 
cyntaf, o wreiddio cynaliadwyedd ar draws 
campws, cwricwlwm, diwylliant a chymuned 
y Brifysgol. O dan arweiniad  Dr Jane 
Davidson, Cyfarwyddwr cyntaf INSPIRE, 
mae datblygu cynaliadwy wedi dod yn un 
o werthoedd allweddol a rhagdybiaethau 
cynllunio’r Brifysgol wrth i ni geisio 
ymgorffori’r egwyddor hon yn systematig 
yn ein dull o ddysgu ac addysgu, ac erbyn 
hyn yn unol â gofynion Deddf Llesiant 
Cenedlaethau’r Dyfodol Llywodraeth 
Cymru (2015). 

Mae’r traethodau a gyflwynwyd ar gyfer y 
gystadleuaeth wedi bod yn hynod ddiddorol 
ac amrywiol ac rydym yn ddiolchgar i’r holl 
awduron o bob rhan o sector Prifysgolion 
y DU am eu cyfraniadau.  Rwyf hefyd yn 
ddiolchgar iawn i Dr Jane Davidson a’r 
Athro Brycchan Carey, Cadeirydd ASLE 
UK a’i ragflaenydd Dr Adeline Johns-Putra, 
am eu brwdfrydedd a’u hymrwymiad i’r 
gystadleuaeth dros y deng mlynedd diwethaf 
ac i Andy Fryers a chydweithwyr yng Ngŵyl 
y Gelli am ddarparu’r llwyfan i arddangos 
ehangder yr ymchwil a’r cyfoeth o 
syniadau ynghylch thema Cynaliadwyedd 
a Llenyddiaeth.

Yr Athro Medwin Hughes, DL,
Is-Ganghellor

At Hay Festival we strive 
to create a space both to 
showcase fresh ideas and to 
inspire new ones. 

So, when the opportunity came up to work 
with Jane and Brycchan on this important 
area of literature and the environment, we 
jumped at the chance. 

Since the inaugural event in 2013, we 
have explored a broad range of topics 
from Shakespeare’s trading in grain, to 
love, poetry and planetary wellbeing; 
murmurations of starlings, and poetry and 
fracking. It has been an enormous pleasure 
to premiere the winning story each year, and 
for these talented artists to bring us new 
understandings about nature and 
the environment. 

The standard of entries has been 
consistently fantastic. I hope you enjoy 
reading this collection of winning stories 
and are inspired to write your own.

Andy Fryers, 
Sustainability Director, 
Hay Festival

Yng Ngŵyl y Gelli rydym 
yn ymdrechu i greu gofod i 
arddangos syniadau ffres ac 
i ysbrydoli rhai newydd. 

Felly, pan ddaeth y cyfle i weithio gyda 
Jane a Brycchan ar y maes pwysig hwn o 
lenyddiaeth a’r amgylchedd, fe wnaethon ni 
neidio ar y cyfle. 

Ers y digwyddiad cyntaf yn 2013, rydym 
wedi archwilio ystod eang o bynciau o hanes 
Shakespeare yn masnachu grawn, i gariad, 
barddoniaeth a lles planedol; murmuriad y 
drudwy, a barddoniaeth a ffracio. Mae wedi 
bod yn bleser aruthrol i ddangos y stori 
fuddugol am y tro cyntaf bob blwyddyn, ac 
i’r artistiaid dawnus hyn ddod â dealltwriaeth 
newydd inni am natur a’r amgylchedd. Mae 
safon y ceisiadau wedi bod yn gyson wych. 

Gobeithio y byddwch yn mwynhau darllen 
y casgliad hwn o straeon buddugol ac yn 
cael eich ysbrydoli i ysgrifennu eich rhai 
eich hun.

Andy Fryers, 
Cyfarwyddwr Cynaladwyedd, 
Gŵyl y Gelli
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Literature, Environment, and Sustainability: 
Ten Years at the Hay Festival

Brycchan Carey

This book brings together in one place the eight annual lectures 
given by the winners of the INSPIRE/ASLE-UKI Hay Festival 
public lecture competition. The competition was launched in 
2013 as a collaboration between the University of Wales Trinity 
Saint David’s Institute of Sustainable Practice, Innovation and 
Resource Effectiveness (INSPIRE) and the Association for the 
Study of Literature and Environment, UK & Ireland (ASLE-UKI). 
The aims of the competition were to give literary scholars and 
university-based creative writers an opportunity to share their 
research on the theme of sustainability with a public audience, 
and to showcase the important new work being done in the 
growing academic field of ecocriticism, a field championed 
by ASLE-UKI, which today is arguably the most vibrant, 
and certainly the most urgent, branch of literary studies. 
As the many Hay Festival goers over the years who have 
attended these events will attest, the lectures and the ensuing 
discussions, both on and off stage, have entertained, informed, 
and—we hope—inspired Hay Festival audiences.

Each year, the winning speaker is invited to give a half-
hour talk, followed by an on-stage discussion with Dr Jane 
Davidson, Emeritus Pro-Vice-Chancellor and former Director of 
INSPIRE at the  University of Wales Trinity Saint David, and the 
President of ASLE-UKI—in the opening years Professor Adeline 
Johns-Putra of the University of Surrey and later Professor 
Brycchan Carey of Northumbria University. Over the years, 
these lively lectures have covered an enormous range of topics, 
from Elizabethan grain prices and Enlightenment solar power to 
Victorian trees and the poetics of fracking. The speakers have 
paid attention to poets, dramatists, and novelists from Ancient 
Greece to the present day, including Aristotle, Shakespeare, 
Swift, Austen, Clare, Wordsworth, Dickens, Hardy, Mew, and 
many, many more. They have examined literary representations 
of trees and flowers, birds and reptiles, farmland and forests, 
mountains and oceans. Some of the lecturers looked carefully 
at the writing of others. Others shared their own nature 
writing or poetry. What all have in common is a desire to 
show how literature can help us to recognise and engage 
with the pressing problems of climate change, pollution, and 
habitat loss and encourage us all to imagine and enact a more 
sustainable future.

This volume reprints the eight lectures as they were originally 
given, but also includes two additional essays that seek to 
frame and reflect on those lectures. In ‘Ten Years On: Climate 
Fiction and a New Posterity’, Adeline Johns-Putra, the first 
ASLE-UKI President to take part in this lecture series, explores 
the growth and importance of climate fiction in the ten years 
since she first took part in the Hay Festival. In this essay, I 
discuss the long history of literature and sustainability as well 
as the ecocritical approaches that attempt to make sense of 
it, before summing up the eight winning lectures. Together, 
we hope that these lectures and essays give a flavour both 
of the richness and diversity of environmental literature and 
environmental criticism but also of the lectures themselves, 
as they unfolded across a decade of the Hay Festival.

A Short, Short History of Literature and Environment

The word ‘sustainable’ in its environmental sense dates back 
only as far as the 1970s but the notion that some resources 
may be scarce or even finite is as old as history, as is the 
need to manage scarcity. For preindustrial writers, acting 
sustainably often meant little more than keeping things going 
in the face of food and fuel shortages that came and went with 
changing months and years. Nevertheless, many lived lives 
more intimately bound up with the natural world around them 
then we do today, understanding the ways of wild flowers and 
animals, working closely with crops, domesticated animals, 
and their pests, and keeping an eye on minute variations in 
the weather and the night sky. Classical poets like Hesiod 
and Virgil celebrated the lives of shepherds and described the 
day-to-day activities of farmers as they worked with, but more 
often, tried to overcome, the natural world. Aristotle and the 
Elder Pliny produced the first works of natural history, seeking 
to understand flora, fauna, geology, and meteorology while 
Medieval monks recorded the seasonal labour of ploughing, 
sowing, and reaping but also produced herbals, bestiaries, and 
cosmologies. Poets of the Middle Ages frequently reflect on 
their landscapes, be it the soft sunshine of the Malvern Hills 
that opens William Langland’s Vision of Piers Ploughman or 
the lowering northern landscapes of Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight. Modern readers of Medieval or early modern literature 
may also detect a knowledge of flora and fauna far in advance 
of that possessed by today’s urban dwellers. Chaucer mentions 
birds more than 240 times in his poetry, while Shakespeare 
ticks off more than 60 species on his bird list. Hamlet is most 
definitely not crazy when he says he knows a hawk from a 
handsaw; the handsaw, or heronshaw, was a Tudor word for 
the heron. 

Medieval and early modern literature tells us a lot about how 
people thought about the world around them but can also 
be used by historical ecologists trying to understand the 
changes to the landscape that have taken place over centuries. 
Those changes were accelerated by the eighteenth-century 
‘agricultural revolution’. New techniques meant that food 
became cheaper and its supply more reliable. The population 
grew and, with it, so did the size of towns and the amount 
of land taken under cultivation. Many writers of this period 
lament the enclosure of farmland and the expansion of cities. 
Oliver Goldsmith decried rural clearances in his 1770 poem 
The Deserted Village which argued that ‘Ill fares the land, to 
hastening ills a prey, / Where wealth accumulates, and men 
decay’. The following year saw a protest against housing 
developments on greenfield land. ‘London is literally new 
to me’, complained Tobias Smollet, writing in the character 
of the prickly Welsh squire Matthew Bramble. ‘What I left 
open fields, producing hay and corn, I now find covered with 
streets and squares, and palaces, and churches. I am credibly 
informed, that in the space of seven years, eleven thousand 
new houses have been built in one quarter of Westminster … 
If this infatuation continues for half a century, I suppose the 

whole county of Middlesex will be covered with brick’. Smollett 
was right. By the 1840s, more people lived in cities than in 
the countryside as Great Britain transformed from a largely 
rural to a mainly urban nation. To support this new way of life, 
the British population turned to coal, first to heat their houses 
and later to power their businesses. As early as 1698, steam 
engines were being used to pump water. Little more than a 
century later, this cheap and reliable fuel was powering an 
industrial revolution. Progress came at the price of pollution. 
Britain’s cities were tuning black with soot, dominated by the 
‘dark Satanic mills’ that William Blake so disliked when they 
were constructed close to his home in Lambeth, South London.

Much nineteenth-century literature can be described as a 
tussle between the values of the country and the city. Urban 
centres may have had squalid slums, but they also had elegant 
boulevards and airy suburbs. Cholera and typhoid spread 
where water management was poor, but arts and sciences 
flourished and education expanded. Even those writers most 
closely associated with nature had mixed feelings about the 
growing cities. ‘Earth has not any thing to show more fair’ said 
William Wordsworth of London, as he gazed across the silent 
city from Westminster Bridge early on September morning in 
1802. The Romantic poets were indeed no strangers to the city, 
but they are better known for celebrating nature with a beauty 
and passion that has lodged deep in the British psyche. And 
while nineteenth-century city writers from Charles Dickens to 
Arthur Conan Doyle remain widely read, it is the rural locations 
of Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford, George Eliot’s Middlemarch, 
and Thomas Hardy’s Wessex that are perhaps the most deeply 
seated in the national consciousness. These novels were 
matched by an outpouring of nature writing. Building on older 
traditions of pastoral verse and natural history, and boosted 
by the nineteenth-century enthusiasm for Gilbert White’s 1789 
Natural History of Selborne, authors from William Cobbett to 
W.H Hudson championed rural life and encouraged readers 
to take up activities such as botany and birdwatching. As 
the United Kingdom grew progressively more urban, more 
industrial, and more polluted, so it imagined itself all the more 
strongly rooted in its rural past. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, the science of natural 
history was becoming more professional, more theoretical, 
and more experimental. Rather than simply describing ‘God’s 
creation’, as in previous centuries, naturalists led by Charles 
Darwin and others were increasingly focusing on how plants, 
animals, and microorganisms interacted with each other and 
how they adapted to changing environments over time. The 
sciences of evolution and ecology profoundly altered the way 
people thought about the world and humanity’s place in it. 
Writers were quick to explore the implications. H.G. Wells, 
who had been a student of the evolutionary scientist Thomas 
Huxley, invented a fictional time machine to explore human 
evolution far into the future and pitted alien invaders against 
terrestrial microbes in a book that described a battle between 
two ecosystems—a War of the Worlds. While nature writing and 
tales of rural life remained popular in the twentieth century, it 
was science fiction that really pushed the boundaries of what 
could be conceived. Writers such as Wells and Olaf Stapledon 
envisioned far futures crossing billions of years in a warning 
that human beings were not at the centre of all things. Others, 
such as John Wyndham and John Christopher in the 1950s 
and 60s, imagined ordinary families responding to global or 
ecological catastrophes such as rising sea levels, virus-induced 
famine, and, of course, nuclear war. After 1945, the future 
survival of humanity was no longer quite so certain.

Whether spoken or not, the fear of nuclear annihilation is the 
menacing undertone to all late-twentieth-century writing, but 
scientists were also increasingly clear that the world faced 
three other serious and potentially existential threats. The 

first was that the oil-fuelled post-war bonanza could not 
last since oil was clearly a finite commodity. Second, it was 
becoming increasingly obvious that land use, agrochemicals, 
and pollution were driving a planetary mass extinction. Finally, 
it was realised that the most serious pollutant of all had been 
overlooked, essentially because it was invisible. Atmospheric 
carbon dioxide had been suspected as a potential climate 
changer since the nineteenth century, but by the 1970s the 
science, and the need for action, were clear enough, at least to 
those who were paying attention. The threat of climate change 
soon began to creep into science fiction, with perhaps the 
best-known early example being the 1973 film Soylent Green, 
starring Charlton Heston and set in a year 2022 ravaged by 
global warming, food shortages, and political repression. Since 
then, climate, extinction, and oil have been central, not only to 
science fiction writers from Ursula Le Guin to Margaret Atwood, 
but also to more ‘conventional’ authors such as Ian McEwan 
and Barbara Kingsolver. McEwan’s 2010 novel Solar charts 
the demise of Michael Beard, a physicist in denial about the 
unsustainability of his own lifestyle, as a metaphor for denial 
and dysfunction of global institutions regarding climate change. 
Climate fiction has now become an important and growing 
genre, as Adeline Johns-Putra, shows in detail in her essay in 
this book.

Ecocriticism: A New Way of Thinking
about Literature and Environment

Literary criticism has its own history, dating back to Aristotle’s 
Rhetoric and Poetics. For many centuries, critics were primarily 
interested in character, form, and figuration: the personalities, 
psychology, and motivation of the people writers portray, 
the way writers organise the words on the page, and the 
figures of speech they use to make their writing richer and 
more memorable. Nineteenth-century critics often paid much 
attention to the motivation and beliefs of the creative genius 
behind the text, but the twentieth century went the other way, 
erasing all consideration of a text’s personal, historical, or 
environmental context. In the 1970s, however, some critics, 
many inspired by the Marxist contention that that all writing 
reflects an underlying material reality, began to look at the 
relationship between the literary text and the world in which 
it was written. In 1973, in The Country and the City, the 
Welsh critic Raymond Williams showed how literature had for 
centuries promoted a mythical contrast between the urban 
and rural in British society that did not well reflect the historical 
reality. The book spurred many critics to think again about 
the role of the countryside in English literature. In the United 
States, critics such as Joseph Meeker and William Rueckert led 
the way in analysing literary texts in the light of environmental 
concerns and their environmental context, with Rueckert 
coining the new term ‘ecocriticsm’ in an essay on literature and 
ecology published in 1978.

Literary criticism in the 1970s and 80s was going through 
something of a difficult period, both in the sense that there 
were different factions whose positions sometimes became 
acrimonious and in that its adoption of complex linguistic and 
philosophical theory often made it, quite literally, difficult to 
follow. The new ecocritical literature was not entirely immune 
from this, but often, in its opening years, it seemed to articulate 
a desire to get away from it all, to interrogate but also to 
celebrate literature of the wild places and great outdoors, far 
from the classroom or lecture theatre. Particularly in the United 
States, which arguably has some wilderness left, what have 
become known as ‘first-wave ecocritics’ rediscovered the ‘wild 
west’, not as the lawless bandit-country of Hollywood movies, 
but as a supposedly ecologically pristine area where writers 
like John Muir might describe a way of life that was arguably 
healthier and more connected to nature. Others, such as 
Laurence Buell, in his seminal 1996 study The Environmental 
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Imagination, Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of 
American Culture, saw the nineteenth-century transcendentalist 
writer Henry David Thoreau at the centre of American 
conceptions of nature. In Great Britain, early ecocritics also 
focused on nature writing and, especially, the Romantic 
poets. One of the most important publications was Jonathan 
Bate’s 1991 study Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the 
Environmental Tradition which firmly established Wordsworth’s 
green credentials, but also associated British ecocriticism with 
Romanticism very firmly in some critics’ minds—an association 
that persists in some quarters to this day.

The interest in wild places and nature writing that characterised 
the writing of many first-wave ecocritics has never gone 
away but, since the 1990s, a second wave of ecocritics have 
turned their attention to a more diverse and a more urgent 
set of questions and texts. Often, the most prominent of 
the first wave were also instrumental in driving the second; 
both Laurence Buell and Jonathan Bate produced follow-up 
studies that considerably widened their original arguments. 
Many of the new wave were, however, sceptical that reading 
Wordsworth, Thoreau, or Muir would help readers to connect 
with unspoiled nature or do much to save the planet. Second-
wave ecocritics are far more likely to read contemporary 
literature to understand how it deals with current issues in 
climate change, habitat loss, and pollution, as well as the way 
it explores imagined or imminent future catastrophes. There 
is also a much stronger emphasis on studying the ways in 
which environmental literature can help achieve social and 
environmental justice. Ecocritics, like many contemporary 
writers, are deeply aware that the exploitation and despoilation 
of environments often goes hand in hand with gender 
inequality, racial prejudice, disparities of wealth, and the lack of 
access to healthcare and education, particularly in the global 
south. Rather than focusing solely on the greats of English and 
American nature writing, ecocritics now read, or attempt to 
read, literature from across the world and from diverse cultures 
and languages. But they have also extended their readings 
in time. As well as Wordsworth and Thoreau, there are now 
ecocritical studies of Milton and Shakespeare, of Gawain and 
Beowulf, and of Virgil and Pliny. There are few texts across time 
and space that do not engage with the natural environment in 
some way. Ecocritics today study the full global and historical 
range of literature to show how writers have represented the 
environments in which they lived, how they have changed 
them, and what we might learn from them as we address the 
urgent task of protecting our fragile planet.

Eight Prize-Winning Lectures

Since the series began in 2013, there have been eight winning 
lectures—there would have been ten, but for the two Covid 
years in which the Hay Festival was suspended. Eight winners 
means that there were many runners up. Over the years, 
Adeline, Brycchan, and a range of colleagues from UWTSD 
and ASLE-UKI sifted their way through dozens of entries of a 
very high standard indeed. There were many difficult choices 
and many lectures that we know would have been excellent 
contributions to the Hay Festival if only they had not been 
pipped to the post by another even more excellent. By way of 
consolation, as much for us as for the entrants, we have had 
the pleasure of seeing many of the runner-up lectures go on 
to appear at conferences, in academic journals, and at other 
festivals. But a competition must have a winner, and here we 
sum up those eight winning entries.

The first was presented in 2013 by a team of academics from 
Aberystwyth University made up of Dr Jayne Elisabeth Archer, 
Professor Howard Thomas, and Professor Richard Marggraf 
Turley. In ‘Reading with the Grain: Sustainability and the Literary 
Imagination’ they painted a portrait of William Shakespeare, not 

as the dramatist we all know him as, but instead as a hard-
headed businessman in the corn trade whose ‘need to ensure a 
sustainable future for himself and his family informed his literary 
career’. In an age of food scarcity, the plague pandemic, and 
the climate change of the ‘Little Ice Age’, the team concluded 
that ‘it quickly becomes clear that the politics of sustenance 
is written into the fabric, into the very grain, as it were, of 
Shakespeare’s characters, language and plots’.

The 2014 lecture was delivered by nature writer and ecocritic 
Richard Kerridge from Bath Spa University in the same month 
that he published Cold Blood, a nature writing memoir about 
British reptiles and amphibians, their meanings, and his 
fascination with them dating from childhood. Kerridge asked 
‘What is new about The New Nature Writing?’ He explored the 
booming popularity of nature writing for our times that was well 
under way by 2014 and shows no sign of abating. Thinking 
about writers like Robert Macfarlane, Kathleen Jamie, Mark 
Cocker, and Helen Macdonald, Kerridge argued that what is 
new is ‘the hope that the writing will be free from the nostalgic, 
anti-modern, antiurban and anti-social visions with which the 
genre has sometimes been associated’. New nature writing is 
new because, while it may still explore ‘wild places’ and ‘secret 
enclaves’, it must also ‘show recognition of the global reach of 
ecological cause and effect’ both in space and time.

In contrast with Kerridge’s broad themes, the 2015 lecturer 
took a more focused approach. Hayden Gabriel, at that time 
Programme Leader for Creative Writing and English Literature 
at the University of St Mark and St John, Plymouth, spoke on 
the topic of ‘Animal Lives, Binary Opposition, and Barbara 
Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer’. She began by reflecting on 
the ‘us and them’ attitudes towards animals revealed by a 
traffic accident she had witnessed in which a deer had been 
killed. This led her to consider how ‘Barbara Kingsolver’s 2000 
novel Prodigal Summer, ’engages with and challenges binary 
opposition’ by ‘interweaving religious and scientific discourse’ 
and by contrasting exploitative and sustainable attitudes 
towards animals and nature more broadly. Reading novels like 
Prodigal Summer, she concludes, offers us ways in which 
we might resist and replace unsustainable notions of 
binary opposition.

The 2016 lecturer was the Chichester University ecocritic and 
poet Hugh Dunkerley, who offered ‘Some Thoughts on Poetry 
and Fracking’. After recalling some notable environmental 
protest literature from William Wordsworth, John Clare, and 
David Craig, he asked ‘what, if anything, can poetry offer 
beyond a cry of protest? Can what poets say really offer a 
challenge to something like the behemoth of the fracking 
industry?’ Perhaps not directly, argues Dunkerley, in the so-
called ‘real world’ of economics, but what poetry can do is 
to ask us ‘to look beyond the “false utilitarian lure” of that so 
called ‘real world’, to think again.’

Thinking again, and looking again, was central to the 2017 
lecture. In ‘Starling Song: Murmurations of Meaning’, the 
conservationist and nature writer Rachel Dowse asked us to 
look again at starlings and see not the small noisy bird that is 
sometimes derided for monopolising bird feeders but instead 
a beautiful characterful bird with shining green, purple, and 
gold feathers and astonishing social behaviour and mimicry 
abilities. Dowse charted the long cultural history of the starling 
in literature from Aristotle and the Elder Pliny to its rehabilitation 
in the new nature writing. Invoking the biologist Stephen Jay 
Gould, who argued that ‘We will not fight to save what we do 
not love’, Dowse concludes that ‘caring about an unwanted 
species… can be as important as saving a rare and 
beautiful one’.

Love was also at the heart of the 2018 lecture, delivered by 
ecopoet, essayist, short fiction writer, community artist, and 
nature educator Helen Moore. In ‘Is love the answer?  Personal 
and planetary wellbeing through the lens of poetry’ Moore 
quoted the American poet Gary Snyder who argued that our 
ecological crisis is ‘a problem of love, not the humanistic love 
of the West – but a love that extends to animals, rocks, dirt, all 
of it’. She asks ‘could love really be the answer for restoring 
human and planetary wellbeing?  And if so, what kind of love? 
’ Building on Erich Fromm’s notion of ‘biophilia’ or ‘love of 
life or living systems’, Moore argued that poetry can help us 
to reconnect with nature, which she demonstrated through a 
reading of three centuries of poetry, including some of her own. 

In 2019, the Oxford University scholar Catherine Charlwood 
gave a lecture with the title ‘Such a pair’: The Twin Lives of 
Humans and Trees or Poetry’s Sustained Interest in Trees’. 
Charlwood noted that ‘Literature, and poetry in particular, 
shows a sustained interest in trees, spanning centuries’. Her 
lecture looked at a broad range of this literature focusing on 
the late-Victorian poets Thomas Hardy and Charlotte Mew to 
show that ‘in tying human lives to tree lives, poetry promotes 
a mutually sustaining model of relation and reliance’. Mew and 
Hardy, Charlwood reminded us, lived ‘during the Industrial 
Revolution which affected public health through urban 
expansion—with all its attendant smoke and pollution—and 
the consequential pruning back of the natural world’. This 
was often expressed in poetry that described tree-felling, she 
argued, reflecting real-world public outrage at the felling of 
urban trees in Victorian England. These poems force the reader 
‘to go through the visual and overwhelmingly aural experience 
of tree destruction, and in doing so … to think about the value 
of tree lives not just to human lives, but to the shared life the 
entire planet presumably wants, and definitely needs, 
to sustain’.

Thanks to the Covid pandemic, and the two-year suspension of 
the Hay Festival, our 2020 competition winner had to wait until 
2022 to deliver his lecture. Gregory Lynall, Professor and Head 
of English at Liverpool University, lectured on ‘Solar Stories: 
How Writers Have Harnessed the Power of the Sun’. Drawing 
on his book Imagining Solar Energy: The Power of the Sun in 
Literature, Science and Culture, Lynall shows how solar energy 
has a long literary history, having been imagined as far back as 
Ancient Greece. It was, however, the eighteenth-century Age 
of Enlightenment, with its growth in the power and accuracy 
of lenses and ‘burning glasses’, that marked the start of a 
golden age of solar power in the literary imagination. This was 
to reach a crescendo in the science fiction of the twentieth 
century—often written by or for engineers—which imagined 
futuristic solar technologies that are widespread today. Lynall 
concludes that ‘if anything should convince us that “literature” 
and “science” need to work together, it is our present climate 
crisis’. Just as the literature of the past imagined solutions 
for the future, so writers need to open another chapter in the 
literature of sustainable energy. ‘Like those before, it will be one 
full of thought, experiment, and, above all, imagination.’

Together, our eight winning lectures attest to the diversity, 
originality, and vitality of environmental literature and 
environmental criticism today, but they also remind us of the 
considerable challenges we face in securing a sustainable 
future. Literature, as our winning speakers remind us in 
so many ways, has an important role to play in helping us 
imagine both the worst and the best outcomes for our planet. 
Novels, poetry, drama, and nature writing can explore complex 
situations, fragile habitats, past environments, and possible 
futures that we may not get to personally encounter—or may 
not wish to. As so many of our lecturers point out, however, 
literature offers us an opportunity to look again and to think 
again. Whether it be a starling’s beak or the future of solar 

energy, a Victorian tree or the politics of fracking, the power of 
literature is to reveal the hidden, revive the forgotten, and make 
the familiar fresh and new. Literature is built on observation, 
empathy, and imagination; qualities that are vital if we are to 
face up to the climate and extinction emergencies, and these 
lectures demonstrate its power. Whether you are reliving these 
talks or coming to them for the first time, we hope you will find 
them thought-provoking, enjoyable, and, above all, inspiring.

Some Suggested Further Reading

Greg Garrard, Ecocriticism, 2nd edn (Routledge, 2012) 

Ken Hiltner, ed, Ecocriticism: The Essential Reader 
(Routledge, 2015) 

Adeline Johns-Putra and Kelly Sultzbach, eds, The Cambridge 
Companion to Literature and Climate (Cambridge University 
Press, 2022)

John Parham and Louise Westling, eds, A Global History 
of Literature and the Environment (Cambridge University 
Press, 2016)

Louise Westling, ed, The Cambridge Companion to Literature 
and the Environment (Cambridge University Press, 2014)
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The intricacy of biological and physical systems on our planet means that any effective
approach to sustainable development must be attuned to daunting levels of complexity.
Such is the unpredictability of these systems that some commentators warn us to treat
‘any new plan’ that involves claims of sustainability as immediately ‘suspect’. For John P.
O’Grady, the concept of sustainability itself may be unsustainable. But for anyone
committed to embedding sustainability in public policy – including those, which is to
say all of us, who are invited to respond to the Welsh Government’s 2013 White Paper on
Sustainable Development – the challenge needn’t prompt us to counsels of despair. On
the contrary, the White Paper presents a welcome invitation to poets, writers and literary
critics – for whom the uncertain, ineffable and numinous are in fact familiar ground – to
make a transformative contribution to debates around sustainability. Human motivations
and responses are at least as complex and unpredictable as the ecosystems we aim to
manage, and it is, as O’Grady insists, ‘incumbent upon scientists and managers, when
compiling taxonomies and generating data sets for environmental decision-making, 
to take into account the full expanse of the human mind, with all its curious flora 
and fauna’.

How might the ‘curious flora and fauna’ of the human mind, then, be deployed to help
reimagine the relationship between literature and sustainability? How might we move
beyond studies of the representation of the environment in literature and instead foster
a two-way conversation between these categories? How might we conceive of a
relationship that holds the genuine possibility of enabling the creative arts to help shape
the contours of increasingly important aspects of public policy? Mathematician and
zoologist Donald Ludwig together with co-authors Ray Hilborn and Carl Waters offer
something intriguingly suggestive, though it might at first seem counter-intuitive to
writers and readers. They assert that it is more appropriate to ‘think of resources as
managing humans than the converse’ – that, in short, a self-sustaining environment
authors its own writers.

Let us consider one historical example of a creative response to the drive for sustainable
futures that allows us to navigate the tangled relationship between literature and
sustainability. The ‘Golden Age’ of Renaissance English literature, the years 1575-1625,
coincided with what is now known as the ‘Little Ice Age’, a time of rapid cooling following
the ‘Medieval warm period’. During this half century, England, Scotland and Wales
experienced climatic disturbances as disconcerting as those we are familiar with in the
present. It was – as it is now in parts of the world – an age of heightened awareness of
food insecurity. Sharp winters followed by wet summers resulted in many consecutive
poor harvests. For large swathes of the population, existence was precarious: people
lived, quite literally, on the breadline. Government attempts to manage this crisis
targeted the production, price and distribution of arable crops within and without the
nation’s borders, but anger at the failure of these regulatory measures, coupled with
sheer desperation, led to riots erupting across many regions. Not since the Great Rising
of June 1381 had food been such a pressing – and potentially revolutionary – 
political issue.

For most people, it was a time of dearth. For those with ready cash, however, it was a
time of opportunity. One Warwickshire man, son of a butcher, money-lender and wool
trader, saw his chance. Over a fifteen-year period, he purchased and stored grain, malt
and barley for resale at inflated prices to neighbours and local tradesmen. In February
1598 he was prosecuted for holding 80 bushels of malt or corn during a time of
shortage. This man pursued those who could not (or would not) pay him in full for these
staples and used the profits to further his own money-lending activities. In July 1604 he
sued an apothecary, Philip Rogers, for 35 shillings and 10 pence plus 10 pence damages,
seeking to recover the unpaid balance on a sale of 20 bushels of malt and a small loan
made in March of that year. Profits were channelled into a programme of land purchase,
comprising in 1602 not just bricks and mortar (or, rather, timber and thatch, wattle and
daub), but 20 acres of pasture and 107 acres of land suitable for the cultivation of arable
crops. In addition, and looking to the longer term, he acquired tithes on local produce,
including ‘corn, grain, blade, and hay’, thereby allowing him to cream off the profits from
the manual work of others.

Combining both illegal and legal activities, this Warwickshire man was able to retire in
1613, after a working life of approximately 24 years, as the largest property owner in his
home town, Stratford-upon-Avon. His two daughters, who inherited their father’s leases,
land and property, married well and lived in sizeable town houses nearby. This man was
William Shakespeare.

It might come as a shock that the Shakespeare we thought we knew considered himself
a manager of land and commodities first and playwright second. To return to our
starting point, he allowed natural resources to manage his life choices – and profited as a
consequence. In other words, the need to ensure a sustainable future for himself and his
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family informed his literary career. It turns out that the evidence for seeing Shakespeare 
in the way he saw himself has been there all along. Nicholas Rowe, Shakespeare’s first 
biographer, got it right when he imagined the bard, a couple of years before he moved to 
London and started writing, as an unemployed father-of-three so desperate for food that 
he poached rabbits and deer in the grounds of the Charlecote Park, Warwickshire. But 
the most arresting evidence for the importance of sustenance in Shakespeare’s life really 
has been all but staring us in the face for years.

The Shakespeare funerary bust in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon, has
perplexed generations of artists and scholars. (Fig. 1, below) Derided by Thomas
Gainsborough as a ‘silly smiling thing’ and by the critic and biographer J. Dover Wilson 
as bearing the likeness of ‘a self-satisfied pork butcher’, it may indeed seem better suited 
to the top of a barrel organ than a church chancel. The bust now on view is not, though, 
the original. The earliest funerary monument to Shakespeare was installed before 1623 
(the precise date is unknown), having been commissioned by Shakespeare’s son-in-
law, John Hall. It was carved by the German sculptor Gheerart Janssen – a fellow client 
of Shakespeare’s patron, the Earl of Southampton. Made by and for those who knew 
Shakespeare well, the original monument – there is every reason to assume – depicted 
him faithfully. A sketch made in 1634 by William Dugdale, historian of Warwickshire,
together with an engraving taken from that sketch by George Vertue allow us to see the 
monument as it appeared to its first viewers. (Figs 2 and 3, below)

The original funerary bust remembers a businessman who is clutching a sack of corn, 
approximately a bushel’s worth, holding it safe and ready to sell to the highest bidder. 
Shakespeare scholars have dismissed the evidence afforded by Dugdale’s sketch, 
in a very real sense concealing it from public view. Perhaps they are anxious that it 
provides ammunition to those who deny that the man from Stratford-upon-Avon – a 
mere tradesman – could also have been the creative genius behind the poems and plays. 
A similar prejudice was presumably shared by the eighteenth-century renovators who 
replaced the bushel of grain clearly discernible as such in Vertue’s sketch with a velvet 
cushion and quill. Shakespeare the grain-hoarder has been redacted from history so 
that Shakespeare the creative genius could be born. With that act of silencing – an act 
of omission in which literary historians have been complicit – we lose evidence of the 
symbiotic relationship between the drive for sustainability and literary creativity.Like the
wise Pharaoh of the Old Testament who, following the advice of Joseph, stores 
surplus grain during the good years so that his people can eat during times of famine, 
Shakespeare could also justify his grain-hoarding as ultimately being in the public 
interest, since unlike the local authorities he had a ready store of food available for 
purchase when supplies ran low. This prudent response to an unpredictable supply of 
natural resources, the first funerary monument perhaps suggests, was something to be 
proud of and remembered for. Like Joseph the favoured son, however, Shakespeare was 
not averse to profiting from that same public need.

London playhouses closed during the summer months which meant that in the 
‘offseason’ periods Shakespeare had the coin, time and freedom to pursue the serious 
business of sustenance. As the original bust shows, Shakespeare responded to this 
opportunity both by writing plays and by dealing in commodities, feeding the wants 
as well as the needs of his fellow countrymen. Far from pulling in opposite directions, 
these twin businesses of plays and food were inter-related and mutually supporting. 
Appropriating the means of production as well as the produce itself, he acquired a 
monopoly in the only thing no one could do without: food. With his profits – minus a few 
fines for illegal hoarding and tax evasion – Shakespeare bought up land in around the 
place of his birth, finally returning there on a permanent basis some time before 1616 as 
one of the most powerful property owners in the region, a purveyor of bread, beer and
plays. Having ensured a comfortable, sustainable future for himself and his family,
Shakespeare stopped writing.

With one eye on the arable fields and pastures of Warwickshire and another set on the 
barren, overpopulated sprawl of the City of London, Shakespeare – it should come 
as no surprise – placed sustenance at the centre of his revisioning of Britain and her 
people. He used his writing not only to fund his grain-hoarding, but also to represent and 
reimagine the contemporary battle of sustainability. Reflecting on his plays with this new 
perspective, it quickly becomes clear that the politics of sustenance is written into the 
fabric, into the very grain, as it were, of Shakespeare’s characters, language and plots. It 
is desperation for cheap grain that results in the nadir of English fortunes, the lifting of the
siege of Rouen, in Henry VI Part 1, where French forces lead by Joan of Arc hide within 
sacks of adulterated corn. (Adulteration of the food chain – how fortunate such a calamity 
could never happen in our time!) Treason, whether it takes the form of a ‘lean and hungry’ 
(1.2.194) Cassius in Julius Caesar or the plebeian ‘cockle’ that threatens to spoil the 

patrician ‘corn’ (3.1.70) of Coriolanus’ Rome, is figured as a crisis of sustenance. Falstaff, 
a man who, unlike Cassius, can hardly be accused of thinking ‘too much’ (Julius
Caesar, 1.2.195), is equally threatening to the stability of the state – and precisely 
because he is unable to moderate his appetite. The France of Henry V is, in the Duke of 
Burgundy’s estimation, defeated as much by her own inadequate agricultural methods as 
by the English army at Agincourt: her ‘husbandry doth lie on heaps’, the French nobleman 
laments, ‘Corrupting in its own fertility’ (5.2.39-40). The same is true of the world of King 
Lear, in which a monarch’s political errors – errors symbolized by his crown
of ‘idle weeds’, which he plucks from unharvested fields of ‘sustaining corn’ (4.4.6) – 
result in an all-consuming ‘dearth’ (1.2.6).

This politico-environmental discourse, requiring sophisticated knowledge of arable plants 
and farming techniques, would have been immediately recognizable to Shakespeare’s 
first audiences, many of whom, like the man from Stratford-upon-Avon himself, had 
come to London from farming families and regions. For them, the contemporary crisis of 
sustainable food supply, encompassing ownership of land, food purity and supply routes, 
as well as regulation of measures and prices, was one of – if not the – most pressing 
political issues. The word ‘sustainability’ was unknown to Shakespeare, coiner of so many 
words. But ‘sustenance’ and the concept we now understand as ‘sustainability’ – namely, 
‘human activity … in which environmental degradation is minimized’ – was certainly 
not. Of the twenty-one allusions to ‘sustenance’ and its variants in Shakespeare’s plays, 
five appear in King Lear, and it is this mature work that realises most fully the fraught 
intertwining of limited resources and unpredictable and ungovernable natural systems, 
and also the role of the ‘curious flora and fauna’ of the human mind when attempting to 
manage those systems. The play reveals this fascinating, most urgent, dynamic in its very 
first scene. Positioned suggestively next to a map of Britain, an enraged Lear declares 
that he will divide his retirement between the courts of his two eldest daughters, Goneril 
and Regan:

	 … Ourself, by monthly course,
	 With reservation of an hundred knights,
	 By you to be sustained, shall our abode
	 Make with you by due turn: (1.1.126-9)

Goneril and Regan, of course, don’t play ball. Having accepted their father’s bequests 
of land, they do not agree to ‘sustain him and his hundred knights’ (1.4.282). This 
isn’t simply ‘sustain’ as ‘endurance’ or ‘putting up with’. This is ‘sustain’ as resource 
management and as such it conforms to our current understanding of ‘sustainability’: the 
socio-environmental concept defined in the UN’s Brundtland Commission report of 1987 
as ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the needs 
of future generations to meet their own needs’. In the first act of King Lear the ability of 
‘future generations’ to meet their own needs – including the long-term security of the 
‘bastard’ Edmund – is precisely what is at stake, and this ability is being compromised 
by the actions of the present ruler. Goneril and Regan, who have their own courts to run, 
cannot accommodate, feed and maintain Lear – who expects the trappings of kingship 
without the inconvenient responsibilities – and his retinue for six months out of 
every twelve.

When one’s father is (or, rather, was) king, the domestic politics of sustainability segues 
into national and international politics. The ‘bounty’ awarded to Goneril and Regan 
as payment for their declarations of love at the beginning of the play are portions of 
land that are not self-sustaining. Here, as in the 2013 Welsh Government White Paper, 
sustainability is central to the politics of devolution, the division of the kingdoms. Goneril, 
receiving Scotland and the North, and Regan, taking Wales and the West Country, are 
assigned, in Lear’s own estimation, very similar lands: ‘shadowy forests…
and wide-skirted meads’ (1.1.55-6). Forests and pasture do not produce corn. 
For Cordelia, Lear reserves the corn-rich lands of central and southern England. 
Shakespeare’s first audiences would have recognized this filial spat as a resource war 
and a struggle for the long-term sustainability that alone ensures national security. In 
the estimation of the Tudor historian William Harrison, England was believed to be more 
‘fruitfull’ than Wales and both more ‘bountifull’ than Scotland. Scotland/the North and 
Wales/the West – the portions given to Goneril and Regan respectively – were thought 
to be unable to produce sufficient food to feed their populations (Anglesey, Wales’s 
breadbasket, was vulnerable to seige by sea). When Goneril and Regan are compared to 
serpents, wolves, ravenous carnivores and predators – as they are throughout the play 
– it is for a very good reason: neither one owns lands that can produce the arable crops 
necessary to safeguard the long-term survival of their subjects. They must predate the
resources of adjoining land – land reserved for Cordelia.
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Sustainability forms a deep structure in King Lear. It works – imaginatively, emotionally
as well as intellectually, and strategically – because the family drama is so tightly folded
into the politico-environmental crisis. It, and other plays by Shakespeare, ask to be read –
re-read and reimagined – in light of, and as a continuation of, his career as a grainhoarder,
a dealer in commodities and the owner of food-producing land. We need to
read his plays with the grain. To revise Ludwig et al.’s formulation in light of the insights
yielded by King Lear, resources manage humans and humans manage resources: the
relationship is reciprocal. Mediating that relationship is literary creativity, through which
the environment authors its writers and those writers author their environment.

What, then, do we see when we view the Shakespeare funerary monument today?
Perhaps we see a middle-aged man resting his manuscripts on a tasselled velvet cushion;
a man whose genius transcends time and place. A soul, to misquote Ben Jonson, of all
ages? But perhaps we now also see something more challenging, and ultimately more
revealing: a playwright who lived during a crisis of sustenance, who wrote about that
crisis, shaped the ways in which it was imagined, contributed to public debates about its
management and amelioration, and who took smart measures to protect himself and his
family from its worst depredations? If the latter, then Shakespeare is a soul for our age,
too, and his life and works can teach us invaluable lessons about our own precarious
relationship with food.

The editors of the recent anthology, Ecocritical Shakespeare, ask whether ‘reading,
writing about, and teaching Shakespeare [can] contribute to the health of the planet’.
We should be sceptical of such claims. All the same, ‘reading, writing about, and teaching
Shakespeare’, as acts that encompass the stories Shakespeare told as well as the stories
told about Shakespeare, can certainly help us to think critically and creatively about ‘the
health of the planet’. The original Shakespeare funerary monument remembers what we
in the well-fed West have largely forgotten: namely, the insistent and urgent coupling of
food and literature, sustenance and consumption; the continual digestion and
transformation of matter, energy, ideas and information. It memorializes the strange
alchemy by which literary manuscripts are translated into performance, playhouse takings 
are transmuted into natural resources, and commodities are converted into land
and property. If we recoil from this equation, then it is because we, unlike the young
Shakespeare and his contemporaries, believe we know where our next meal, our
warmth, light, and our night’s sleep are coming from. Creativity is inspired by hungry
bellies just as much as by the satisfied paunch traced in the Holy Trinity effigy, and the
periodic crises of sustenance that have shaped the tumultuous history of these islands
have been fuel for poets and playwrights as much as for politicians. As readers and
writers, we are at the heart of that process.

Fig. 1. William Shakespeare’s 
funerary monument, Holy Trinity 
Church, Stratford-upon- Avon, 
Warwickshire. Modern-day 
photograph.

Fig. 3. William Shakespeare’s funerary 
monument, Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-
upon-Avon, Warwickshire. The engraving 
was made by Wenzel [Wenceslaus] Hollar 
from the sketch by William Dugdale.

Fig. 2. William Shakespeare’s funerary 
monument, Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-
upon-Avon, Warwickshire. This sketch 
was made in 1634 by William Dugdale 
for his 1656 publication The Antiquities 
of Warwickshire. The original autograph 
manuscript is Dugdale’s Warwickshire 
(vol. 4, p. 933) in the Dugdale Library at 
Merevale Hall, Warwickshire, residence of 
the present Sir William Dugdale.

“Literature has a vital role to play 
in the ways we understand our 
relationship with the environment”

“Great literature of the past can be 
used to help us engage responsibly 
with the future”
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What is new about The 
New Nature Writing?
Richard Kerridge

A lecture and a reading

This lecture has three parts, rather loosely connected. First, I shall say something about 
the remarkable and wonderful re-emergence of literary nature writing in Britain that has
occurred in the last decade or so. The genre is one of the few that are currently booming. 
An abundance of new works is appearing: books on different creatures, places, 
landscape types and personal stories of the love of wild nature. The names are becoming 
familiar – Robert Macfarlane, Kathleen Jamie, Mark Cocker, Tim Dee, Patrick Barkham, 
Paul Evans, Helen Macdonald - while others who have long kept the flame
burning are now suddenly in literary fashion: Richard Mabey, Roger Deakin. Powerful 
writers from previous generations, since neglected, are now being republished and 
recognized for their quality and influence: Nan Shepherd, J. A. Baker. Great
problematical figures are being re-examined with passionate interest: T. H. White, Gavin 
Maxwell, Gerald Durrell. This is ‘the nature writing moment.’

Along with this sudden popularity, there has been much talk of a ‘New Nature Writing’, 
decisively different from historical  versions of the genre. The suggestion is that the genre 
has been reinvented in response to specific demands coming from our own times. New 
Nature Writers are exploring distinctively contemporary ways of loving wild nature and 
relating that love to other cultural, political and personal questions. This new writing is – 
or should be – a Nature Writing adapted to our new environmental concerns
and ecological perspectives, in our postcolonial globalizing economy. There will be some
continuities with earlier works and traditions, but a defining mark of the New Nature
Writing is its freedom from old ideological entanglements. Especially, the hope is that this 
writing will be free from the nostalgic, anti-modern, antiurban and anti-social visions
with which the genre has sometimes been associated. 

In the first part of the lecture, I will describe some of the features I think we should look 
for in contemporary nature writing – features that will define it as New, and justify the 
existence of that term. I will then give a brief account of the greatest challenge that the 
new writing faces. These books can scarcely be seen as distinctively the Nature Writing 
of our own time unless they engage in some way, however locally and modestly, with 
the crisis of wild nonhuman nature that is a distinguishing feature of our age. This is 
the environmental crisis that includes anthropogenic climate change, biodiversity loss, 
all the other large-scale pollution threats, urbanization, and the mass movement of 
human culture away from close involvement with wildlife in natural ecosystems. Writers 
attempting to engage with these subjects encounter new and formidable difficulties 
of representation. I shall say briefly what some of these difficulties are, so as further to 
define what might be new about this writing – what we might expect of it and what tasks 
it is beginning. After that, I will attempt to situate my own book, Cold Blood, among these
concerns, asking myself how far I can claim to be a new Nature Writer. I will conclude 
with a short reading from Cold Blood. 

First, then - can I enumerate the defining characteristics that make nature writing ‘New’? 
I do not offer these as a checklist. That would be dreadful. Writers are already uneasy 
enough with the degree of labelling entailed in the term ‘New Nature Writing’ – and they 
often do not want to be seen as repudiating traditions that have inspired and delighted 
them. Still – the newness is important, and some prejudices against the genre, deriving 
from earlier periods, need to be answered with a sharp illuminated focus on what is new, 
and newly relevant, in nature writing now. These features will not all be found in every 
work. I put them together here in order to sketch a new landscape, a new orientation. 
Here goes.

Richard Kerridge is a nature writer and literary critic. 
His book, Cold Blood, about British reptiles and 
amphibians, their meanings, and his fascination 
with them dating from childhood, was published by 
Chatto & Windus in May 2014. His nature writing has 
appeared in Granta, Poetry Review and BBC Wildlife. 
He leads the MA in Creative Writing at Bath Spa 
University, and has published widely on fiction and 
poetry, and on literature and environment.
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1.
What the New Nature 
Writing will not do.

It will not express nostalgia for pre-industrial cultures such as feudalism, with their old 
social hierarchies. Wild nature has frequently been sought as a space of refuge from 
modern consumerism and industrial organization. At times this has also been a search for 
escape from the urban masses, and from consumerism and the industrial organization 
of life.

This is not to say that it is wrong to seek the intensity of walking alone in wild nature.
The visionary quality of the solitary encounter remains fundamental to the genre. Few
works of nature writing do not feature such experiences somewhere. 

But the question is how they are given context. Does the writing explore how the space 
for wild nature maintained? Who lives there, or nearby? What are the long-distance 
ecological relationships that hold this wild nature in place? And how does the solitary
encounter with wild nature find its place among the various concerns of the life of the 
person who has it? Kathleen Jamie, in Findings, has her children interrupting her as she
watches peregrine falcons from her window. The birds do not live in separate space, and 
the experience is no less intense due to that. 

Sometimes there are compelling personal reasons for withdrawal from the social 
world into the intense experience of wild nature. Even so, where possible the New 
Nature Writing will show how the solitary and the social relate to each other. The act of 
crossing between these territories will be dramatized, on the principle that ecological 
understanding is concerned precisely with recognizing patterns of interdependency and 
necessary separation. Our ecological crisis means that the contemplation of natural 
ecosystems can become a way of facing up to important social and political questions, 
not avoiding them. The New Nature Writing will demonstrate this. 

This new work will not unwittingly pick up and carry forward the habits of colonial nature 
writing, in which the presence of the people whose land had been seized was erased, 
minimised or subordinated to make possible an elemental confrontation between the 
colonial protagonist and nonhuman nature. As far as possible, the new nature writing 
will acknowledge the wide range of cultural perspectives that come to bear on any 
environmental problem or wild place, and the different power-relations that influence 
those perspectives. The cultural ‘mesh’ will be viewed with the ecological mesh. 

There is an established tradition of descriptions celebrating the ruthless strength and 
precision of nonhuman predators such as hawks, wolves and tigers – the animals that 
feature in military insignia. In some writing, the thrilled attention to these creatures goes 
with a wistful dream of some sort of uninhibitedly instinctual life.

Ted Hughes’s poem ‘Hawk Roosting’, for example, projects this fantasy onto the
partially anthropomorphized bird of prey, set in contrast to the indecisive and vainly
fantasizing modern man. 

There is an established tradition of descriptions celebrating the ruthless strength and 
precision of nonhuman predators such as hawks, wolves and tigers – the animals that 
feature in military insignia. In some writing, the thrilled attention to these creatures goes 
with a wistful dream of some sort of uninhibitedly instinctual life. Ted Hughes’s poem 
‘Hawk Roosting’, for example, projects this fantasy onto the partially anthropomorphized 
bird of prey, set in contrast to the indecisive and vainly fantasizing modern man. 

At least since Romanticism, there has been a long tradition of rueful wistfulness on the 
part of self-conscious human protagonists towards instinctual nature, seen as gloriously 
sure of what it wants. This stance has been given various degrees of irony. It becomes 
dangerous when it combines with compensatory fantasies of power, taking the form of 
identification with predators, admired for their strength and pitiless precision. 

One of the defining tasks of the New Nature Writing is the revision and adaptation 
of its own literary genre, and one example is the need to counter-act this tradition of 
the projection onto the animal world of compensatory human fantasies of power. It is 

important to show charismatic predators in their vulnerabilities and weaknesses, as 
well as their magnificence. The sensitivity of their dependent responsiveness to their 
environments can become an alternative form of splendour.

 It is not that the New Nature Writing can simply and cleanly extricate itself from these 
traditions and impulses. A simple disavowal of the genre’s traditions is probably less 
useful than an interest in facing and exploring what is dangerous about them, without 
losing sight of what is moving and valuable. Here the task of the New Nature Writing is a 
specialised version of a larger task of the environmental movement, which needs to draw 
upon traditions of enthusiasm for wild nature whilst seeing clearly that these traditions do 
not come unmarked by previous ideology.



20 21

The other strand in the ‘New Nature Writing’ idea is positive: it is the recognition of the 
genre’s ability to combine the personal and cultural love of wild nature with new kinds of 
ecological understanding. Environmental crisis makes this combination an urgent need. 
The New Nature Writing will therefore not set up wild nature as space separate from 
the human social world. Or, it will not only do this, but also acknowledge the ecological 
relations between different spaces.

Nature writing may still explore secret enclaves, but it will also show recognition of the
global reach of ecological cause and effect. It may still concern itself with personal
stories and subjectivity, but it will also begin to show awareness of the larger material
and semiotic networks that constitute self and world. These are the relationships revealed 
by ecological science, and by the emerging academic field known as biosemiotics, 
which is part-scientific and part-cultural. Scholars in biosemiotics look at physical 
bodies, including human bodies, as always in the process of exchanging material and 
cultural information, and of being constituted by that exchange. Along with conventional 
ecological science, biosemiotics reveals immensely intricate patterns of interdependency.
This brings me to the problems of literary representation I mentioned earlier. There are
peculiar difficulties involved in writing about environmental problems: difficulties that
challenge the familiar genres and structures of literary work, in fiction, poetry, drama and
literary non-fiction. Climate change is perhaps the most challenging subject, in its sheer
scale. The characteristics that present such literary difficulty are these:

1. Spatial reach

Climate is a global system. What happens in one place is produced, continually, by the 
flow of events from elsewhere – the flow crossing continents, and the cumulative effect 
of innumerable tiny events. This is true of many industrialscale environmental problems, 
since economic relations too are increasingly long-range in a globalizing economy. Acts 
of consumption here in the UK produce ecological consequences all over the world. 
Cumulatively, these local events change the climate system. The late Val Plumwood, the 
environmental feminist philosopher, wrote of how each place should be seen in relation 
to its ‘shadow places’ – those places over the horizon where environmental damage has 
occurred because of what we do here. Those shadow places should now become
part of each place’s meaning. 

But how are these long-distance relationships to be contained in the scope of a narrative? 
In the creative writing classroom, one of the most familiar terms of discussion is ‘narrative 
point of view’. ‘Whose point of view is it?’ each writer is asked, when they present 
a piece of their novel to the workshop. How can a point of view be constructed that 
encompasses these ecological relationships? Or how can the different points of view be 
brought together? Climate change is happening everywhere, yet a single visible dramatic 
event that encapsulates it is hard to find. This is presumably why the disaster movie genre 
has been such a dangerous friend: a tidal wave or hurricane makes a dramatic spectacle, 
but, though it is large enough, it remains, as an event, within the familiar scale of the 
human adventure story. It can rise and break and subside. Individuals can see it and 
escape it. Conventional plot structure accommodates it. In contrast, the cultural theorist 
Timothy Morton identifies climate change as what he calls a hyperobject: an object so 
extensively distributed in time and space that its boundaries cannot be found. One is 
always already inside it. Where is climate change happening? Everywhere, but, as yet it is 
fiendishly difficult to convince people that this or that piece of weather is certainly part of 
the process.

2. Temporal reach

If it is difficult to say where climate change is happening, it is similarly hard to say 
when. The phenomenon is identified, controversially, by means of weather records and 
different kinds of evidence of temperature levels reaching back hundreds of years – to the 
‘medieval warm period’ and beyond. Climate change has already begun; indeed some 
geologists argue that we have passed from the Holocene to the Anthropocene – the era in 
which large-scale climate patterns and their ecological consequences have been altered 
by human activity. In this sense, climate change has already happened, or already begun. 
In another, alarming sense, too, it may already have happened. Runaway warming
may already be in motion, already unavoidable. Yet to most of our practical perceptions 
and calculations, climate change is not something that has yet happened. The effects 
around us, in weather events, shifting seasons, changes in wildlife distribution
and so on – are not certainly outside the range of normal fluctuation. It is not clear 
that something decisive has happened, some point has been passed, though we have 
reason to think it may be so. The truly alarming scenarios – the ones that show us a 
world irrevocably transformed – are futuristic, and much of the ethical debate is couched 
in terms of our responsibility to future generations. How do we find forms of narrative 
viewpoint that can span that distance between before and after?

2.
Some things the New 
Nature Writing will do.
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The third problem that climate change poses for literary representation is the 
disconcerting challenge to our customary sense of scale. Timothy Clark, the critic of 
environmental writing who has done most to draw attention to this aspect, speaks of 
‘derangements of scale’. It is not only the immense disproportion between the great 
distances of space and time across which climate causality reaches and the space and 
time dimensions of dramatic events featuring characters, or of any person’s life-story. 
There is also the disproportion between any action I can take, or you can take, and the 
cumulative size of the problem – a disproportion that threatens to undermine people’s 
motivation to change, and that is often brandished as an argument against environmental 
effort. And more than that, there is a startling derangement of our customary scale of 
importance: our perception of what is an important action and what an insignificant one.

For writers, this is the question of what sorts of action constitute dramatic events, 
capable of stimulating the reader’s tension and concern. When we consider climate 
change, the question of whether a person travels by plane or turns off the
lights every evening becomes more significant than whether they fell in love. But can a 
novel’s plot be composed out of events that would normally fall beneath the threshold of
narrative mention? Can suspense be generated around the question of whether a 
character will switch off the lights? Can that be the basis of a plot?

These are the challenges that environmental problems bring to literary form, and if the
New Nature Writing is new in the most important sense, it will at least begin to grapple
with them. 

So I turn now to my own recent book, Cold Blood, considered as a specimen of the New 
Nature Writing, and immediately I have a sensation of descending from
these very great perspectives to something local and personal. Cold Blood is one of
those books that takes a very particular subject and uses it to open doors in all directions.
It is a memoir of my childhood fascination with the British reptiles and amphibians. My 
friends and I, between the ages of about eight and about sixteen, used to cycle out of
south London on expeditions hunting for these creatures, which we brought home and
kept in our bedrooms and gardens, in fish tanks and old baths covered in net curtain.
We assembled quite a large zoo. The book is about growing up, about the beginnings of 
adolescence, about my relationship with my father and about my reasons, as I
now perceive them, for loving the spectacle of wild nature. I write about wild nature as a
theatre that enables people to contemplate mortality from a safe perspective. The book
is also about the reptiles and amphibians themselves: their biology and history, what is
happening to them now, where to see them. 

Cold Blood is not a book that deals directly with climate change, but in its more local 
subject-matter, its particular place and time-frame, it does – as I now see – begin to do 
some of the things I have identified with the New Nature Writing. I situate the beginnings 
of my love of wildlife in a precise historical moment, that of the very end of the British 
Empire, when imperial romances of jungle adventure were still a strong cultural presence. 
I follow a trajectory through from that point to the present. I use my personal story as 
a standpoint from which to look out at some long term evolutionary processes. And I 
attempt to bring together the anthropomorphic meaning that I cannot help finding in 
nonhuman animals and my effort to imagine their own very different forms of experience – 
seeing these two elements as complementary, not incompatible. 

Here is a short reading from Cold Blood that shows some of these things.

Thank you.

There was one reptile that would impress everyone who heard about it – a reptile that
would arouse the thrill of danger, and make us seem cool and dangerous too. We wanted
an Adder. 

How would we catch one? We had considered this question. An adder picked up by the 
tip of the tail wouldn’t be able to bring its head up to bite, Phil announced. You could 
safely dangle it into a collecting-bag. This he had discovered in an old book, written, it 
said, for boys who loved adventure. But don’t pick up baby adders, the book warned, for 
these were capable of curling up to bite you, and were full of poison. For adult vipers, the 
method was safe, and better than grabbing behind the head, because a snake held at the 
neck might edge its head sideways and put a fang into your finger. We nodded wisely. 

Mind you, some of those books seemed strange even to us. The Junior Naturalist’s 
Handbook, for example, by Geoffrey Grainge Watson, a book specifically aimed at 
young boys keen on nature, contained step by step instructions for skinning a lizard 
and preserving the skin between two panes of glass. Did many boys actually do this, I 
wondered. After seeing the boy with the squirrel in the library, I wasn’t so sure that they 
didn’t. It wasn’t one of those old books, either. 1962 was the year of publication – just 
four years before. 

When we next met, Adrian produced an old biker’s glove, a thick leather gauntlet that 
surely the fangs wouldn’t pierce. But we only had the one. In our largest zinc bath, we 
planted tussocks and arranged logs, working at creating the look of a wild place where 
adders would bask in the hot stillness; a place where we would creep up through bracken 
and see them, and catch our breath. For the lid, we stretched net-curtain and wire netting 
in a wooden frame, with foam rubber glued to the underside. This would be our zoo’s 
tiger. It mustn’t escape. 

Then, on a hot May morning we set out, cycling through the suburbs and freewheeling 
headlong down the great chalk drop into the weald valley, aiming for the heaths of 
Ashdown Forest. It was 1968. I was thirteen. 

And then, just yards from thenroad, everything went still. I was poised above an adder, 
which looked up at me, its tailtip wriggling like a worm. The furious little face was oily 
black. White scales like tiny pearls lined the top of the mouth. Adders have faces intense 
with hatred; hot with it. The eyes were like blood-blisters.

What had caught my eye in the heather was the zigzag, a pattern too clear to look
natural. The shadows cast by bracken leaves have similar shapes. In these shadows, the 
zigzag evolved, presumably, but somehow the scatter of light and shade on the forest
floor became on the snake a regular wavy line. It breaks up the animal’s outline. Hawks
and crows see the snake from above. People do too. When the snake moves, winding
through stalks and shadows, the zigzag goes in different directions, confusing the eye.
On a motionless snake, it is insolently clear. In the heath’s debris, the zigzag looks 
stylised, like a printed or ceramic pattern, a logo or uniform, a badge of power and 
purpose. When we thought of adders, the other creatures in our zoo seemed weak and 
flustered – the little biscuit-coloured lizards and soft, gaping frogs. They were low status
An adder was deadly cool. 

The zigzag is common to all Europe’s vipers. It is one of nature’s design classics. On 
some, such as the Nose-Horned Viper of South-East Europe, the colours seem freshly 
painted. Chocolate on pale grey, scarlet on pink – a touch might make them smear. The 
Nose-Horn comes from a land of white light and black shadows. In comparison, our 
adder, the Adder or Northern Viper, has muted colours. Females are the assorted browns 
of dry grass, old bracken, leafmould and sand. Males are light grey marked in black. 
Rarely, the males are white with black markings; the females ghostly pink. This viper 
of Northern Europe lives under changing skies. Shadows cross the heath like changes 
of mood. Browns and purples intensify, then lighten. The adder’s colours sink into the 
background. Then, at the sun’s touch, they gleam. 

“Here’s one.” I kept my voice low. Adrian threw the glove, which fell short in deep heather. 
I didn’t dare move. “Grab the tail.” “I’ll try.” I dropped onto a knee, and forward onto my 
hands. The moss was spongy. A sour smell came up. My thumb felt a thorn. Inching until 
my head was almost over the adder, I raised my right hand. Something touched my left. 
I looked down and gasped at the huge ginger adder uncoiling beside my hand. Her pale 
yellow face was an imp’s face with copper eyes. The touch I had felt was her nose on my 
hand. She approached again, black tongue flickering. Her eyes burned. The pupils were 
black and vertical. In a male adder’s dark red eye, the flame is a flare in deep space, far 
off. His fury has distant origins. The female’s lighter eye burns closer, with intimate malice.

3.
Questions of Scale
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She paused. The tongue was now fully extended, trembling, its tips thin as hairs. At the 
root it was pink. 

A slow hiss started, as her body filled and emptied. There was something about the 
paleness of this one’s head. For a moment, the head looked like a whole creature, an 
insect, something wasplike, or a fat insect revealed by the lifting of a stone.

People used to talk of the adder’s ‘sting’. It is in Shakespeare and the King James Bible. 
Now we use ‘sting’ for the lance on the tail of a wasp, or the thorn a bee leaves in the 
flesh. An adder bites; it has no sting. But the word ‘sting’ has some visceral effect. ‘Bite’ 
is from the biter’s viewpoint, but ‘sting’ suggests the feel of being bitten - the spasm and 
the pain spreading out. I looked at the adder. Her bite would be like a dentist’s needle.

But her head turned away. She was gliding into the heather. My fingers grasped the 
disappearing tail. It felt warm. I pulled her into the open, and stood up shakily, as
she twisted and bucked, hissing loudly. She was heavy. Her tail tip coiled round my finger. 
She threw her head at me, mouth open; I staggered and swung her away. Her underside 
was reddish grey. She whipcracked, wrenching her body, then the head came towards 
me again. I stepped back, nearly falling over. “God!”, gasped Adrian, coming up behind.
I didn’t know what to do.

*

The face of a snake is unmoving. No affection, doubt, surprise, curiosity or fear comes 
into that countenance. It knows everything it will ever know. The eye, behind a hard,
transparent scale, does not move or blink. 

Adders look wickedly intent. Big flat eyebrow-scales frown towards the nose. The mouth 
has a long sad line, or an evil grin, or a glum smile as if adders hate being adders and 
want revenge on everything. They would cry if they could, but their eyes are too hard, in 
their medieval demon faces. Devils are unhappy, shut out of paradise, but do not know 
how to be other than devils. This yellow face knew something that everyone knows. And 
most snakes are ambush predators. They lurk, motionless and camouflaged, waiting 
for unsuspecting prey. Then they carefully choose their moment to strike. Or perhaps I 
should say that their eyes, heat-sensors and receptors of airborne chemical traces trigger 
the strike. But it looks like choice, and the human behaviour it seems to resemble is 
calculating, spying and manipulative. Add to this the connotations of killing by injection. 
“Cold-blooded” is a term describing a physiological survival process, but we also use it 
to express the idea of ‘cold’ rationality, as opposed to the “warmth” of human sympathy. 
Snakes give a glimpse of a world with no pity. Stone faces will ignore our pleas. Our 
vulnerabilities will be exploited, not forgiven. Yet these features are nothing more than 
survival adaptations or evolutionary quirks. The hard scale covering the eye is thought 
to be a protective screened that evolved either in aquatic reptiles that later came out 
onto land, or lizards that took to living underground and lost their legs before becoming 
surface creatures again.

These are the two main theories about the ancestry of snakes. There are evolutionary
explanations, likewise, for the vertical elliptical pupil and long sad mouth. As a partly
nocturnal predator, the viper benefits from the sharper image this pupil casts onto the 
retina, and the wide gape has evolved for the swallowing of prey, since the teeth are 
too weak to tear off flesh. In fairness, we should see the adder as a sensitive creature, 
exquisitely alive to its environment in ways our senses cannot register; a vulnerable 
creature, frequently broken; and a creature no more or less devoid of sympathy than most 
natural predators. We should. But this is like objecting to vampire films because
the vampire is an unfair representation of a human being, an example, literally, of
demonisation. It is a serious moral objection – and it fails to consider the appeal of such
demons; the needs that they meet. The question should not be why the snake looks so 
evil, but why we have associated evil with these particular features. Why do we see the 
snake’s face as a devil’s face? And why do we need devils? 

In Christian culture, the snake is present at the beginning of the human story, as the 
catalyst that brings about the great defining crisis between God and the first human 
beings. The serpent in the Book of Genesis persuades Eve to eat the forbidden fruit of the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil. “Your eyes shall be opened”, says the serpent, 
“and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil”. The consequence is the Fall. Human 
beings are cast out of paradise into a fallen world, becoming mortal. Their knowledge of 
good and evil is their power, their pride and their burden. They have become beings of 
conscience, who agonise over questions of right and wrong and consider themselves 
responsible for their own behaviour. This, they believe, is what distinguishes them from 
animals. In their new selfconsciousness, they become prey to thoughts of how theymay 
look to others. Shame is born. “And the eyes of them both were opened, and they

knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together, and made 
themselves aprons.” 

Thus the snake is midwife to the birth of the human condition. It is also the evil
genius who plotted the Fall, since the serpent in Genesis is traditionally Satan in disguise.
Adam, Eve and the serpent receive their punishments side by side, and are cast out of
Eden together. 

To the serpent, God says, “Because thou hast done this, thou art cursed above all cattle, 
and above every beast of the field; upon thy belly thou shalt go, and dust shalt thou eat 
all the days of thy life: and I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between 
her seed and thy seed; it shall bruise thy head and thou shalt bruise his heel.” The snake 
is to be the eternal enemy of humankind, but it has been our co-conspirator, in the dock 
with us. When we look at a snake under the influence of Christian tradition, we look at 
our enemy but also our old confederate. The snake reminds us of our guilt, but also our 
rebellion and defiance. 

For the anthropologist and evolutionary psychologist Lynne Isbell, the snake’s role in this 
story is not surprising. In her view, the Genesis story is the inscription in culture of deep 
evolutionary history. Knowledge of our long-term relationship with snakes comes to the 
surface in that story.

Isbell’s theory is that the presence of snakes as the main predator was the most
important evolutionary pressure that developed the visual organs of the early primate 
ancestors of human beings. This is truly deep evolutionary history, going back further 
than the emergence of homo sapiens and the long period of huntergatherer
life on the African savannah that is the basis of most evolutionary psychology.
Isbell points out that snakes were the main predators for the first small placental 
mammals and the anthropoid primates that followed them. These were stages in the 
ancestry of hominids. Birds of prey and carnivorous mammals evolved much later, when 
the physical structures human beings later inherited were already essentially in place. 
Snakes were the first great antagonist. 

Because of snakes, Isbell says, evolutionary selection in our ancestors favoured clarity of 
perception in the lower visual field. You had to be able to spot the waiting snake before 
you reached it. Eyes moved to the front of the head. The snake’s eye is hard and chilling, 
but it seems that our own soulful eyes and full direct gaze have come about through 
our prehistoric relationship with this animal. Eyes that meet ours in recognition are a 
definitive sign for us of human sympathy and contact. Isbell says that those eyes were 
formed and positioned, and our faces arranged around them, because of our need to see 
snakes, whose eyes have the oppositemeaning for us. The snake is everything inhuman; 
the embodiment of a cruel nature from which our humanity strives to redeem us. Yet, 
because of our evolutionary relationship with this creature, it is deeply familiar to us, 
awakening in us some of our most primitive and formative feelings, and thus bringing us 
back to ourselves.

Glimpsing a snake in the undergrowth ahead, our distant ancestor needed to
recognise what it was and respond instantly. Neural pathways developed between
those frontal eyes and the brain, so that the messages would get there faster and
trigger bodily reactions, such as floods of adrenaline, more quickly. In response to the
presence of snakes – who were themselves being selected for effective camouflage and
stronger venom – the visual organs improved until vision became the main sense. This
led to a change of diet, a turn from insects to fruit as the staple food. Brightly coloured,
strong-smelling fruit could be found without the keen sense of smell necessary for
insectivores. Hence – according to Isbell – the weak sense of smell in hominids, and the
overwhelming reliance on vision. 

With these developments went the improvement of visuallyguideduse of the hands, and 
the emergence of pointing with the finger as a means of communication. Isbell suggests 
that snakes were the main danger that needed urgent pointing-out, and therefore the 
main evolutionary pressure that led to this development, too. The need to turn rapidly in 
the direction indicated by a pointing finger prompted further changes to the structure of 
the brain. Evolutionary psychologists have suggested that this sort of gesturing played 
an important part in the development of communal wbehaviour, and was one of the main 
foundations of language.
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One theory, advanced by the Vietnamese linguist and cultural historian Huynh Sanh
Thong, is that language grew especially out of the verbal and gestural signs with which
mothers warned their children of the presence of snakes. In other words, what human
beings are is, to a surprising extent, the product of a relationship with snakes over
millions of years. Isbell regards this relationship as the most important single factor in
anthropoid evolution. For our small mammal ancestors, the factor was predation. Later,
when anthropoid primates and early hominids had become too large to be the normal 
prey of snakes, it was the danger from the defensive behaviour of venomous snakes – still 
a major cause of death in many parts of the world. The only controversial part of Isbell’s
thesis is her attribution of such overwhelming importance to the evolutionary pressure 
from snakes. No one in evolutionary psychology denies that the pressure was at least a
significant factor. So it is reasonable to assume that intense responses to snakes
are deeply encoded within us. Even if Isbell is only partly right, our organs of vision,
the structure of parts of our brains, our habits of reaction, our sense of danger and our
communication by bodily gesture and language are all full of the memory of snakes.
Snakes are deep in our nerves, our brains and our genes. At the sight of a snake, an 
elemental part of us springs into action. When my eyes caught on that zigzag line in 
the heather, they and my mind were reacting to a stimulus that once shaped them. The 
release of adrenaline that made my heart surge was a flood of bodily memory, jolting
through me even as I formed the thought snake. We are full of the memory of snakes; 
primed to watch for them. And here I was with a big one in my fingers, thrashing wildly.

From Cold Blood by Richard Kerridge,
 published by Chatto & Windus. 
Reproduced by permission
of The Random House Group Ltd.
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One winter’s evening, somewhat short of midnight, I drove out of Exeter on my way home. At that time 
of night, especially, there’s little traffic on the lonely B road that soon leaves the lights of the city behind, 
progressing through small, dark villages and dark, hilly farmland before entering the National Park where 
it rises steeply through a densely wooded valley. Here the road has been cut into the precipitous hillside 
and winds its climbing way around a land mass gouged into steep inlets by the streams that have eroded 
it. Following the terrain, the road must weave in tight bends. At certain points – though, curiously, not 
necessarily at the narrowest or most sheer – crash barriers protect the driver from the danger of plunging 
to the distant valley floor. Driving round one such blind bend, I found a car had stopped in the darkness in 
the middle of the carriageway and, even though I had not been driving at speed, I had either to hit the car 
or swing, blindly, out around it. In the split second in which we decide such things, I overtook what turned 
out to be two stationary cars, glimpsing in their headlights as I did so, a supine body on the road. I pulled 
over and ran back to see if help were needed. 

Standing in the darkness were two women – one with her arm around the other’s shoulders; in the 
slanted light on the ground in front of them in desperate motion lay a young deer, perhaps three-quarters 
grown. As one of the women had driven by, the deer, it transpired, had attempted to leap from the high 
woodland onto the road below and had slammed into the car, striking the roof and windscreen front-left, 
fatally injuring itself. The animal was lying on its side, the elegant delicacy of its legs for now frantically, 
hopelessly running in sequence still; its liquid eye stretched wide as it died; the finely drawn muzzle 
gasping wide, the tongue grotesquely outstretched onto tarmac.

One driver was in tears, the other saying ‘Don’t be upset. Don’t be upset,’ to which an astonished voice 
from the darkness – one that I fairly soon recognized as mine – said evenly, ‘Of course she’s upset. 
It’s upsetting.’ 

An acquaintance to whom I recounted this tale suggested – tartly – that perhaps I’d like to consider why 
I identified so closely with the deer.  It only later occurred to me to wonder, why she didn’t.

In many ways my verbal response ‘Of course she’s upset. It’s upsetting,’ was ridiculous. The woman 
urging the other not to be upset was only doing so, one supposes, in order to comfort the driver whose 
car the deer had struck. It is a remarkable kind of comfort though. No doubt spoken out of
compassion for the driver, the directive: ‘Don’t be upset. Don’t be upset,’ clearly seeks
to disallow or at least quickly dispel, gloss over or erase emotional response. My astonishment, then, had 
to do with the suggestion that any emotional reaction, any manifestation of feeling must be swept
away. There was a beautiful, young creature, you see, on the ground in front of us. She was, we can 
safely assume, in agony and undoubtedly dying, as she did some minutes later and before our very eyes. 
Wouldn’t it be worrying if we didn’t experience some kind of emotional response to such a scenario;
odd if we were left entirely unmoved? Even those whose main response would be to think only of how 
good her flesh will taste would at least have some concern, it is to be hoped, for the pained manner of her 
death. And what if the fate of those two creatures most affected, woman and deer, had been reversed: the 
deer skimming the car roof and bounding away unhurt; the woman thrown from the car to lie twitching her 
last on the tarmac? Would we say then: Don’t be upset. Don’t be upset? 

The only circumstances in which we might not be affected, I suppose, are those of enculturation into 
a particular ideology: one which holds the belief the creature dying and the manner of her death are 
insignificant. Compassion for species other than our own and our capacity, or willingness, to variously 
engage with or ignore their demise are moot points. And how much easier it is to dismiss other species if 
we regard them as exactly that: as other, less important, marginalized, disposable. 

That concept, which falls under the term of binary opposition, is well recognized and involves the 
establishment and maintenance of otherness and oppositional difference: us and them; nature and 
culture; male and female; human and non-human, country and city, to name but a few. 

In Animals Erased, Arran Stibbe demonstrates clearly how the binary opposition between human and 
non-human species has, in the case of the pig, become encoded into language. Stibbe cites 62 non-literal 
uses of the words pig, hog and swine, only a minority of which – you lucky pig and as happy as a pig in 
muck – have any kind of positive connotation. Here are just a few of
the others:

capitalist pig
fat pig
filthy pig
greedy pig
male chauvinistic pig
selfish pig
a pig sty
making a pig’s ear of it
making a pig of herself
bleeding like a stuck pig
sweating like a pig
pig ignorant (Stibbe 2012:37)
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When I introduced the list to students recently, I asked them if they could think of any 
positive words to represent ‘pig’ and one grinning student said bacon at which we all
laughed, but – in fact – he has something there. How much easier it is to treat, kill and
consume pigs as we do if we cast them as a somewhat despicable other. Too much
compassion might be troublesome. 

A novel published in 2000, Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer, engages with and 
challenges binary opposition. In an article in the Southern Literary Journal, Suzanne W. 
Jones lists the familiar binary perceptions of country and city before noting that ‘Prodigal 
Summer attempts to deconstruct these simplistic oppositions’ (Jones 2006:88). 

Kingsolver’s novel has three narrative strands, entitled ‘Predators’, ‘Moth Love’ and 
‘Old Chestnuts’. All are informed by science in some way. The protagonists in the first 
two, Deanna and Lusa, both have formal training in areas of ecology: the former with a 
Masters thesis focusing on the coyote: 

Everything about them. Their populations, how they’ve grown and changed over time.’ 
and ‘how people hunting them actually increases their numbers’ (Kingsolver 2000:260), 
and the latter a doctorate involving the study of moths, as Lusa follows in her father’s 
footsteps ‘where he studied the pheromones of codling moths, notorious pests of apple 
trees’ (ibid 2000:39). 

The scientific content in the novel’s third narrative strand, ‘Old Chestnuts’, is introduced 
by the character Nannie Rawley as she battles with her neighbour, the embittered 
Garnett. Considered an authority in terms of agriculture, Garnett has been enculturated 
into the hefty use of insecticide, whereas Nannie Rawley is presented as having an 
instinctive awareness of ecosystems, supported by the scientific findings she happens to 
stumble across: 

‘I always had a hunch, but I couldn’t put it in words. And, see, last month they had a 
piece on it in the Orchardman’s Journal. It’s a whole scientific thing, a principle. Do 
you want me to get you the magazine, or just explain it in my own words?’ (Kingsolver 
2000:277) 

And so, through Nanny Rawley, we are introduced to the Volterra principle that propounds 
how the use of insecticides, only increases unwanted insects, due to the more rapid 
reproduction of those who are to us true pests, relative to their natural predators. 
Literature used here for ecological education. 

The binary oppositions the novel features are many and appear in all three of its narrative 
strands. Post-doctoral, recently married Lusa, of ‘Moth Love’ is an outsider to rural 
Zebulon, having made an unlikely marriage to Cole, the son of a long-standing farming 
family. From the outset, Lusa’s ‘otherness’ is emphasised as she is depicted ‘reading 
furtively – the only way a farmer’s wife may read, it turns out’ (Kingsolver 2000:33). It 
is a marriage in which binary opposition is thus apparent between husband and wife 
in relation to issues of city and country, education and its absence, and in relation to 
intellectual endeavor and manual labour. 

Ironically, Lusa manages to be much more in tune with her husband’s way of being after 
he has been killed in a traffic accident, something that happens early in the narrative. 
As an outsider, that which I am terming binary convergence – the productive bringing 
together of apparent opposites – is attained once Lusa has proved herself to her late 
husband’s family through her ability to reorganise the farm, using her initiative to oust the 
routine tobacco planting in order to raise goats for slaughter. With her cultural knowledge 
of the Muslim calendar and its feasts, Lusa turns her hand to rearing goats, and exploits 
her contacts in the city, to ensure a high price for the timely production of goat meat. 

Binary opposition in ‘Old Chestnuts’ is maintained until the end of that narrative strand, 
with spats between Garnett and Nannie Rawley supplying the vehicle through which 
issues of ecology can be thrashed out. The binary convergence of the male-female 
partnership that ultimately emerges between these two is no romantic sop. The final 
dialogue given to these two characters at the moment of their first embrace: Garnett’s, 
‘Now, Nannie. You’re a difficult woman’ and Rawley’s ‘Garnett. You’re a sanctimonious 
old fart’ (Kingsolver 2007:244), is typical of their comedic, feisty partnership ethic. 

‘Predators’ presents the most fiercely independent of the novel’s female protagonists, 
Deanna. Living on Zebulo Mountain in a just-habitable log cabin, in the company of mice 
in the food bins and a snake in the roof, Deanna makes a study of forest ecology and 
gives fearless short-shrift to illicit hunters who appear out of nowhere, never mind that 
she is solitary, they are several and all wield guns. 

Passionate sexual encounters with one, Eddie Bondo, literally bring together hunter and 
conservationist. He is there to kill that which she is there to protect. Again, their sparring 
is a vehicle for ecological debate in a tender portrayal of an almost love: a temporary 
convergence in which binary opposition is seen to be at play in a single character, for 
‘When a body wanted one thing wholly and a mind wanted the opposite, which of the two 
was she, Deanna?’ (Kingsolver 2000:366 Kingsolver’s)

In the sense that Prodigal Summer deals with the love affair and with family and 
relationship issues, the novel can be seen to engage with generic norms, yet the work far
exceeds those conventions of genre and in so doing can be seen to appropriate generic
convention for environmental purpose. 

For example, the novel’s representation of the precarious nature of human couplings 
constantly in flux is made in direct parallel to the ecological struggle of other species. 
The novel’s human pairings are similarly hazardous and raw, just one of the ways in 
which this novel considers the positioning of humans in relation to the natural world. It’s 
a point the novel reiterates through representation of the human love affair as a response 
to biological givens, prioritising scientifically observed facets of nature in place of genre 
fiction’s sentimental tropes of culture of the hearts and roses variety: 

Now after years spent suppressed in hibernation, her ovaries were waking up and kicking 
in. No wonder men were fluttering around her like moths: she was fertile. Lusa let out a 
rueful laugh at life’s ridiculous persistence. She must be trailing pheromones. [. . . She] 
bit her lip against the strange ache in her belly. This night was out of control completely, 
she thought, but what could you do? We’re only what we are: a woman cycling with the 
moon, and a tribe of men trying to have sex with the sky. (Kingsolver 2000:232 and 246)

Writing in Studies in American Naturalism, Bert Bender observes that ‘it is fitting that
Prodigal Summer underscores the force of sexual selection among human beings; for the 
novel’s underlying theme is that we must accept our place in the ecological web
(Bender 2011:128 Bender’s). 

Prodigal Summer also confronts the way in which literature represents other creatures, 
challenging misconceptions about ecosystems in a mode that critiques the power of 
narratives that are so familiar to us, and yet, the novel asserts, are so ill-informed. In a 
discussion between Deanna and Eddie, the former observes: 

‘Predation’s a sacrament, Eddie, it culls out the sick and the old, keeps populations from 
going through their own roofs. Predation is honourable.’ 
‘That’s not how Little Red Riding Hood tells it,’ he said. 
‘Oh man, don’t get me started on the subject of childhood brainwash. I hate that. Every 
fairy story, every Disney movie, every plot with animals in it, the bad guy is always the top 
carnivore. Wolf, grizzly, anaconda, Tyrannosaurus Rex.’ 
‘Don’t forget Jaws,’ he said. (Kingsolver 2000:320)

The depiction of story as ‘childhood brainwash’ both acknowledges narrative
power, while making a direct challenge to the content of our story-telling. It’s not,
though, just these individual narratives which Kingsolver’s novel takes to task. In
its ecofeminist stance, Kingsolver’s text makes a challenge, also to the patriarchal
grand narrative, one which, at times, risks casting men as ‘the other’: Lusa’s husband
is marginalised through death and, being dead, can be reinvented by those he has left
behind; while the text’s ridicule of Garnett, and depiction of the well-loved, quick-witted
and wise Nannie Rawley, leave the reader in no doubt which of the two characters we are
intended to admire. Similarly, Deanna’s lover, the hunter, Eddie Bondo disappears leaving
a note acknowledging, ‘It’s hard for a man to admit he has met his match.’ (Kingsolver
2000:435). As Bender observes, ‘none of [Kingsolver’s] three female protagonists is
committed to marriage’, instead, ‘[they] take the lead in establishing healthier ecologies,
along the way working to overcome the retrograde tendencies of their male mates
or associates.’ It’s a particularly womancentred re-writing of partnership, one which 
‘resembles what Deanna observes in a coyote family, of mostly females, sisters
led by an alpha female, all bent on one member’s reproduction’ (Bender 2011:126).

A challenge to religious grand narrative can also be identified in the novel, not least
through the character of Garnett. ‘As God instructed us to do in Genesis [. . .] replenish
the earth, and subdue it!’ (Kingsolver 2000:188) Garnet writes in indignation, only
to have his dogmatic, literal interpretation of the Biblical directive, time and again, readily
countered by the much more mentally agile Nannie Rawley. Hence the limitations and
flawed thinking of man and doctrine are made evident. 

Having critiqued religious grand narrative, the novel can be seen to explore that which 
might replace it: a reverential, less certain, humble respect, something exemplified by 
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Deanna, when she encounters the litter of Coyote pups. Previously hunted to the point 
of extinction, the coyote are born against all odds and constitute a highly significant 
re-establishment of a complete ecosystem that, once the top predator is back in place, 
has some chance of remaining in balance, something Deanna has striven for. Here’s the 
moment Deanna observes them:

Instantly [the coyote pups] appeared all together [. . .] a row of bright eyes beneath a
forest of tiny, pointed ears [. . .] She wished so hard for her father, it felt like a prayer: If I
could only show him this, oh, please. Let him look down from Heaven, whatever that
means, let him look up through my eyes from the cells of genesis he planted in me, let
him see this, because he would understand it perfectly. (Kingsolver 2000:205)

Hence, not only does Kingsolver challenge religious grand narrative, she can also be
seen to offer alternative narratives of binary convergence, in this example, one that
interweaves religious and scientific discourse in relation to a sustainable ecosystem.

In his book of that title on Extinction Rates Professor May of Oxford University observes: 
the impending sixth mass extinction will be unique in the history of the planet, being
the first to result not from environmental changes as such, but rather from the
extraordinary population growth and associated activities of one single species.
(May et al 1995:20) 

He notes that: three altogether different methods for projecting impending extinctions 
concur in suggesting a lifespan for bird and mammal species around 200-400 years, if 
current trends continue. (May et al 1995:20) 

More recently, the RSPB report, The State of the UK’s Birds pubished in 2012 reports the 
UK has lost in the region of 22 million breeding pairs of birds since the late 1960s (RSPB 
2012:19). More recently still, The State of Nature report, produced by a coalition 
of scientists from 25 separate UK conservations charities, identifies that these declines 
are not just in bird populations, but in all UK flora and fauna:

We have quantitative assessments of the population or distribution trends of 3,148
species. Of these, 60% of species have declined over the last 50 years and 31% have
declined strongly. (RSPB 2013:6)

If then we are to live sustainably, to have any hope of halting the current, rapid,
devastating decline of species at our hands, the notion of binary opposition is one that
has to be resisted and replaced. Kingsolver’s text demonstrates clearly ways in which we
might achieve that.

Bender, B (2011) ‘Darwin and Ecology in Novels by Jack London and
Barbara Kingsolver’ in Studies in American Naturalism, Vol. 6, No 2,
Wilmington NC: University of North Carolina.

Jones, SW (2006) ‘The Southern Family Farm as Endangered Species:
Possibilities for Survival in Barbara Kingsolver’s Prodigal Summer’ in
Southern Literary Journal Vol 39 Issue 1, Chapel Hill, NC: University of 
North Carolina Press.

Kingsolver, B (2007) Prodigal Summer London: Faber and Faber.

May, R.M., Lawton, J.H. and Stork, N.E. 1995: ‘Assessing extinction 
rates’ in Extinction Rates Lawton, J.H. and May, R.M., (Eds.) Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

RSPB (2012) The State of the UK’s Birds (SUKB) http://www.rspb.org.
uk/Images/SUKB_2012_tcm9-328339.pdf (accessed 10.01.15).

RSPB (2013) The State of Nature www.rspb.org.uk/stateofnature 
(accessed 10.01.15).

Stibbe, A (2012) Animals Erased: Discourse, Ecology, and 
Reconnection with the Natural World, Middletown, Conneticut: 
Wesleyan University Press.



Professor Hugh Dunkerley is a poet and 
ecocritic. His most recent collection of poetry 
is Kin (Cinnamon Press, 2019. He currently 
teaches at The University of Chichester, where 
he is Professor of Literature and Environment.

34 35

The summer before last I was asked to give a poetry reading at the anti-fracking camp in Balcombe, 
West Sussex. Thinking about what to read brought into focus issues which as a poet, a teacher and an 
environmentalist, I have been ruminating on for a number of years.

Fracking is sometimes claimed to be way of reducing CO2 emissions as the gas produced burns more 
cleanly than, for example, coal. 

However, as Anthony Ingraffea and others have argued, there are real concerns that fracking does in fact 
release large amounts of methane and black carbon, both of which are much worse contributors to global 
warming than CO2 on its own. 

Over one hundred years, the comparative impact of methane as a greenhouse gas is more than twenty 
five times greater than that of CO2. In addition to this, concerns about groundwater pollution and the 
waste products of fracking continue to dog the industry.

Not only have there been numerous claims of groundwater being polluted in the U.S. and Canada; 
the industry also demands huge amounts of water for its operations. In the U.S. already arid areas are 
suffering water shortages because of fracking. France, Bulgaria, Germany and Scotland have banned
fracking.

Our government, on the other hand, introduced an amendment to the Infrastructure Act in 2015 giving 
the industry automatic access to ‘deep level land’ under people’s homes and grants the industry rights to 
‘maximise’ hydrocarbon recovery. But my larger point has to do with the attitude that fracking represents,
an attitude that wishes to squeeze every last drop out of hydrocarbons from the ground rather than 
acknowledge that we need, urgently, to develop clean sources of energy. 

It is an attitude which is unsustainable in every sense of the word and which views the ‘more-than-human 
world’ as an almost infinitely expendable resource.

What has this go to do with poetry?

Poetry has a long history of protesting the despoliation of the natural world. Romanticism, that great 
amorphous animal, was, in some senses, a reaction against the industrialisation of the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Think of Wordsworth’s horror at the proposed extension of the 
railway from Kendal to Windermere. In his poem ‘On the Projected Kendal and Windermere Railway’
Wordsworth describes the ‘false utilitarian lure’ that the extension represents. The poem ends with a plea 
to nature to speak up for itself:

	 Is there no nook of English
	 ground secure
	 From rash assault? Schemes of
	 retirement sown
	 In youth, and ‘mid the busy world
	 kept pure
	 As when their earliest flowers of hope
	 were blown,
	 Must perish: - how can they this
	 blight endure?
	 And must he too the ruthless
	 change bemoan
	 Who scorns a false utilitarian lure
	 ‘Mid his paternal fields at random
	 thrown?
	 Baffle the threat, bright Scene, from
	 Orrest-head
	 Given to the pausing traveller’s rapturous
	 glance:
	 Plead for thy peace, thou beautiful
	 romance
	 Of nature; and, if human hearts be dead,
	 Speak, passing winds; ye torrents, with
	 your strong
	 And constant voice, protest against the
	 wrong (Wordsworth, 1844).
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We may find this a bit twee today, as we have now adjusted to the idea of steam railways as somehow 
aesthetically pleasing, though the bulldozing of ancient woodlands to make way for HS2 may bring
back such sentiments. 

However, Wordsworth’s plea to nature to speak for itself is an interesting move which suggests something 
beyond the ‘utilitarian lure’. Utilitarianism can cut both ways of course. 

Recent attempts to quantify the contribution of natural resources to economic wellbeing use a utilitarian 
approach to promote an environmental ethic. And this may well be necessary, particularly when arguing 
with those for whom economic growth has become not only an apparent science, but almost a 
belief system. 

John Clare cried out against the effect of the enclosures on his childhood landscape in his 
poem ‘Remembrances’:

	 Enclosure like a Buonaparte let not a
	 thing remain,
	 It levelled every bush and tree and
	 levelled every hill
	 And hung the moles for traitors – though
	 the brook is running still
	 It runs a naked stream, cold and chill
	 (Clare, c.1832).

Both Wordsworth and Clare were strongly motivated by an attachment to place: to the Lake District in
Wordsworth’s case, and to rural Northamptonshire in Clare’s. 

Clare’s attachment to place was in fact so crucial to his wellbeing that after removal to an asylum in 
Epping Forest, he eventually escaped and walked home to Northamptonshire. However, for Clare it was 
too late: his first love was dead and the landscape of his childhood had been changed irrevocably by 
the Enclosures. 

A twentieth century version of this cry can be seen in David Craig’s poem ‘Against Looting’ from his 1987 
collection of the same name:

Against Looting

Leave the mahogany where it is!
Leave the mahogany trees in Borneo
Where the orangs embrace them gently.

Leave the geodes where they are!
Great egg-wombs toothed with crystal,
Leave them in the Brazilian darkness.

Leave the edelweiss where it is!
Its foliage woven of frost,
Leave it to root on the bergs of the Dolomites.

Leave the ambergris where it is!
Leave it oily and fragrant,
In the gut of the sperm whale.

Leave the harp seals where they are!
Leave them to breed
In their nurseries on the floes.

Leave the scorpions where they are!
Leave them to sting in the mating battle
Under the rocks of Atlas.

Leave the white-lipped amethyst where it is!
Glistening arachnid sculptured in quartz,
Leave it to lurk in Mexico’s granite caves.

Leave the urchins where they are!
Slow sunbursts spined with rays,
Leave them to graze the skerries.

Leave the eggs of the osprey where they are!
Leave them to hatch
High in the resinous bowers in the pines of Garten.

Leave the tortoises where they are!
Leave them to warm their shells in Lombardy,

Leave the orcas to wrestle with the squids,
leave them:
Leave the snail-gatherers of Papua
Grooming each other beside their waterfalls,
Leave them, leave them:

Leave them in memory of the slaves
Stowed like carcasses in the holds,
In memory of the elephants chained and swaying
In concrete hangars, in memory of the gorilla
Counting the links on his chain
Over and over and over, and leave them
For the sake of the children
That they may never laugh at a prisoner
Or try to buy life with a coin (Craig, 1987, pp 7-8).
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Instead of a localised cry, this poem ranges across the globe as the destruction is now
global and globally known. 

But what, if anything, can poetry offer beyond a cry of protest? Can what poets say really 
offer a challenge to something like the behemoth of the fracking industry? In thinking 
about this, we may begin with Martin Heidegger’s famous essay ‘What Are Poets For?’ 
The essay takes its title from a line in Hölderlin’s elegy ‘Bread and Wine’: 

‘…and what are poets for in a destitute time?’ What is interesting about Heidegger is that 
he was, in some ways, a protoenvironmentalist, though notoriously also a member of the 
Nazi party from 1933 until the end of the World War II. Elsewhere in his work, Heidegger 
provides some useful ideas about the way in which modern Western civilisation has seen 
nature as a resource to be exploited.

His concept of the ‘technological attitude’, for example, crystallises a certain way
of perceiving the world purely in terms of raw material to be transformed for human 
benefit. Similarly, he uses the term ‘enframing’ to describe a mode of thought
which allows us, for example, to ‘enframe’ a forest in terms of its use as timber.

That forest then becomes what Heidegger terms ‘standing reserve’. In ‘What are Poets
For?’ Heidegger contrasts this attitude with that of the poet. The singing of poets he
suggests: 

	 is turned away from all purposeful selfassertion. It is not a willing in the sense
	 of desire. Their song does not solicit anything to be produced. In the song, 
	 the world’s inner space concedes space within itself. The song of these singers 
	 is neither solicitation nor trade (Heidegger, 1975, p.135).

In fact, what Heidegger is championing here is poetry’s essential uselessness, at least in
terms of the world of production, of making money or converting raw material into
products. Heidegger’s argument is that, at its best, poetry doesn’t have an agenda. It isn’t
part of the furious self-assertion of so many of our activities, and it is this which allows it
a special privilege. 

For Heidegger, the furious self-assertion leads to the turning of things into objects. As 
he says in the same essay, ‘As long as man is wholly absorbed in nothing but purposeful 
self-assertion, not only is he himself unshielded, but so are things, because they have 
become objects’ (p. 129). There is much more in Heidegger’s essay, which I am not 
going to go into now, but his ideas have undoubtedly had an effect on a number of 
contemporary poets and thinkers who are concerned with our present ecological crisis. 

These ideas are developed by Canadian poet Don McKay, both in his own poetry and in 
a series of fascinating collections of essays on poetry and nature. I want now to turn to 
McKay’s ideas and then look at some of his poems. In ‘Baler Twine:

Thoughts on Ravens, Home and Nature Poetry’, from his 2001 essay collection Vis à
Vis: Field Notes on Poetry and Wilderness, McKay describes how he found a dead raven
strung up by the side of the road in New Brunswick.

For McKay, displaying the dead raven represents an extreme form of human colonisation:

	 Shooting the raven was one thing: we all know, each of us, that sinister delight in
	 casual brutality and long-distance death. Displaying it was another – controlling its
	 death, as well as taking its life. Displaying it declares that the appropriation is total.
	 A dead body seeks to rejoin the elements; this one is required to function as a sign,
	 a human category – a sign which simply says “we can do this.” The raven’s being,
	 in Martin Heidegger’s terms, was not just used, but used up (McKay, 2001, p.19).

McKay characterises this extreme form of objectification as ‘matérielization’.

	 In its limited sense matériel is military equipment; in a slightly larger sense it is 
	 any 	 equipment owned by an institution. But I’m taking the term to apply even 		
	 more widely to any instance of secondorder appropriation, where the first 
	 appropriation is the making of a tool, or the address to things in the mode of utility, 
	 the mindset which Heidegger calls “standing reserve”. To make things into tools in 
	 the first place, we remove them from autonomous existence and conscript them as 		
	 servants, determining their immediate futures. To make tools into matériel, we engage 	
	 in further appropriation. This second appropriation of matter may be the colonisation 		
	 of its death, as in the case of the raven, the nuclear test site, the corpse hung on a
	 gibbet or public crucifixion. On the other hand, matérielization could be a denial of
	 death altogether, as in the case of things made permanent and denied access
	 to decomposition, their return to the elements (McKay, 2001, p.20).

McKay contrasts this with ‘Wilderness’ which he defines as ‘the capacity of all things to
elude the mind’s appropriations’. Therefore wilderness could be ‘dry rot in the basement,
a splintered handle, or shit on the carpet’. 

But this experience of wilderness might also occur without warning, when we ‘glimpse 
some thing’s autonomy – its rawness, its duende, its alien being.’ McKay riffs wittily 
on the distinction between thing and object in a section from his most recent poetry 
collection Paradoxides.

Thingamajig

There are many intersections in the ways 
of ongoing flux, places of steady but
impermanent homeostasis. 

These are called things. 

Thing (Old English); an assembly, a gathering 
Thingan (Old English): to invite, to address 
Althing (Icelandic): the parliament

An object is a thing that has been removed 
from its party line of rhizomes, hyphae, and
roots, and treated to public scrutiny – 
framed, analysed, experimented upon, known.

An object is a thing under surveillance. 

Something is lost, some thing is lost, when a
thing is made into an object. 

We mourn the lost thing, even when we pursue 
the inescapable human work of objectification. 

Homo faber tristis (McKay, 2012, p.55).

McKay ends the piece with the idea of something being lost as ‘we pursue the 
inescapable human work of objectification’. Yet his poetry is often an act of seeing
things again, not as objects, but as things in their own right, even if only for a moment.
Later in the same collection, he comments, ‘Phenomenology is one name for the
path back from the object to the thing, the counterbalance to objectification, or
“progress.” Poetry is another’(p.66). The kind of thinking with which we can
counter the temptation to turn the world into objects or matériel he calls ‘poetic
attention’. He describes this as ‘a sort of readiness, a species of longing which is
without the desire to possess…’ It gives, McKay suggests, ‘ontological applause.’ This
kind of thinking, and writing, is first about listening:

	 And when poetry does become speech, it returns to the business of naming with
	 this listening folded inside it. It introduces the unnameable (that is, wilderness under
	 the sign of language) into nomination, with the result that all namings, including
	 the poem in which it speaks, become provisional. To name without claiming is to wear 	
	 ears on the outside of the statement
	
(McKay, 2001, p.66).

Unlike what he terms ‘Romantic inspiration’, poetic attention doesn’t pretend to be a
‘vestige of the other’; rather it is a ‘translation of it.’ Language is a human tool and as with
every human tool, there is always the risk of turning what is other into ourselves. Poetic
attention, however, carries with it a sense of language as a tool, one which is being
used to translate the other rather than contain or control it. ‘Nature poetry’, McKay states, 
‘should not be taken to be avoiding anthropocentrism, but to be enacting it, thoughtfully.’ 
We can see how this approach works in McKay’s poem ‘Song for the Song of the
Common Raven’, published in his 2006 collection, Strike/Slip:

	 You could say it carries, you could say dwells. Corvus corax: even in Latin
	 you can hear that smoke-and-whisky brogue – croak, curruck, and (swallowing the
	 syllable) tok. You could say a fierce unsayable secret has possessed the voice, which 		
	 has to speak and must not tell and so is hollowed out and rendered terminally
	 hoarse. Of its brutal seismic histories, its duende, it says nothing. Nothing of the 		
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	 flowing and bending of rock, of the burning going down and coming
	 up again as lava. Of rogue gods loitering among the hemlocks nurturing
	 the urge to break out into body it conspicuously does not sing. While sending 		
	 messages that might say “Watch your asses, creatures of the Neogene” or might 
	 say “Baby, bring it on”  (McKay 2006, p.27).

McKay is a keen birdwatcher, and this is one of a number of poems he has written in 
which the title begins ‘Song for the Song of…’ The implication of course is that these
aren’t the songs themselves, but songs about the songs, acts of translation. The
poem opens with two conditional clauses, suggesting that what we are about to hear
is guesswork of some kind. The poem then does explore the onomatopoeic qualities of 
the raven’s Latin name. 

But we are soon back to the conditional clauses and a description of ‘a fierce unsayable 
secret’ which ‘must not tell’. The poem goes on to tell us things the
voice doesn’t speak of, suggesting a whole unspoken history of ‘lava’ and ‘rogue gods’.

At the end of the poem we are given a sense of what the voice might be saying:
‘“Watch your asses, creatures / of the Neogene”’ or ‘’”Baby / bring it on”’. While
the poem does tell us something about the song of the raven, it also constantly
points up the contingent nature of its own approach. This isn’t a vestige of the raven’s
song; it is a human translation of it, one which is necessarily encultured.

In a poem called ‘Stumpage’, also from Strike/Slip, McKay addresses the issue 
of clearcutting:

	 How the slash looks: not ruin, abattoir, atrocity; not harvest, regen, working
	 forest. How it looks. The way it keeps on looking when we look away,
	 embarrassed. How it gawks, with no nuance or subterfuge or shadow.
	 How it seems to see us now as we see it. Not quick. Not dead 
	 (McKay 2006, p.22).

This is a very different poem to David Craig’s ‘Against Looting’. The poem contains a 
sense of our complicity in making this landscape (‘we look away / embarrassed’), but it 
doesn’t end with that thought. Rather it carries on looking. 

The stumpage isn’t just ‘ruin, abattoir, atrocity’, but nor is it what the forester would 
see, ‘harvest, regen, working/forest’. McKay refuses to see the clearcut as one thing or 
another. Finally, he senses that the stumpage is looking back. It ‘gawks, / with no nuance 
or subterfuge / or shadow’. In doing so, McKay acknowledges that, although it has been 
clear cut, the place retains something beyond its reduction to human terms, whether such 
a reduction is physical or imaginative. It is neither quick nor dead. The act of looking goes 
both ways. McKay has said how he can’t write as a traditional nature poet any more:

	 ...I couldn’t be a nature poet in the old sense; you turn to nature as the kindly nurse 		
	 and it soothes your cares and reminds you of the still, sad music of humanity – well, 		
	 when you’re standing in a clear cut that still, sad music starts to sound like the 
	 grinding machine of humanity (Bartlett, 2006, p.183).

McKay’s poetry, then, takes us into the Anthropocene, an epoch which is defined by 
significant changes in the world’s ecosystems brought on by human activity. For McKay 
the poet can no longer be the passive recorder of nature’s impressions. We are no longer 
so innocent, either about our behaviour as a species, or about our tendency to idealise 
nature and co-opt it for our own ends, even poetically.

I would like to finish by looking at a poem by the Scottish poet Kathleen Jamie entitled 
‘Water Day’:

For four hours every eight days
our terraces’ acequias
run with snow melt,
sufficient for the almond
and orange trees, poppies,
irises, pimpernels.

And whether it’s the water’s
urgency or the beauty
of its governance, the way
it slakes the claylined
channels, its blithe
career through sluice gates;
or the fig tree
swelling over holding tanks
as water spills
through weedy gullets,
oracular and olive-green –

couldn’t we make
heavy weather of it all?
Proof of remote
beneficent mountains; the mind’s
release from silence, the boll
and eagre of sex, perhaps,
or poetry?

Or we might just follow
the custom hereabouts,
and rise at dawn on water day,
walk a mile in its company
as it falls, level
down to level, till it simply
quits the tenancy of our short lives,
and let it go (Jamie, 2004, pp.8 – 9).

The poem describes the watering of terraces, presumably in Spain, with water from 
snow melt. But it is also a meditation on how we think of that water. ‘[C]ouldn’t we make 
/ heavy weather of it all?’ Jamie asks, having already hinted at the poetic in the word 
‘oracular’. We could think of the water symbolically, as ‘[p]roof of remote / beneficent 
mountains; the mind’s / release from silence, the boll / and eagre of sex, perhaps, / or 
poetry?’ But Jamie avoids these temptations to appropriate the water.

Instead she suggests we might just follow it for a while, until it ‘quits the tenancy of our 
short lives, / and let it go’. Rather than thinking of the water as something we have to ‘use 
up’ physically and poetically, we can share a moment with it, tenant it, then let it pass into 
itself once again. 

This, I think, is a real example of the poetry of sustainability, one which refuses the desire 
to make every thing into a resource, to co-opt the world’s resources purely for our own 
ends. Yes, we may use the resources to help us live and feed ourselves, but always with 
one eye on the fact that those resources are more than just resources, that they have an 
existence beyond our limited conception of their use value. 

Can a poem like this help challenge our government and the fracking companies in their 
desire to industrialise large parts of the English landscape, to tap the remaining fossil 
reserves, eighty two percent of which, we are told by scientists, must be left in the ground 
(Nature 517, 08 January, 2015, ps. 167 – 190)? In a straightforward sense, no; but then 
the poem isn’t speaking the language of politics. 

It is ‘turned away from all purposeful selfassertion’. Rather, the poem suggests a way of 
being which is ‘not willing in the sense of desire.’ This is, of course, at odds with what we 
are constantly told is ‘the real world’, the requirement to objectify both the human and the 
non-human so that we can make use of them. But that is the point surely. The poem asks 
us to look beyond the ‘false utilitarian lure’ of that so called ‘real world’, to think again.
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I’d already decided to speak about starlings the day one flew in through my kitchen 
window. I was eating breakfast, feeling guilty, when there was a tapping sound from 
the draining board and there it was, pecking jerkily at a sponge. It was April, and its 
dark feathers still held traces of their white tips, but they were far less striking than in 
winter. This one had been ducking in and out of holes looking for nest sites, polishing 
the pale spots from its plumage. That meant it was probably a male, although its 
beak was still a muddy brown so I couldn’t be sure. In the breeding season, starling 
beaks turn bright yellow, apart from the base which, startlingly, is blue for boys and 
pink for girls. The males start off nests in suitable holes to attract females, decorating 
them with lavender, daisies and daffodils. The pair then completes the nest together, 
including fresh greenery to keep away parasites. 

It was a warm day, and the dark oil slick of his feathers shone green, purple and gold. 
Oily seems to be the most frequent word associated with starlings, that and bully. An 
unpleasant image, but hard to avoid. Their feathers reflect just the same colours as an oily 
puddle, with a similar sense of uneasy beauty. If he’d stuck around, the locations of those 
colours on his small body would have told me where he’d come from. Instead he shot out 
of the tiny gap of the open window and was gone. 

It’s hard not to ascribe meaning to these things. A bird in the house can mean death, in 
my case it felt like a blessing. If nothing else it was subject matter. After all, starlings are 
dull, common birds. Or rather, the European Starling Sturnus Vulgaris is. Vulgaris means 
‘common’, not ‘vulgar’ as you might think, but few let us forget either interpretation. 
Taxonomically our starling has many relatives, most of them far more colourful. The African 
Cape Starling is a bright glossy blue with startling yellow eyes. Hildebrandt’s Starling 
adds orange and purple to the mix, while the Superb Starling’s name speaks for itself. For 
sheer ground coverage though, Vulgaris wins hands down. Their natural habitat stretches 
from Mongolia and Nepal across to Iceland and the Canary islands, covering everywhere 
between apart from Uzbekistan. Those in the far north migrate south in the summer but a 
thick band through the middle of Europe, including the UK, are resident all year.

Why starlings? Well, I’m not the first. Pliny the Elder would mention starlings, in a capacity 
I’ll return to later, and Aristotle used it as a basis for size comparison with other species. 
John Aubrey, who was, amongst other things, a seventeenth century pioneer archaeologist, 
claimed that starlings were sacred to the druids, arguing that the small holes left in the 
stones of Stonehenge were put there deliberately for starlings to nest in. The many 
problems with this theory include the fact that Druidism did not develop until after the 
building of Stonehenge and that while the Welsh for starling is “Drudwy”, this has nothing 
to do with druids and actually means “precious egg”. Quite what druids and starlings 
thought of each other, if anything, is unclear, although the starlings still nest in Stonehenge, 
while the druids have to stay behind the fences. 

One does appear in the Mabinogion, the collection of ancient Welsh stories. It acts 
as a messenger for Branwen, the sister of the King of Britain, who is being abused by 
her husband. Nowadays their common status means starlings are, at best, ignored 
by the general population. While they often crop up in literature, it’s usually as part of 
a background detail, adding authenticity but without description. After all, no need to 
describe a bird everyone knows, that can be seen anywhere, any time. Although I’ve found 
myself surprised by how many people, when they find out I’m researching starlings, reveal 
they can’t identify them. Too common for their own good.

I promise though, it’s not just me. In 1984 Chris Feare published what is, as far as I can tell, 
the only serious book focusing exclusively on starlings. It’s a useful scientific source, but it’s 
the small touches between the research that fascinate me. Feare’s love for the birds is clear, 
despite the fairly dry scientific discourse. Unexpected exclamation marks are common, 
as though his enthusiasm for the topic has to be placed on the page somehow. He also 
has a tendency to anthropomorphise. Time and again, when confronted with a behaviour 
which is so far unexplained, he begins down the road of a more human-centric explanation: 
that they shake themselves after a confrontation to relieve tension, that their occasional, 
inconsistent use of a particular call when distressed is quite simply that, a call of distress 
with no other obvious benefit to the species, or that their habitual, but incomplete, covering 
of eggs when leaving the nest is “ritualistic”. He can’t commit to it, backing away with the 
self-admonition that this is anthropomorphism and anthropomorphism is bad, yet always 
there is the tendency to edge towards it. He even suggests that the bird is a cheerful 
one. After all, it sings for no reason. Other endearing touches include the onomatopoeia 
required to transcribe the starlings’ various calls, including ‘chacker-chacker’, ‘prurrp’ and 
‘cheer cheer’. Of course, the main part of a starling’s song comes from its mimicry, and it’s 
through mimicry that the starling has tied itself closest to us. The more varied a starling’s 
repertoire of mimicked noises and songs, the more attractive the male becomes to females, 
but as females also sing, and since starlings from the same social group often copy each 
other, it may simply be an indication of social rank.
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And so it begins to make sense that on the 27th May 1784, Mozart recorded in his expenses 
book that he had paid 34 Kreutzer to purchase a “starling bird” along with a short bar of 
music and the phrase “Das war Schön!” The tune transcribed into the expenses book is, bar a 
couple of wrong notes, from the opening theme of the third movement of his Piano Concerto 
No. 17 in G. As this had been completed on 12 April, and performed only once by 27 May, the 
bird must have learned the tune from Mozart himself. Whether this was through a deliberate 
effort on Mozart’s part is unknown, but it’s possible that the bird simply picked it up after 
hearing him whistling. Either way, the composer obviously appreciated it. Three years later, 
at the death of the bird, he held an elaborate funeral, complete with veiled mourners, hymns 
and a personally composed poem in rhyming couplets. Meredith J. West, another starling 
obsessive who has published several papers on the birds’ mimicking capabilities, maintains in 
a meticulously referenced paper titled ‘Mozart’s Starling’ that the composer’s piece ‘A Musical 
Joke’, completed soon after the death of his pet, was at the very least partially inspired by the 
bird’s song, and could possibly have been intended as a further tribute. The piece, generally 
considered as a parody of fashionable music at the time, is a deliberately bad composition, 
with odd time signatures, strange emphasis on certain notes and mismatched styles randomly 
strung together. According to West, this is emblematic of the starling’s mimicry patterns. The 
basic conclusion of her paper is that Mozart must have loved his starling, because the starling 
was a starling and therefore engaging, entertaining and loveable, and because Mozart must 
have loved his starling, he must have based his music on the bird. Time and again they appear, 
mostly unnoticed, in the background of our culture. 

Whilst their ability to copy telephone rings, car alarms, and other birdcalls is fairly well 
known in the UK, very few people seem to realise that starlings can mimic human speech. 
Particularly interesting are the conditions required for the birds to learn speech as opposed to 
background noise. Meredith J. West - she really loved starlings - established that only birds 
which had formed a relationship with humans would start to mimic speech, even without being 
intentionally taught. However, birds exposed to speech but without the personal relationship 
would mimic household noises but never words. Birds played speech from a tape recorder 
daily even started mimicking the noise of the machine turning on, but never the recorded 
voices, while birds raised in a house with extensive human contact and frequent freedom to 
fly around learned a wide range of phrases. There’s an uncanniness that comes from watching 
them do this. We’re conditioned from a young age to expect exotic birds such as parrots to 
talk, but to hear words coming from the beak, or more often the throat, of a common wild 
bird, whose abilities aren’t well known, is unsettling. It is also very difficult to convince yourself 
that the bird has no idea what it’s saying, especially in cases which West mentions where one 
mashes two phrases together to form a new one which still makes sense.

The birds that Pliny described could apparently speak in both Latin and Greek, and “practiced 
diligently and spoke new phrases every day, in still longer sentences.” In the Mabinogion, 
Branwen taught her starling to not only speak, but understand her, giving it verbal instructions 
on how to find her brother. Speaking starlings even show up in Shakespeare, once, in Henry IV 
Part I, Act I Scene III.

Hotspur: 
Nay, I will; that’s flat:
He said he would not ransom Mortimer;
Forbad my tongue to speak of Mortimer;
But I will find him when he lies asleep,
And in his ear I’ll holla ‘Mortimer!’
Nay, 
I’ll have a starling shall be taught to speak
Nothing but ‘Mortimer,’ and give it him
To keep his anger still in motion.

This fictional starling from a throwaway line would become incredibly important. In 1880 Eugene 
Schieffelin, a member of the American Acclimatization society, decided to try and introduce 
every bird mentioned in Shakespeare’s works to the New World, as a sort of misguided culturing 
enterprise. Shakespeare mentions many birds; most of them far more often than the starling’s 
single quote. But only the starling had the right characteristics to not just survive, but thrive in 
America. Schieffelin released around a hundred into New York’s Central Park over the course of 
two years. Today, starlings cover the entire continent of North America, and are one of only three 
species with no legal protection against hunting and killing them.

On autumn and winter evenings (but I’ve seen it start to happen in late July), starlings will 
begin to gather in groups in the early evening. They then fly from their various feeding grounds 
towards their roosting site. Starlings sleep communally in large roosts, usually in trees. 
It’s thought this protects them from the wind, as well as providing a space where (noisy) 
hierarchies can be established and information on feeding sites shared. What remains basically 
unexplained, however, is the starlings’ behaviour just before roosting. Other roosting birds, 
such as rooks, will gather at a site near the roosting spot before all flying 

up and entering it at once in a great cacophonous cloud. I’ve seen it, and it’s an amazing 
spectacle. It doesn’t hold a candle to starlings. Before coming in to roost, these small, 
uninteresting, disliked birds, form a great dense group and swoop around the nest site, each 
bird moving almost simultaneously with its neighbours, forming huge, beautiful, endlessly 
shifting shapes in the sky. The ordinarily noisy birds are completely silent, aside from the 
rushing sound of thousands of wings. They perform these manoeuvres for up to half an hour, 
before all settling into the roost and starting up their screeching chatter once again, as if 
nothing had happened.

The synchronicity of the flock is vaguely understood as being due to their existence in a state 
of critical transition, a state which exists throughout nature, biology, chemistry and physics. 
Brandon Keim, in an article for Wired magazine titled ‘The Startling Science of a Starling 
Murmuration’ describes these as “systems that are poised to tip, to be almost instantly 
and completely transformed, like metals becoming magnetized or liquid turning into gas. 
[…] When a flock turns in unison, it’s a phase transition.”1  The beautiful fact is that it’s the 
tiny mistakes in movement each bird makes when copying its neighbours which causes 
the shifting patterns. If each bird imitated its partners perfectly, all the movement would be 
lost. Instead, small mistakes by one individual ripple outwards as others copy it and create 
the mesmerising effect. The beauty comes from the lack of perfection. However, I only truly 
understood the power murmurations could hold when I began examining the concept 
of metaphor.

Peter Coates writes that “Metaphors are commonly used to naturalise humans and humanize 
non-human nature. Their task is to encourage us to compare otherwise unrelated things.”2  
He goes on to argue that “Metaphorically driven language heavily freighted with historical 
and cultural baggage demonstrates Western thought’s incorrigible and deep-seated 
anthropomorphic tendency.”3  Metaphors, so important to the way we think, also illustrate the 
way we seem incapable of engaging with nature through anything but human terms. 

I believe the murmuration has great potential as a metaphorical concept. In some places it 
is already being used. One journalist writing at the height of the Occupy movement argued 
that “People are hyper-connected and super-responsive, much like starling flocks.”4  The 
connectivity provided by the internet, causing the mass mobilisation of large numbers of 
people, easily reflects the way each bird mimicking its closest neighbours leads to a huge 
impressive display. The discursive patterns of a murmuration, unfolding through time, 
give meaning to a huge variety of concepts in our world, in as far as we understand them, 
including the concept of narrative itself, and the network of metaphors which are how we 
perceive the world. However, the metaphor of murmuration is rarely used. Shockingly, hardly 
anyone I speak to has heard of it. “Murmuration” is not a recognised word on Microsoft 
Office, has no entry on Wikipedia except as a collective noun. I had to explain the concept, 
with videos, to a friend who had lived his entire life half an hour’s walk from one of the best 
known sites to see it happen. He called it “freaky”, but others have had a more profound 
reaction. In Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard watches one occur and asks “Could tiny 
birds be sifting through me right now, birds winging through the gaps between my cells, 
touching nothing, but quickening in my tissues, fleet?” 5 It is hard not to be affected by 
the sight, even on a tiny YouTube window, and I have yet to see a film which retains its 
original audio and doesn’t contain an audible reaction from the filmmaker. From shrieks and 
gasps from girls in a kayak to stoic noises of approval from old men in Yorkshire, it seems 
impossible not to react to these birds. And yet, murmurations are strangely absent from our 
language and understanding, along with knowledge of our long and complicated history with 
starlings. Perhaps because, like many things, it is only when all the information is seen in 
aggregate that the full picture emerges. Or maybe it’s the everyday nature of the spectacle.

Murmurations don’t happen in spring and summer when the birds are too busy with the 
breeding season, but in autumn and winter they occur almost daily, sometimes over urban 
areas. The dichotomy between a sleepy housing estate and a spectacular natural spectacle 
happening above is affecting when you watch it on a video set to some inspirational music, 
but perhaps if it happens over your head every day, interest wanes.

All this probably seems unnecessary. Yes, a murmuration could be used as a good metaphor, 
but the fact that it isn’t is not necessarily a huge loss. However, when seen in the context of 
our current attitudes towards the natural world, the word murmuration’s lack of use, along 
with all its potential connotations, becomes representative of a much larger issue.

1Keim, webpage.
2Coates, p. 19
3Ibid. p. 172
4Foxley, webpage.
5Dillard, p. 42
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In his essay ‘A Counter Desecration Phrasebook’, Robert Macfarlane describes how 
“Increasingly we make do with an impoverished vocabulary for nature and landscape. The 
nuances that are observed by specialised languages, whether scientific or vernacular, are 
evaporating from common usage.”6 He explains how several words referring to nature were 
removed from the 2008 edition of the Oxford Junior Dictionary, and argues that “As we 
further deplete our ability to name, describe and figure particular aspects of our landscapes, 
our competence for understanding and imagining possible relationships with non-human 
nature is correspondingly depleted.”7  By using the metaphor of a murmuration, we tie 
ourselves more firmly to our history with the starling. 

Macfarlane, building on an earlier article by Finlay MacLeod, calls for an impossible 
“Counter Desecration Phrasebook” which would contain all the lost vocabulary needed 
to “help us understand that as well as thinking about landscape and nature, we think with 
it, and, more radically still, that we are thought by it.”8  The murmuration itself is a perfect 
example of this. In his article, Keim argues that “Starlings may simply be the most visible 
and beautiful example of a biological criticality that also seems to operate in proteins and 
neurons, hinting at universal principles yet to be understood.”9  Through their state of “critical 
transition”, murmurations link the sciences – the biology of the birds themselves combined 
with the similarities between the murmuration and the actions of molecules, – with history, 
art, culture, the lines crossing across a realm of human experience. Meanwhile, the huge 
shifting shape of the flock itself, endless disparate units working in unison, can represent the 
murmurations’ own position as a correlation between different forms of thought. 

However, the spectacle of the murmuration is no longer as dramatic as it once was. Starling 
numbers in the UK are falling, and falling dramatically. Only a third of all fledglings survive 
their first year. One explanation occasionally given to explain murmurations is that they are 
signalling the location of the roost to other birds. We can also take it as a signal to us, that as 
we lose the word, we lose another way of engaging with the world.

The problem with all this theorising, all these grand concepts and metaphors, is that 
they only really work when combined with knowledge of the ways in which the starling is 
important. Their mimicry, their winter spots, their Shakespearean connection, all the little 
facts that make the starling more to me than just a small messy brown bird. As we lose both 
the animal itself and knowledge associated with it, we lose another connection to the 
natural world. 

 Of course, there is an obvious point behind all this. The simple fact remains; any animal 
appears important if you study it long enough. As Christopher Feare claims at the beginning 
of his book on starlings, “I suspect that anyone who studies a species of animal for a long 
time will eventually come to regard that animal as beautiful.”10  Not only beautiful, but 
relevant, necessary and incredibly interesting. Starlings are not unique 
in this.

But knowing that anyone can come to the same level of respect for almost any animal 
does not reflect poorly on the starling. Instead, it shows just how many hidden stories 
and potential narratives surround us. In answer to the question “Why do we need to save 
all these species anyway?”, the famous biologist Stephen Jay Gould wrote that as well 
as “conventional answers rooted in practicality,” and the idea that “You never know what 
medical or agricultural use might emerge from species currently unknown or ignored,” it is 
equally important to remember that “We relish diversity; we love every slightly different way, 
every nuance of form and behaviour – and we know that the loss of a significant fraction of 
this gorgeous variety will quench our senses and our satisfactions in any future meaningfully 
defined in human terms.”11

By explaining at such length the history, biology and metaphorical potential of starlings, or 
more simply put, their importance, I am hoping you will go away and think more about them, 
notice them, pay attention when they are there and miss them once they are gone. On the 
other hand, if the starlings die out, humans will lose a font of knowledge and understanding. 
And the same is true of any wild thing. I chose starlings, but I could have chosen herons, ash 
trees, porpoises, blackberries or conkers; all, incidentally, on that list of words removed from 
the 2008 edition of the Oxford Junior Dictionary. Luckily, others are doing it for me.

The rise of single species studies has been slow but steady. Go into any bookshop, and find 
the “Nature” section, which is often newly established. My own local shop contains personal, 
book length narratives on bees, reptiles and amphibians, goshawks, badgers, hedgehogs, 
otters, rooks, swallows, peregrines, salmon, dragonflies and even beech trees, moorland 
and weeds. These are not basic field guides or scientific studies like Feare’s The Starling. 
Instead, they weave personal narrative and cultural history into the biological knowledge, 
and all make an attempt at the same effect I am trying to achieve, to induct other people 
into the wonder of their chosen species. It works well. For example, I lived most of my life 
ignoring the large black birds which gathered in groups on the playing fields near my 

house. After reading Mark Cocker’s Crow Country they became fascinating, and more 
importantly, noticeable. The same thing happened after reading Richard Mabey’s 
Beechcombings: while I am still hazy on my ability to identify a beech, I now look at 
trees very differently, noticing coppices and mast. Even the smallest piece can have an 
effect: if you know the “One for sorrow” rhyme about magpies, you are far more likely to 
notice them, count them, pay them attention. And once you’re in the habit of noticing one 
species, you begin to spot more, the food source of your chosen animal, its lookalikes, or 
its predators, until eventually it’s the environment, the ecosystem itself, which commands 
your love and respect.

One of these many authors, Hugh Warwick, also realised this potential. He wrote 
his single species study, Hedgehogs: A Prickly Affair, with the argument in mind that 
hedgehogs are the most important species in the world. His logic went that hedgehogs 
were attractive, fascinating, and most importantly, accessible. In his own words, the 
hedgehog is “a gatekeeper to the natural world.”12  He argues that trying to engender 
a love of nature through “charismatic mega-fauna” keeps it distant and inaccessible. 
He claims that “True love is felt for the boy or girl next door, not the pop star or actor. 
And the hedgehog is the animal equivalent of the girl or boy next door.” 13 After his first 
book however, he realised that “While the hedgehog met my needs, other animals would 
do it for other people.”14  This is reflected in the species that are the subjects of those 
personalised studies on the shelves of Waterstones. They are generally animals or insects 
that, in Britain at least, are easily accessible and relatively common. Warwick’s second 
book was a catalogue of those shelves. Called The Beauty in the Beast: Britain’s Favourite 
Creatures and the People Who Love Them, it is a series of interviews and encounters 
with people as obsessed with their chosen species as he is with hedgehogs. People with 
a lifetime’s dedication to a species, who had to convince him of their chosen creature’s 
equal suitability as a gatekeeper. Each chapter is an interesting portrait of a human’s 
obsession with one aspect of nature. And this human connection is important. According 
to Stephen Jay Gould, “we need a humanistic ecology as well, both for the practical 
reason that people will always touch people more than snails do or can, and for the moral 
reason that humans are legitimately the measure of all ethical qualities –  for these are 
our issues, not nature’s.”15 The human stories are as important as the animal for grabbing 
people’s attention, especially when the animal is commonly thought unlikeable. This is 
a missing aspect of Warwick’s book: all his species are appealing in some way. There is 
an argument that the toad or the bees of two of his chapters are less so, but they hold 
an enduring place in our imagination and folklore, as do the sparrows found in another 
chapter. Not so of the animals in a different book of essays: Trash Animals: How we live 
with Nature’s Filthy, Feral, Invasive and Unwanted Species.

I realised this collection is a distorted mirror of Warwick’s book. Its stated aims are very 
similar, in the foreword of Trash Animals Randy Malamud, describing the ensuing 
essays, says: 

	 …they begin with the local and the particular, an 
	 encounter between two distinct animals: one is 
	 armed with a word processor to initiate a dialogue 
	 in a textual realm: the other is pathologically 
	 undetermined, framed, and subjectified ad absurdum 
	 but perhaps positioned here to be invited into a 
	 more welcoming discourse.16  

6Macfarlane, Towards Re-Enchantment, p. 115
7Ibid.
8Ibid.
9Keim, webpage.
10Feare, p. 1
11Gould, p. 241
12Warwick, p. xix
13Ibid.
14Ibid.
15Gould, p. 39
16Malamud, Trash Animals, p. x
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While Warwick’s animals are generally viewed tolerantly, these animals are actively 
disliked. They include pigeons, magpies, seagulls, and of course, the starling. These 
two sides to dealing with animals are important. Despite some rarities in Warwick’s text 
such as otters and beavers, both generally deal with common animals and how we see 
them. I see these two books as two aspects of the discourse about animals. Malamud 
argues that “In our status quo cultural experiences, we are induced to see animals simply, 
neatly, in frames (or cages or tight, concise categories): an animal is a pet, or meat or a 
charismatic megafauna or a cartoon.”17  While Warwick’s animals all fit fairly neatly into 
their correct boxes, trash animals such as starlings do not. The introduction states that 
“The more one learns about a trash animal, the more that animal seems prophetically 
similar to the human species. Animals that successfully inhabit new environments, alter 
landscapes, and disrupt ecosystems remind us, uncomfortable, of ourselves.”18 These 
ambiguities, according to Arluke and Sanders, “are central to the forms of relationships 
between humans and nonhuman animals.”19 They go on to state that “Some bad animals 
are “freaks” – they do not have a clear place in the social order. Their status is confused 
and ambiguous because they mix categories that are considered by many people to 
be pure and sacred.”20  These animals are the urban ones, the invasive ones, the ones 
which appear to have no cultural or symbolic importance. They remind us of all our bad 
qualities and none of our good. They are often not even in need of our help, so there’s 
no charitable prize or prestige for caring. Animals like starlings, in transgressing our neat 
boundaries, bring the pure and beautiful ideal of Nature Out There into the scruffy and 
dirty reality. My first encounter with the starling in the kitchen seemed serendipitous 
and prophetic, a magical moment. Later in the year, they came in every morning, and 
increasingly made a mess, I found their droppings on the tables and chairs, and others 
started to complain. But it’s as important to examine these ambiguous, complicated 
creatures as the pretty “boy or girl next door” wildlife. I still love the starlings coming in 
the window, because they break the rigid boundary between us and nature, a boundary 
that may not truly exist, a boundary which deserves to be broken. As Trash Animals’ 
editors Nagy and Johnson point out in their introduction, “In many cases, by looking 
more closely at a certain species, contributors see in the animal something to appreciate, 
perhaps even to revere, something that alters their perspective on the world shared with 
other animals.”21 Revealing new and interesting information about a species previously 
unknown or unconsidered, as Warwick does, is vitally important, but even more important 
is the single species study’s ability to change people’s minds about a creature previously 
disliked or dismissed. This change of heart can have a profound effect on someone’s 
mentality, and caring about an unwanted species, as I hope I have effectively argued, can 
be as important as saving a rare and beautiful one. As Gould famously pointed out, “We 
will not fight to save what we do not love.”22

17Malamud, Trash Animals, p. xi
18Nagy and Johnson, Trash Animals, p. 25
19Arluke and Sanders, Between the Species, p. xviii
20Ibid. p. xx
21Nagy and Johnson, Trash Animals, p. 3
22Gould, p. 40
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We float in oceans of information, some of which may be ‘fake news’, but which is for the 
most part credibly documented ‘bad’ news. A great deal of this pertains to ill health, both 
human and planetary. Plastic-filled oceans, deforestation, soil erosion, bleaching coral reefs, 
melting ice caps, rising sea levels, and such a rate of biodiversity loss that scientists are now 
describing this period in the Earth’s history as ‘The Sixth Mass Extinction’.  

At the same time, World Health Organisation statistics indicate that global levels of obesity 
have nearly tripled since 1975. Linked to this, heart disease is now the number one cause of 
death worldwide, with cancer coming in second, and new cancer cases expected to rise by 
about 70% over the next 20 years. In many Western countries, mental disorders are currently 
the leading cause of disability, responsible for 30-40% of chronic sick leave. And among 
15–29 year-olds, suicide, tragically, is now the second leading cause of death.

For the founder of ecopsychology, Theodore Roszak, the human and the planetary are 
inextricably linked. In The Voice of the Earth, he writes: “When in obedience to a narrow 
reality principle, we make the nonhuman world less than it is, we also make ourselves 
less than we are. More of the mind is split off and driven into that zone of impermissible 
experience called ‘insane’.” 

Often that so-called insanity can involve ““seeing things” “hearing things” that the 
conventional reality principle insists are not there”; and in this regard Roszak evokes the 
connection that indigenous people have with the natural world: “In tribal societies, there is 
very much more to see and hear. The mountain speaks, the bear speaks, the river speaks; 
the rainbow signifies, the eclipse is a sign.” Citing the “ethical restraint upon exploitation and 
abuse” that this kind of world-view provides, he points to the animistic sensibility of our own 
ancestors, and asks whether its loss “… accounts not only for our ecological crisis, but also 
for our crazy-making discontent?”

For the American poet, Gary Snyder, our ecological crisis is “a problem of love, not the 
humanistic love of the West – but a love that extends to animals, rocks, dirt, all of it. Without 
this love,” he says, “we can end… with an uninhabitable place.” But could love really be the 
answer for restoring human and planetary wellbeing? And if so, what kind of love?  

Unlike the Ancient Greeks, for whom notions of love were nuanced through various words, 
we are limited in our lexicon. In The Wonderbox: Curious Histories of How to Live, Roman 
Krznaric shows how English has a single word to do the job of encompassing erotic love, love 
of friends, family, spouse, children etc – a spectrum across which the Greeks distinguished 
with ‘Eros’, ‘Philia’, ‘Ludus’, ‘Agape’, ‘Pragma’ and ‘Philautia’. Interestingly, however, these 
distinct types of love relate ostensibly to other humans.  

How then can we describe love that extends beyond an anthropocentric perspective?  ‘Biophilia’, 
which borrows the Greek ‘bio’, (life), and ‘philia’, (brotherly love or affectionate friendship), denotes 
“love of life or living systems”. The term was coined by Erich Fromm writing in The Heart of Man 
(1964) to describe a psychological orientation towards all that is alive and vital. The American 
biologist, E.O. Wilson, then used it to describe his ‘biophilia hypothesis’, suggesting that humans 
possess an innate “urge to affiliate with other forms of life”. 

In one of my own poems, entitled ‘Green Drift’, I revel in this as I describe experiences of 
foraging Wild Garlic: “High on Spring, I’m a biophile/and incurable; nor would I care for any 
cure –/would only be a node in Great Mother’s body/where….”. Since I greatly enjoy being 
in woodlands, I could also describe myself as a ‘nemophilist’, a now obscure word, which 
derives from the Greek ‘nemos,’ grove, and ‘philos,’ affection.

And yet accessing woods and green spaces is increasingly challenging for people.  More 
than half the world’s population is now urban, and according to the UN, that proportion is 
expected to increase to 66 per cent by 2050. Children are growing up with limited contact 
with the natural world, as documented by Richard Louv in his book Last Child in the Woods, 
where he coined the phrase ‘nature-deficit disorder’. This has been shown to affect young 
people’s wellbeing and development in multiple ways. For example, compared with young 
nemophilists, who regularly run around in woods, children who have only ever walked on 
pavements and tarmac have a poorer sense of balance. Unfamiliarity with the natural world 
can also lead to the opposite of biophilia – people developing phobias, such as towards 
touching soil. This is ironic when studies (published in the journal Neuroscience) show that 
when human skin connects with certain soil bacteria, serotonin is released in the brain, 
making us feel better.  

But can poetry help us reconnect with our innate biophilia? The Canadian poet, Tim Lilburn, 
thinks so. In an essay in Living In The World As If It Were Home, he writes: “Poetry is where 
we go when we want to know the world as lover.” And for Lilburn, this is erotic love: “Poetry 
seems to be the speech of a desire, a love, an eros for union with the world, building 
from awe….”
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Such awe is powerfully conveyed in Heathcote Williams’ long poem, ‘Falling for a 
Dolphin’, in which he describes diving in a remote cove in the south-west of Ireland with 
the intention of meeting a hermit Dolphin known to live there. Initially there is reserve in 
their encounter as the poet, alone in the sea, is aware of the creature’s power: 

“And it could stave in your body
With a lackadaisical flick of its fin;
Torpedo into you at thirty knots,
Snapping your spine as if it were a sardine’s.”  

But its demeanour and “three foot smile/A tender-lipped antidote to panic” reassure the 
poet, and they begin to communicate and explore each other: 

“It touches your cheek,
Nuzzling your skin,
Then moves away
With a glance that seems to invite you
To stroll, horizontally, in a direction of its choosing.
You accept.
Magnetically allured by a very complete stranger.
Willingly locked into its company.”

Spending time with the wild Dolphin sparks thoughts in the poet about evolution, shared 
ancestry and what it is to be human. Unexpectedly carried on the Dolphin’s back to the 
safety of the rocky shoreline, the poet then reflects on how the encounter has affected 
him:

“Drawn into the dolphin’s force-field,
Smitten by the shamanistic glimmer
In an eye that distils a life-long exposure
To another, rarer state of things,
You too are alchemically touched –“

Reading ‘Falling for a Dolphin’, I feel more curious about the lives of marine creatures and 
greatly moved.  Such opening of readers to new thoughts and feelings is part of poetry’s 
alchemical effect. This can be reinforced through the music of a poem, which embeds it 
in our memories, our bodies.  

Natural alchemy also features in Kathleen Raine’s poem ‘Amo ergo sum’. The Latin 
phrase, meaning ‘I love therefore I am’, neatly subverts a fundamental idea in Western 
philosophy, derived from René Descartes’ ‘cogito ergo sum’, ‘I think therefore I am’.  For 
the poet, it is not thinking that defines her sense of self, but rather the act of loving, which 
simultaneously reinforces the sacredness of the natural phenomena she describes, and a 
felt sense of interconnection with the cosmos:

“Because I love 
	 The sun pours out its rays of living gold
	 Pours out its gold and silver on the sea.

Because I love
	 The earth upon her astral spindle winds
	 Her ecstasy-producing dance.”
Raine’s litany of love, each stanza insistently beginning with the refrain “Because I love”, 
culminates in the final verse, where a state of complete peace is reached:

“Because I love
	 All night long the river flows into my sleep,
	 Ten thousand living things are sleeping in my arms,
	 And sleeping wake, and flowing are at rest.”

Our interconnection with all beings (human and other-than-human) is also expressed in 
Kin, Anne Elvey’s second ecopoetry collection. In a poem entitled ‘plural ecstatic’ sensual 
and erotic love surface at different moments through the course of a day. Interestingly 
the poem begins with “a.m. love”, which suggests both the morning time and a self 
identifying with love. In this moment we then see the biophilic body autonomously 
seeking connection with the elements:

“a.m. love

the body lusts
	       for the light, the sky’s blond fringe

falls across a face you could stroke with your eyes”

Transcending any self-imposed will to remain working indoors, this biophilic longing 
returns, and seemingly turns the speaker inside out:

“afternoon love

the wind lifts your hair
		  with rumour of a place other
than your screen.	
			     you unbutton your skin.”

Elvey writes “rumour of a place other/than your screen”, but am I alone in observing a 
growing trend for screen-savers displaying natural imagery, as if software designers were 
tacitly acknowledging our innate biophilia, and by offering a simulacrum, seek further to 
distract us?    

Insights expressed by the modern poets quoted here connect with the Romantic tradition, 
which arose in reaction to a rapidly industrialising society, where human misery and 
environmental pollution went hand-in-hand. Upholding the belief that a close connection 
with nature was mentally and morally healthy, poets such as Blake and Wordsworth 
clearly saw threads  connecting us to earlier societies, where a more animistic 
world-view prevailed.

What can poetry from those pre-literate societies reveal? An entirely oral phenomenon 
shared through folk memory, poetry was not the specialised art-form it has become.  
Instead, it overlapped with a variety of functions required by the community, including 
healing. In Technicians of the Sacred, Jerome Rothenburg’s collection of ethnopoetic 
texts gathered from predominantly oral cultures around the world, we find an Anglo-
Saxon herbal charm. Recorded initially by Christian monks, their revisions have altered its 
text to include Biblical references, but it survives with Pagan elements intact. Apparently 
an antidote to snake-bite, ‘The Nine Herbs Charm’ reveals both magical and, I believe, 
biophilic world-views, where plants we nowadays dismiss as weeds are revered for their 
healing properties:

“… and you plantain mother of herbs
open to the east mighty within
chariots creaked over youqueens have ridden over you
brides have moaned over you over you bulls gnashed their teeth
all these you did withstand and resist
so may you withstand poison and infection
and the foe who fares through the land.”

Alluding to Odin, the Norse god associated with healing, death and poetry amongst other 
things, the poem describes how Woden responds to a man’s snake-bite by gathering 
“nine glorious herbs”, each cited in the poem. The recipe for this divinely directed 
antidote concludes the poem:

“… crush the herbs to dust, mix with the soap and the apple’s juice. Make a paste of 
water and ashes; take fennel, boil it in the paste and bathe with egg moisture, either 
before or after he puts on the salve. Sing this charm on each of the herbs, three times 
before he works them together and on the apple also; and sing the same charm into the 
man’s mouth and into both his ears and into the wound before he puts on the salve.”

Greek mythology to express his sense of the Earth as a source of personal power whilst 
recovering from shell-shock sustained whilst serving on the frontline in 1917. Written 
whilst at Craiglockhart Military Psychiatric Hospital near Edinburgh, his poem-fragment, 
‘The Wrestlers’, draws on the story of the wrestling match between Heracles (Hercules) 
and Antaeus – son of Poseidon and Gaia, Sea and Earth, an invincible half-giant who 
challenged passers-by to wrestling matches. Antaeus’ source of power is beautifully 
expressed in these lines:

“How earth herself empowered him by her touch,
Gave him the grip and stringency of winter,
And all the ardour of the invincible spring;
How all the blood of June glutted his heart;
And the wild glow of huge autumnal storms
Stirred on his face, and flickered from his eyes…”
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Eventually understanding why Antaeus has remained invincible for so long, Hercules is 
able to defeat him by lifting him off the ground and crushing him in a deadly bear-hug. In 
a piece written under a pseudonym in The Hydra, the hospital’s in-house magazine, Owen 
clearly indicates how he identifies with Antaeus: “Now surely every officer who comes to 
Craiglockhart recognises that, in a way, he is himself Antaeus who has been taken from 
his Mother Earth and well-nigh crushed to death by the war giant or military machine….”  
Tragically, of course, having been rehabilitated through Craiglockhart’s ‘nature cure’ 
regime, Owen was returned to the frontline and killed in action just days before the 
Armistice was signed.  Hercules had 
indeed won.

The practice of ‘nature cure’ has resurfaced strongly in recent years through ecotherapy, 
which seeks to support people’s recovery from mental ill health with a range of outdoor-
based programmes, including woodland conservation and gardening. However, as 
industrial activity continues to pressure ecosystems, green spaces can no longer be relied 
upon to offer bucolic scenes that induce positive emotions in the onlooker; and polluted 
or otherwise damaged natural environments can compound or even provoke feelings of 
despair and depression. 

Indicative of this is the shift in how we understand the term ‘Pastoral’. A mode of poetry 
that was once frequently employed to celebrate the virtues of rural life, it now often 
carries a pejorative sense, connoting work that ignores the material and social realities of 
this existence.  In the work of John Clare, the Northamptonshire poet who suffered rural 
poverty and the harsh effects of the ‘Enclosure Acts’ during the first half of the nineteenth 
century, we can see an early exponent of what we might call ‘wounded pastoral’.  
Having lovingly described the commonly owned land in and around his native village of 
Helpstone in his early poems, Clare was then forced to participate in fencing off this land 
so that it could pass into private ownership – an experience which no doubt contributed 
to his mental illness. In ‘The Moors’, Clare evokes his beloved pre-enclosure landscape:

“Far spread the moory ground, a level scene
Bespread with rush and one eternal green
That never felt the rage of blundering plough
Though centuries wreathed spring’s blossoms on its brow
Still meeting plains that stretched them far away
In unchecked shadows of green brown, and grey.
Unbounded freedom ruled the wandering scene
Nor fence of ownership crept in between
To hide the prospect of the following eye
Its only bondage was the circling sky.”

In the same poem Clare shows enclosure’s impact not just on people, but also on wildlife:

“Enclosure came and trampled on the grave 
Of labour’s rights and left the poor a slave … 
And birds and trees and flowers without a name
All sighed when lawless law’s enclosure came.”

How can we face Nature’s inescapable brokenness, which reflects our own, without going 
mad?  Again, I believe, poetry can show us a way. Here is ‘London Rain’ by Kathleen 
Raine:

“The diamond spheres 
Tainted from poisoned air that blows about the houses,
Each sour raindrop hanging from wire or railings
Yet catches its ray to open the rainbow light
Of heavenly promise before it falls
On sterile ground to moisten the patient moss
That mends with living green
Of Paradise, springing from blown dust in cracks and crevices
For lonely downcast eyes to find a long-ago familiar place.” 

Different in style, but similar in its attunement to the sacred in a damaged world, is Allen 
Ginsberg’s ‘Sunflower Sutra’. Here Ginsberg describes how he and fellow Beat poet, Jack 
Kerouac, arrive in a state of grief and weariness at an industrial dockland beside San 
Francisco Bay, and sit in the shade of a large Southern Pacific locomotive to watch the 
sunset.  Around them they observe “the gnarled steel roots of trees of machinery”, as well 
as rubbish and oil-polluted waters devoid of life. Yet, amidst this bleak landscape, they 

discover a tall Sunflower growing from a pile of sawdust:
“… and the gray Sunflower poised against the sunset, crackly bleak and dusty with the 
smut and smog and smoke of olden locomotive in its eye – “

Despite its imperfect state, it inspires a sense of reverence:

“Unholy battered old thing you were, my sunflower O my soul, 
I loved you then!”

Perceiving a beauty that transcends the grime and misery of modern civilisation, the 
poet is moved to see it as a mirror for the inner beauty of all humans who share the same 
debilitating environment:

“We’re not our skin of grime, we’re not our dread bleak dusty imageless locomotive, we’re 
all golden sunflowers inside, blessed by our own seed and hairy naked accomplishment-
bodies growing into mad black formal sunflowers in the sunset, spied on by our eyes 
under the shadow of the mad locomotive riverbank sunset Frisco hilly tincan evening 
sitdown vision.”

This word ‘vision’ with which Ginsberg ends ‘Sunflower Sutra’ is one that many modern 
poets shy from – yet the need for vision remains central to religious traditions, to 
indigenous people’s survival, and interestingly enough in business, to the success of 
corporations. Referencing the Christian Bible, the Ogala Sioux holy man known as Black 
Elk famously reminds us: “Without a vision the people perish.” Is it possible then that in 
spite of the bleakness inside and outside ourselves at this time of enormous crisis on 
Planet Earth, we may, out of deep biophilic love for ourselves and the wild plants and 
creatures with whom we interdepend, discover and champion healthier ways of living and 
being? Personally I draw great inspiration from fellow poets who, although fully aware of 
the challenges we face, are willing to share their personal sense of a future in which all 
beings can thrive. A fine example is the work of the American farmer-poet, Wendell Berry.  
Here is his poem ‘A Vision’:

“If we will have the wisdom to survive,
to stand like slow-growing trees
on a ruined place, renewing, enriching it,
if we make our seasons welcome here,
asking not too much of earth or heaven,
then a long time after we are dead
the lives our lives prepare will live
here, their houses strongly placed
upon the valley sides, fields and gardens
rich in the windows. The river will run
clear, as we will never know it,
and over it, birdsong like a canopy.
On the levels of the hills will be
green meadows, stock bells in noon shade.
On the steeps where greed and ignorance cut down
the old forest, an old forest will stand,
its rich leaf-fall drifting its roots.
The veins of forgotten springs will have opened.
Families will be singing in their fields.
In the voices they will hear a music
risen out of the ground. They will take
nothing from the ground they will not return,
whatever the grief at parting. Memory,
native to this valley, will spread over it
like a grove, and memory will grow
into a legend, legend into song, song
into sacrament. The abundance of this place,
the songs of its people and its birds,
will be health and wisdom and indwelling
light. This is no paradisal dream.
Its hardship is its possibilities.”

Wendell Berry’s line “the lives our lives prepare…” speaks strongly to me. How does 
our work serve the kind of future we would like to co-create?  An aspect of my vision is 
a future where young people are deeply connected with Nature – not just ‘ecoliterate’ 
(i.e. knowing the names of the flora and fauna around them), but where they are also 
regularly involved in renewing and enriching the ecosystems in which they live and learn 
– a reciprocal process that simultaneously nourishes their wellbeing. To conclude I’d like 
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to share a poem from ECOZOA, my second collection, which draws on my experience 
working over several years as a Forest School leader.  Here is ‘A Natural Curriculum’:

I am child-free, but have a dozen children
who come to me for help, comfort –

a soft-skinned hand in mine, unshaped
by experience, yet eager to feel, to learn;

that three-hundred-year-old Beech standing taller
than a church – what history has it witnessed?

Holding a lens, a child sees 
the slant, black eyes and furry legs 

of a Honeybee, whose waggle-dance
we’ve been learning to mimic.

Released from the boxed-in logic of classrooms 
we open to the gifts and surprises 

of landscape, seasons, weather – wild November gusts 
that send us wheeling like Buzzards;

fruiting-bodies wearing butter-yellow caps
and us, dentist-like with mirrors, inspecting gills 

white as teeth; or we find a fleshy Earthworm 
probing leaf-litter like a peeled finger – Worm, our top 

recycler, who teaches zero waste in Nature.
Outdoors, we encounter words, patterns, numbers,

infinite lessons in care, symbiosis.
Hedges constitute our school, each wood

a state-of-the-earth project – that fallen trunk
the perfect beam for learning balance.

With twigs we build skeletons
as anatomically correct as each maker’s age 

or interest can manage.  Older children become bigger
brothers, sisters – together we form a tribe

skilled at foraging, fire-craft, cooking up stories. 
Leadership comes in praise, listening, 

boundaries.  Amidst these saplings I too am learning 
to grow towards the light
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‘Such a pair’:
The Twin Lives of
Humans and Trees
or
Poetry’s Sustained
Interest in Trees
Dr Catherine Charlwood 

Perhaps it’s no surprise that I’ve taken trees as my topic for this lecture on literature and 
sustainability. I joke with family and friends that I know I’m falling to depression when I stop 
noticing the beauty of the trees around me. Does anyone else here decide on a favourite tree 
when they move to a new place? It helps you feel rooted. Trees sustain my mental wellbeing 
in a very personal way, but of course trees sustain human lives and habitations in their 
production of oxygen through photosynthesis, and in providing shade from sun and shelter 
from rain. This is already sounding like a very human-centred or anthropocentric version of a 
tree’s existence, but I want to look at poems with you in which the lives of trees and those of 
humans are paired, are brought together.
	 Literature, and poetry in particular, shows a sustained interest in trees, spanning 
centuries. Fiona Stafford’s wonderful book The Long, Long Life of Trees documents their 
longevity within art as well as their physical endurance. I’m going to argue that in tying human 
lives to tree lives, poetry promotes a mutually sustaining model of relation and reliance. 
Perhaps trees need us as much as we need them, especially to advocate on their behalf. 
Perhaps it is only when a tree life is valued like a human life that nature doesn’t suffer. As we 
shall see, poetry records the passing of specific tree lives, borrowing aspects of the elegy – a 
form which traditionally records a human death – to lend importance to such losses. Other 
writers will feature, but I primarily want to talk with you about how trees pervade the poetry 
of Thomas Hardy and Charlotte Mew, and I want to consider three ideas: the paralleling of 
plant and person, the way that tree-felling is represented in poetry, and moments when the 
distinction between the human body and the tree’s form starts to fade.

The Paralleling of Plant and Person

We seem to enjoy striking up relationships (even if they may be imagined) with the natural 
world. American poet Robert Frost wrote ‘Tree at my window, window tree, / My sash is 
lowered when night comes on; / But let there never be curtain drawn / Between you and me’. 
‘You and me’ form a neat pair, just as the stanza form brings them back together through the 
arch rhyme of ABBA, with further sonic linking through the internal rhyme of ‘never be’. Even 
the first line alone offers some sense of reflexive, reflective relationship (not least because 
there’s a ‘window’ there). The chiasmus or mirroring effect of moving from tree to window to 
window to tree makes this an expected, and reciprocal, sight.
	 For Thomas Hardy, a poet Frost was inspired by, trees were beings that humans not just 
lived alongside but who shared their life experiences. ‘The Tree: An Old Man’s Story’ hears 
its speaker saddened that a storm has demolished the tree underneath which was the main 
location for a thwarted love affair:

Its roots are bristling in the air
Like some mad Earth-god’s spiny hair; The loud south-wester’s swell and yell Smote it at 
midnight, and it fell.
	 Thus ends the tree
	 Where Some One sat with me. (163)

The speaker values the tree for what happened there, rather than for its innate properties, yet 
there’s sincere distress over its upturned circumstances – ‘roots’ should ‘bristle’ at being ‘in 
the air’, because it’s an unnatural placement for them. The speaker spends the larger part of 
the stanza reflecting on the tree’s loss rather than his own, with the second stanza 
noticing that

	 Its boughs, which none but darers trod, 
	 A child may step on from the sod,
	 And twigs that earliest met the dawn 
	 Are lit the last upon the lawn.

What was above human heads is now found underfoot, and the
speaker meditates on the precise qualities of the tree’s former
quotidian routine in thinking through how it would previously
have received sunlight first. Hardy resolutely makes this a
specific tree, since the speaker sees that ‘The gnarl, our seat, is
wrenched and sunk, / Prone that queer pocket in the trunk /
Where lay the key / To her pale mystery’ (164). Yes, this detail
may be remembered because his amorous experiences there
rendered it personally meaningful, but the tree is still being
individually remembered, as part of the old man’s life. In a poem
I don’t have time to discuss, ‘The Tree and the Lady’, the tree
voices the poem and remembers how ‘Through the heats I have
shaded her’, and given that the tree ‘lured her’ and could ‘tempt
her chair under me […] Much did I treasure her’, it appears that
in that poem the romantic relationship wanted is between tree
and woman!
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	 While the tree of the old man’s story was a tree of romantic assignations, the way 
trees are tied to human lives in Hardy’s poems usually comes into focus after death. 
In ‘The Six Boards’, the speaker imagines the progress of the six boards of tree wood 
which will – eventually – form his coffin. What is odd is that this relationship only comes 
to fruition after both of their deaths. In life, they live parallel existences, unaware of each 
other’s presence, but the final two stanzas bring them together in a projected future:

	 Those boards and I – how much 
In common we, of feel and touch
Shall share thence on, – earth’s far core-quakings, 
	 Hill-shocks, tide-shakings –

	 Yea, hid where none will note, 
The once live tree and man, remote
 From mundane hurt as if on Venus, Mars,
	 Or furthest stars. (821)

‘Tree and man’, the partnership of the last stanza become a ‘common we’, appearing 
even to share a nervous system after death which registers quakings, shocks and 
shakings. And yet death offers both parties a removal from the ‘mundane hurt’ of 
the world.

While in ‘The Six Boards’ a tree is paired with a man, in ‘The Felled Elm and it’s a woman:

When you put on that inmost ring 
She, like you, was a little thing:
When your circles reached their fourth, 
Scarce she knew life’s south from north: 
When your year-zones counted twenty 
She had fond admirers plenty:
When you’d grown your twenty-second 
She and I were lovers reckoned:
When you numbered twenty-three 
She went everywhere with me:
When you, at your fortieth line, 
Showed decay, she seems to pine:
When you were quite hollow within 
She was felled – mere bone and skin: 
You too, lacking strength to grow 
Further trunk-rings, were laid low, 
Matching her; both unaware
That your lives formed such a pair. (868-9)

This time the relationship is a constant throughout both their lives (though unknowingly), 
from being ‘that inmost ring’ and ‘a little thing’ together. Rather than the ownership which 
begins ‘The Six Boards’, where ‘Six boards belong to me’, this poem foregrounds the 
tree’s existence to which the human’s can be compared: ‘She, like you, was a little thing’ 
(868). The tree’s decay seems to inspire a consequential decline in the woman’s health, 
leading to a transfer between them: ‘When you were quite hollow within / She was felled’. 
She dies first, by a verb usually reserved for trees. And then the comparison reverses: the 
trees dies ‘Matching her; both unaware / That your lives formed such a pair’ (869). Now 
I’m not saying that this is realistic, nor that we each have a destined tree awaiting us, but 
that it’s fascinating how insistently Hardy ties human fortunes to those of trees, and in 
doing so elevates the status of tree life and brings it to our attention.

Tree-felling in Victorian/Edwardian Poetry

I work on a project called Diseases of Modern Life at the University of Oxford, which 
looks at medical, literary and cultural responses in the Victorian age to perceived 
problems of stress and overwork. But one huge change during the Industrial Revolution 
which affected public health was urban expansion – with all its attendant smoke and 
pollution – and the consequential pruning back of the natural world.
		  Charlotte Mew lived in London throughout her life, and Thomas Hardy did at 
various points in his, though he is much more often associated with Dorset. Both saw the 
effect the growing metropolis was having on London’s tree population. While ‘The Trees 
are Down’ memorialises the 1922 destruction of Euston Square Gardens (near Mew’s 
home), there is a related, shorter poem called ‘Domus Caedet Arborem’ which – thanks 
to John Newton’s notes – I can tell you means ‘The house kills the tree. (Caedet can also 
mean ‘cuts down’)’ (122): Ever since the great planes were murdered at the end of the 

gardens The city, to me, at night has the look of a Spirit brooding crime; As if the dark 
houses watching the trees from dark windows 
		  Were simply biding their time. (74)

The anthropomorphised houses represent mankind’s urge to dominate nature and to 
edge ever further into its domain. While the poem was likely written in the early 1920s, 
Mew’s essay of 1913, ‘Men and Trees’, notes ‘In my own neighbourhood one after 
another falls; progress pulls down the old spacious shabby houses and puts up flats 
for the half-world […] the green vanishes’ (388). This seems to benefit no-one, with 
humankind not only crowding out nature but also each other, being crammed into flats 
rather than ‘spacious [albeit] shabby houses’.

		  Hardy also wrote his poem ‘To a Tree in London’ in ‘192-’, though it was 
collected in his 1928 posthumously published collection, Winter Words. Again, the focus 
is on the ills suffered by the tree, this time in Clement’s Inn:

	 Here you stay 
	 Night and day,
	 Never, never going away!

	 Do you ache 
	 When we take
	 Holiday for our health’s sake?

	 Wish for feet
	  When the heat
	 Scalds you in the brick-built street, (867-68)

The speaker clearly sympathises with the tree’s plight, stuck as it is in one location while 
humans have the advantage of being able to ‘holiday’ for their ‘health’. But the questions 
of stanzas 2-5 lead to the negative answer and elaboration of the final four:

	 No. You read 
	 Trees to need
	 Smoke like earth whereon to feed. . .

	 Have no sense 
	 That far hence
	 Air is sweet in a blue immense,

	 Thus, black, blind, 
	 You have opined
	 Nothing of your brightest kind;

	 Never seen 
	 Miles of green,
	 Smelt the landscape’s sweet serene. (868)

In this case, the tree suffers not from being threatened with extinction, but through its 
positioning in a polluted metropolis. This is a tree fed upon smoke and seemingly in 
possession of a kind of consciousness since the sorrow of the poem is that the tree is 
unaware of the green possibilities for tree life beyond London, stuck as it is being ‘black, 
blind’ – a phrase of particular pointless loss for Hardy since in his 1912 poem on the 
sinking of the Titanic he describes the upper-class jewels now lying on the sea-bed with 
‘all their sparkles bleared and black and blind’ (307). This tree might not be facing death 
at humankind’s hand, but to have ‘Never seen / Miles of green’ seems like an unlived, or 
at least not fully realised life for a tree, and a modern condition borne of industrialisation.
		  I’m now going to consider a group of poems in which the main action is tree-
felling, but first I want to highlight that Hardy’s ‘To a Tree in London’ comes just before 
‘The Felled Elm and She’ in Hardy’s final collection, Winter Words, with ‘Throwing a Tree’ 
appearing a few pages earlier. I don’t think this is coincidental, or that surprising: by his 
death in 1928, Hardy was an 87-year-old man who could see the city’s encroachment 
into nature for the ecological crisis it was becoming. They might not sound it, but these 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century verses are political poetry, obdurately and 
obstinately standing against an economic system which didn’t value nature, and which 
still doesn’t today.
		  Hardy’s ‘Throwing a Tree’ was almost certainly informed by all the poems that 
went before it, and definitely Mew’s. ‘Throwing’ suggests action and athleticism, but such 
as are deadly, since Hardy immediately terms the tree-fellers ‘the two executioners’. He 
would have read in Mew’s ‘Men and Trees’ essays, which detail the long cultural history 
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of tree worship and different civilisations’ relationship with trees, that one could search 
in libraries for books on ‘tree-murder (under ‘Forestry’)’ (390). Her essay begins with a 
conversation with a blind friend who remembers ‘a tree outside the British Museum they 
were felling last week, with all the instruments of butchery, the axe and the rope and the 
saw, and the clearing round it like a scaffold; it went on for days and I didn’t altogether 
care for it […] I really can’t bear to see a tree cut down – a big tree: it’s a sort of sacrilege’ 
(388). This distaste for, and distress over, tree-felling is something that comes out in all of 
the poems, and see how Hardy’s poem mirrors this same vision:

		  THE two executioners stalk along over the knolls, 
		  Bearing two axes with heavy heads shining and wide, 
		  And a long limp two-handled saw toothed for cutting 
		  great boles,
		  And so they approach the proud tree that bears 
		  the death-mark on its side.

		  Jackets doffed they swing axes and chop away just 
		  above ground,
		  And the chips fly about and lie white on the moss and 
		  fallen leaves;
		  Till a broad deep gash in the bark is hewn all the 
		  way round,
		  And one of them tries to hook upward a rope, which at last 
		  he achieves.

		  The saw then begins, till the top of the tall
		  giant shivers:
		  The shivers are seen to grow greater each cut
		  than before:
		  They edge out the saw, tug the rope; but the tree
		  only quivers,
		  And kneeling and sawing again, they step back to try
		  pulling once more.

		  Then, lastly, the living mast sways, further sways:
		  with a shout
		  Job and Ike rush aside. Reached the end of its long
		  staying powers
		  The tree crashes downward: it shakes all its
		  neighbours throughout,
	 And two hundred years’ steady growth has been ended in
	 less than two hours. (857)

Part of what is offensive in the men’s actions is the casualness with which they fell a 
‘tall giant’: ‘Jackets doffed they swing axes and chop away’. The overly-long last line 
always begins ‘And’ – the cumulative consequence of their actions come to bear. Hardy 
leans on the verse form to have the reader witness this felling: ‘Till a broad deep gash in 
the bark is hewn’ sees three heavy stresses all sitting consecutively – the weight of the 
wound sonically burdening the reader’s ear. In its final moments, the tree metaphorically 
becomes a ‘living mast’, an oxymoron, since masts are another use to which men might 
put dead trees. Hardy has already tried to involve us in the soundscape of tree-felling with 
‘swing’, ‘chop’, ‘sawing’ but it is the final stanza which is the noisiest: ‘with a shout’ our 
executioners ‘rush aside’, leaving us free to hear the tree fall across the line
break (thanks to Hardy’s enjambment) only to be finally arrested and silenced by the mid-
line caesura – ‘Reached the end of its long staying powers / The tree crashes downward’. 
Even the stressed-unstressed pattern of ‘downward’ hears the tree’s voice diminishing, 
unable further to participate.
		  Given that the poem was originally titled ‘Felling a Tree’, Frank Pinion is right to 
suggest that ‘the subject was prompted partly by William Barnes “Vellen the Tree”’ (241). 
The first two lines – which also become the last two lines – lay out the predicament:

		  EES, the girt elem tree out in little huome ground
		  Wer a-stannen this marnen, an’ now ‘s a-cut down. (47)

Like Hardy’s ‘downward’, Barnes emphasises the irreversible change which has taken 
place through this ‘Vellen’: the standing tree has become its opposite, a ‘felled’ one which 
is ‘down’. One way in which Barnes intensifies the loss is by detailing, in the first stanza, 
how well the tree provided for the people around it. For instance, it was
		  Wher the hâymiakers put up ther picks an’ ther riakes,
		  An’ did squot down to snabble ther cheese an’ ther kiakes

The senselessness, then, of the second stanza’s violence comes through even more 
forcefully. A more old-fashioned felling is seen – no axe, no saw, but still the rope – yet the 
noises are still frightening:

		  An’ as we rinn’d awoy vrom ‘en, cluose at our backs, 
		  Oh! his boughs come a-whizzen an’ gie-èn sich cracks;

Rather than Hardy’s ‘crashes’, Barnes makes us hear the tree ‘a-whizzen’ through the 
air, the onomatopoeia of ‘whizz’ inevitably engendering the sound of its speed, into ‘sich 
cracks’. That would resound anyway, but by rhyming it on human ‘backs’, Barnes also 
invites us to think of this tree-felling in terms of a broken back, again intensifying the pain 
heard and imagined.
		  Different from Barnes, Gerard Manley Hopkins’s ‘Binley Poplars’ locates itself 
specifically by the trees its eulogising. Rather than witnessing the process, this poem 
concerns the aftermath:

My aspens dear, whose airy cages quelled,
Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun,
All felled, felled, are all felled;
Of a fresh and following folded rank
Not spared, not one
That dandled a sandalled
Shadow that swam or sank
On meadow and river and wind-wandering weed-winding
bank. (41)

Although we might not hear the destruction as it happens, the poem tolls on the repetition 
of ‘felled’, as if the speaker cannot believe it. It is especially striking given the variety of
sound created by the alliteration of ‘fresh and following folded’ or the sibilance of 
‘sandalled shadow that swam or sank’. As John Parham notes in his chapter on what 
he terms Hopkins’s ‘Sustainable Poetry’, ‘Sprung rhythm’ – that is the way that Hopkins 
organised stresses in his poetry – ‘[…] had a more pragmatic dimension, as a device 
by which Hopkins would hold society to account for any detrimental alterations to 
nature. For it enabled him, also, to portray disruptions to the flow of energy, not least as 
a result of human activity. An obvious example occurs in ‘Binsey Poplars’ […] where a 
predominately aural description of the demise of aspen trees – “All félled, félled, are áll 
félled” – is designed to imitate the labourer’s blows’ (161).
		  The blows echo on in the poem, resounding through history as a warning. With 
its abundance of rhyme, the poem is rich, even urgent, in sound, yearning for the absent 
trees. My favourite line contrasts the hard consonance with alliteration: ‘Hack and rack 
the growing green!’. While ‘Hack and rack’ have hard vowels which are quickly silenced 
by the voiceless click of the ‘ck’, ‘growing and green’ have longer vowel sounds, with 
‘growing’ the action which gets to be continuous, not hacking or racking. For me, at least, 
there is hope hidden in the poem’s sad music.
		  The final tree-felling poem I want to look at is Charlotte Mew’s ‘The Trees are 
Down’, whose title can evoke beyond the obvious, being dejected, being brought low or 
humbled, and may have inspired the ‘downward’ of Hardy’s ‘Throwing a Tree’. I’ve saved 
the richest – and so most affecting – soundscape until last. Just listen to the first stanza:

They are cutting down the great plane-trees at the
	 end of the gardens.
	 For days there has been the grate of the saw, the swish
	 of the branches as they fall,
	 The crash of the trunks, the rustle of trodden leaves,
	 With the ‘Whoops’ and the ‘Whoas,’ the loud common
	 talk, the loud common
		  laughs of the men, above it all. (48-49)

Hardy’s jacketless executioners who only shout when the tree is falling, are here outdone 
by men who ‘Whoop’, ‘Whoa’, as if in celebration, and ‘laugh’ and ‘talk’ as if uncaring 
of the damage they do. Mew’s repetition of ‘common’, angry though the tone is, sounds 
to me less of a class statement than a fury that this is all too familiar, and happens too 
frequently. It also reminds me of Hamlet’s resentment when his mother seeks to assuage 
his grief for his father by pointing out ‘Thou know’st ‘tis common; all that lives must die, 
/ Passing through nature to eternity’ (1.2). His answer ‘Ay madam, tis common’, usually 
delivered with a certain amount of spitting, makes the point that common or not, this 
death is important to him. In the case of Mew’s poem, though, this is not a natural death, 
but one willed by the men involved. Her focus on the variety of sounds created forces 
the reader to experience, though in a stanza, what she has been hearing ‘For days’. The 
opening of the third stanza also places us within the time-frame of the felling:
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		  The week’s work here is as good as done. There is just
	      one bough
		  On the roped bole, in the fine grey rain,
		     Green and high
		     And lonely against the sky.
		        (Down now!—)

The short lines barely give the lone bough chance to enjoy final moments, but then 
the next line of the poem confirms what we anticipate. The felling is a real-time 
experience enacted by the poem through the line break. Mew similarly makes deft use of 
enjambment into caesura, though in a way different from Hardy:

		  It is not for a moment the Spring is unmade to-day;
		  These were great trees, it was in them from root to stem:
		  When the men with the ‘Whoops’ and the ‘Whoas’ have carted the whole of the
		  whispering loveliness away
Half the Spring, for me, will have gone with them.

The men’s loud battle-cries are contrasted with the ‘whispering loveliness’ which was 
the natural sound of the trees. And they ‘cart away’ a sound rather than the physical tree 
thanks to Mew’s metaphor – again it’s the aural experience of the tree which
is foregrounded, even though it’s perhaps the least tangible aspect. Thanks to the lack 
of punctuation, the trees are carted ‘away’ beyond the line break, only to be interrupted 
mid-line, as the line itself is divided up much as the ‘Spring’ for the speaker. For someone 
so careful about how time is represented in her poetry (think of the ‘now!’ we were just 
looking at) there’s a poignancy in the euphemistic phrase ‘It is not for a moment the 
Spring is unmade to-day’ – this ‘unmaking’ is permanent.

In James Henry Leigh Hunt’s ‘Lounging through Kensington’ which was published in 
Household Words, one of the magazines Dickens edited, he notes that Kensington 
Gardens brings ‘to mind’s eyes conversant with local biography […] there, a poet on 
the greensward, glad to get out of the London smoke, and find himself among trees’ 
(533). Leigh Hunt goes on to list the many historical personages who’ve likely passed 
through this same space, and sure enough, one eminent figure who was inspired was 
Charles Darwin, who – writing in his notebook in 1838 – avers ‘I am sure I remember my 
pleasure in Kensington Gardens has often been greatly excited by looking at trees as 
great compound animals united by wonderful & mysterious manner’ (41). While I don’t 
have time to go into this, the notion of seeing the natural world as ‘compound organisms’ 
is key to Darwin’s vision of nature, so the Kensington trees were part of forming the 
nineteenth-century imagination in a really crucial way.
		  Now while Leigh Hunt makes a historical, literary case for the importance of this 
location, I’m interested in Kensington Gardens as a place of refuge from ‘the London 
smoke’ and somewhere characterised by ‘trees’. That, though, was 1853.
In 1865, a piece written for the medical journal The Lancet on the ‘Proposed Enclosure of 
Wimbledon Common’, which is otherwise somewhat scathing about public parks 
notes that

		  Kensington Gardens, with its magnificent trees, invites
		  the multitude to its shade, and offers attractions that
		  few places of public resort in the vicinity of any capital
		  can equal. (206)

This time it is ‘shade’ with which Kensington Gardens can provide the public, but I’m 
aiming to show here how much this location was known for its trees, so that it has more 
weight when I reveal that near the start of her essay ‘Men and Trees I’, Charlotte Mew 
bemoans how

		  The London trees are all prisoners of men, some
		  unreasonably mutilated like the lopped crowd
		  in Greenwich Park, while, now and then, there
		  is a wholesale massacre such as that of the seven
		  hundred in Kensington Gardens, which took place,
		  no one knows why, some thirty years ago, against
		  which even the executioners protested and perhaps
		  the homeless rooks as vainly. (388)

Seven hundred trees cut down is a huge number in anyone’s book. By calling the trees 
‘the seven hundred’ rather than ‘seven hundred trees’, Mew recalls Tennyson’s famous 
1854 poem, ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ with its rousing refrain of ‘Into the valley of 
Death / Rode the six hundred’. With this alignment, Mew makes human progress into a 

war against nature, and a war in which the trees’ chances of survival are as poor as those 
of the soldiers in Tennyson’s poem. William Henry Hudson’s 1898 book Birds in London 
corroborates Mew’s claim, noting that ‘Some will say […] in these fast-moving times, 
crowded with historically important events, it is hardly worth while in 1898 to recall the 
fact that in 1880 a grove of seven hundred trees was cut down in Kensington Garden for 
no reason whatever, or a reason which would not be taken seriously by any person in any 
degree removed from the condition of imbecility!’ (83). This comes from Hudson’s chapter 
‘The Expulsion of the Rooks’, in large part because of this destruction of the Kensington 
Garden trees. As Mew’s paragraph concerning Kensington closes, ‘even tomorrow one 
may miss the familiar plane of yesterday, and the birds go with the trees’ (388). The 
reason given for it at the time was that many trees were dangerously unhealthy, yet 
Hudson himself notes that ‘the truth was, those in Kensington Gardens were not dying 
and not decayed. The very fact that they were chosen year after year by the rooks to build 
upon afforded the strongest evidence that they were the healthiest trees in the gardens’ 
(81). As far as Hudson can find out the real reason concerned more the making available 
of grassy ground that could be walked upon without soiling 
one’s shoes…
		  Mew’s essay reprises an issue on which the public felt strongly. So outraged 
were people in 1880 that ‘the subject was brought before the House of Commons’ notes 
a January 1881 edition of Belgravia: A London Magazine, with the First Commissioner of 
Works, a Mr Adam, gathering a committee of experts, ‘Knowing the sensitiveness of the 
public regarding tree- cutting’ (361). However, the article itself is titled ‘The Dying Trees in 
Kensington Gardens’, accepting of this fact, and the author’s concerns about ‘agricultural 
vandalism’ are instead to do with the proper management of trees (i.e. not raking away 
leaves and allowing them to enrich the soil).
		  The Era, reporting at the time of the felling in October 1880 puts the destruction 
in emotive terms, yes, but also highlights the health aspect of removing greenery from
the cityscape:

		  Considering the difficulty there is to get trees to grow in the smoky atmosphere 		
		  of the Metropolis, we can but view with deepest regret the almost wholesale 		
		  destruction of trees in Kensington-gardens. A kind of vague official reply 
		  has been made to the outcry of the residents in the neighbourhood to the effect 		
		  that only 	trees showing symptoms of decay were cut down. […] the only idea 
		  the custodians of the Kensington trees appear to have is to increase their stock 		
		  of firewood. (13)

Cutting down trees should always and only be done after careful consideration, but the 
tragedy of Kensington in 1880 is predicated on the notion that cities more than anywhere 
else need a healthy supply of trees in order to sustain their (human) population, who 
otherwise have only the ‘smoky atmosphere of the Metropolis’ to fall back on.
		  Kensington Gardens and its trees remain a point of contention, by the way. In 
1889, The West London Observer asked its readers ‘Who can help being sorry at the 
havoc which goes on among the sylvan beauties of Kensington Gardens?’ (5). Again, the 
public have been told that only decaying trees are being felled, but clearly this is doubted. 
Having named some of the literary luminaries who frequented Kensington Gardens, the 
reporter states ‘it grates on the literary mind to know that trees which have inspired such 
varied and noble thoughts are rapidly disappearing’. With one commentator having laid 
the blame at the door of the (new) Underground Railway and the sewage system, the 
article predicts ‘a dismal future in store for the famous Kensington Park trees as the 
sewers or the railway tunnels will probably go on unchecked and uncheckable in carrying 
away the water that formerly supplied them with nutriment’ (5). And, by December 
1906, the Pall Mall Gazette reports that ‘Drastic Pruning Operations’ are once again in 
operation, with fears over health and safety having been raised when a diseased elm 
branch fell on, and killed, a passing nurse. Under the subheading of ‘Indiscriminate 
Lopping’, the same concern arises: that many more trees than those which pose a threat 
are being destroyed:

		  It seems strange, therefore, to find that, whereas the examination referred was 		
		  confined to the elms (the only really dangerous trees in the park), the lopping of 		
		  branches at present in progress is indiscriminately applied to all kinds of trees. 		
		  Further, it is not only the old and obviously decayed branches which are being 		
		  removed, but a large number—in fact, the greater proportion of those sawn off—		
		  of perfectly sound tops and branches are being destroyed. The truth of this 
		  assertion any one who cares to look at the heaps of timber now lying under the 		
		  trees can see for himself. Several quite sound trees which are in the full 
		  vigour of 	youth have thus been mutilated. Instead of being, as theyhave 
		  always been, the chief source of delight to all users of the parks, the remaining 		
		  tree trunks, which now stand like gaunt skeletons, denuded of their tops and 
		  branches, and more like so many ninepins with their heads cut off than trees, 		
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		  offer an excellent but sad example of misplaced energy. Such ruthless 
		  treatment of these trees, which are there for the benefit and enjoyment of 
		  the public, was never necessary, and it is ridiculous pretend that the public 		
		  safety demands the destruction perfectly sound timber. One might just as well 		
		  argue that because an old woman once got run over in Piccadilly bv an omnibus 		
		  all vehicular traffic in that thoroughfare should be prohibited. (6)

But to go back to the 1880 article in The Era, the column poses an important question: 
‘Do the destroyers of the Kensington trees realise how long those splendid trees were 
growing?’ (13). It’s a question which returns us to Hopkins’s ‘Binsey Poplars’, written the 
year before this and about a different type and set of trees this time in Oxford, whose 
last stanza begins ‘O if we but knew what we do / When we delve or hew – / Hack and 
rack the growing green!’. The unstated implication is, of course, that if we did know, if 
we did realise, we wouldn’t do it. Hardy’s ‘Throwing a Tree’ has its ‘executioners’ display 
a marked lack of awareness throughout the poem, and the last line answers The Era’s 
question with a frank “no”, given that ‘two hundred years’ steady growth has been 
ended in less than two hours’ without seeming to cause much concern. Much as the 
tree collapses, time is made a mockery of as ‘steady growth’ is demolished in the name 
of progress. As Kim Taplin points out, ‘Poetry is more likely to rouse us than statistics. 
Hardy’s line makes us pause. He makes us compare and consider and think why we 
value trees. The word “steady” has something to do with it, and its plaintive, ironic echo 
in the word “ended”’ (17). Similarly, Mew’s simple statement in ‘The Trees are Down’ that 
‘These were great trees’, might explicitly concern height and physical dominance, but 
‘great’ also denotes age and venerability, again the poet is keenly aware of ‘how long 
those splendid trees were growing’ and upset, if not offended, that those felling them 
didn’t consider it.

Trees with Body Parts

Did you notice the way in which the Kensington trees appeared to borrow bodily form 
in the Pall Mall Gazette’s report of pruning? Not only were ‘a few obviously old and 
dangerous trees removed bodily’, but trees ‘in the full vigour of their youth have been thus 
mutilated’ and ‘now stand like so many skeletons’. In pushing the reader towards thinking 
of these trees in human terms, the harm, the damage feels more pronounced.
		  Manley Hopkins figures nature as a woman, ‘so tender / To touch, her being 
so slender’, making the destruction akin to assault. Noticeably, near the poem’s end, 
Hopkins writes ‘only ten or twelve / Strokes of havoc unselve / The sweet especial 
scene’, as if there is a conscious self undone by this tree-felling, much as the speaker 
her/himself sounds undone by it. Barnes goes further in ‘Vellen the Tree’, since amid the 
felling process, the tree ‘sway’d al his lims, and ‘e nodded his head’ before falling, again 
figuring this as the destruction of a human body. Noticeably, as the tree comes down, it 
is the human bodies at risk: ‘An’ as we rinn’d awoy vrom ‘en clouse at our backs’ and the 
tree returns in the next line to having ‘boughs’ and later a ‘stem’, as if the possibility of its 
humanity only lasts while it is alive.
		  The last stanza of Mew’s ‘The Trees are Down’ attempts to pair the speaker’s 
body with that of the trees, since ‘my heart has been struck with the hearts of the planes; 
/ Half my life it has beat with these, in the sun, in the rains’. Mew’s speaker, like some 
of Hardy’s, measures her life by the tree, and the anapests (or unstressed-unstressed-
stressed) of ‘in the sun, in the rains’, tries to unite herself and the trees in the same poetic 
metre. It is as if, to borrow a phrase from a Browning poem, she seeks to ‘set my heart / 
Beating by yours’, even if that’s impossible.
		  But this also works in reverse – the human body can acquire the tree’s likeness. 
A torso can be referred to as a ‘trunk’. And it is definition 2a in the Oxford English 
Dictionary for the noun ‘trunk’: ‘The human body […] without the head, or esp. without 
the head and limbs’. And while perhaps in life human bodies and tree bodies seem largely 
separate, in poetry they are never too far from one another.
		  Titus Andronicus, one of Shakespeare’s earliest and bloodiest plays, includes 
possibly the most unlikely and inappropriate reaction to seeing a raped and mutilated 
woman. Unable to comprehend the scale of damage before him when his niece Lavinia 
appears onstage, Marcus Andronicus understands her instead as an injured tree. In a 
misplaced, and therefore more distressing, aesthetic act, Lavinia – whose
tongue has been cut out so she cannot name her tormentors – is urged to

		  Speak, gentle niece, what stern ungentle hands Have lopp’d and hew’d and 		
		  made thy body bare Of her two branches, those sweet ornaments, Whose 		
		  circling shadows kings have sought to sleep in (2.4)

This is a human body which owns ‘branches’ which can embrace rather than arms. Trees 
are preferable to humans here, as it is ‘hands’ which have wrought this destruction, but 
‘branches’ which suffer. The same verbs as were used in the tree-felling poems are found 
here: ‘lopp’d and ‘hew’d’: these are verbs of tree, rather than flesh, damage.
		  This long history of the intertwining of tree and human bodies is, in part, what 
makes the ending of Don Paterson’s 2007 poem ‘Two Trees’ so disturbing:

		  The man who bought the house had had no dream so who can say what dark 		
		  malicious whim led him to take his axe and split the bole along its fused seam, 		
		  and then dig two holes. And no, they did not die from solitude; nor did their 		
		  branches bear a sterile fruit; nor did their unhealed flanks weep every spring for 		
		  those four yards that lost them everything as each strained on its shackled root 		
		  to face the other’s empty intricate embrace. They were trees, and trees don’t 		
		  weep or ache or shout. And trees are all this poem is about. (385)

The last line, in perfect iambic pentameter, undoes all that went before. In definitively 
stating ‘trees are all this poem is about’ Paterson plants the seed of doubt and invites 
the reader to retrospectively re-evaluate the poem in the knowledge that this could be 
much, much darker. Again, trees are given fleshly form and consciousness with ‘flanks’ 
and the ability to ‘embrace’. The anaphora, or start-of-line repetition on ‘nor’ protests too 
much that these things didn’t happen and we begin to think they did. Especially because 
readers of this poem versed in the long, long life of trees know that trees precisely can 
‘weep or ache or shout’ in Paterson’s painful tricolon, because they do just that in the 
thirteenth canto of Dante’s Inferno. In Dante’s vision of hell, people who have committed 
suicide are transformed into trees and form a wood through which he walks. This is not a 
healthy forest, however:

		  No green leaves in that forest, only black: no branches straight and smooth, but 		
		  knotted, gnarled; no fruits were there, but briers bearing poison. (13.4-6)

Dante is confused by his surroundings, since ‘From every side I heard the sound of cries, 
/ but I could not see any source for them’ (13.22-23). Encouraged by his guide, Virgil, 
Dante snaps off a nearby branch, to reveal the awful truth:

		  Then I stretched out my hand a little way and from a great thornbush snapped 		
		  off a branch, at which its trunk cried out: “Why do you tear me?” […] so from that 	
		  broken stump issued together both words and blood (13.31-44)

In poetry, trees can weep, ache, shout, and famously bleed in the Inferno, so closely are 
they tied to human bodies.

But to end on a less distressing note than Hell, I turn again to Hardy. In a well-known, 
somewhat avuncular poem, ‘Transformations’, dead friends and family are transformed 
into trees. The poem opens ‘Portion of this yew / Is a man my grandsire knew’ (472). By 
the end of the poem, this notion provides a renewed purchase on life for these deceased 
persons and a satisfaction for the speaker since

		  So, they are not underground,
		  But as nerves and veins abound
		  In the growths of upper air,
		  And they feel the sun and rain,
		  And the energy again
		  That made them what they were! (472)

Tree and human once again form a living pair, with aspects of the human body in their 
now-shared ‘nerves and veins’, one organic whole. And another reason to find this 
an optimistic version of the afterlife is that Hardy did oversee the creation of a kind 
of human-tree hybrid and you could go and visit The Hardy Tree in Old St Pancras 
Churchyard in London. As an architectural apprentice, when he oversaw the exhumation 
and re-burial of hundreds of bodies in order to make way for the new London- Midland 
railway in 1865. Hardy had the gravestones, now separate from their respective remains, 
paired back to back and placed in concentric circles around a sapling ash tree. In the 
over 150 years that have passed since this arrangement, not only has the ash become 
huge, but its roots have grown between the gravestones, so that you couldn’t remove 
them without damaging the tree. It’s the living realisation of the lines in his poem ‘I set 
every tree in my June time, / And now they obscure the sky’ (334).
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***

Tying together human and tree existence through imaginative linking and the shared 
form both of the poem and the body may seem to rely on an overly anthropocentric 
perspective on which to mount an argument that poetry sustains and interest in, and care 
for, the trees which sustain our everyday lives. However, the tree-felling poems I’ve shown 
demonstrate how well poetry not just documents but forces the reader to go through 
the visual and overwhelmingly aural experience of tree destruction, and in doing so to 
consider the cost of such sacrifices, and to think about the value of tree lives not just to
human lives, but to the shared life the entire planet presumably wants, and definitely 
needs, to sustain.
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The 2022 UWTSD ASLE/INSPIRE Lecture on Literature and Sustainability,
to be delivered at The Hay Festival:

Solar Stories: How 
Writers Have Harnessed 
the Power of the Sun
Greg Lynall 

How has humanity sought to harness the power 
of the sun, and what roles have literature, art, and 
culture played in imagining the possibilities of solar 
energy? This talk will explore the stories that have 
been told about solar power, from the Renaissance 
to the present day, how they have shaped 
developments in science and technology, and 
how they can help us think about solutions to the 
climate crisis.

Ten Years On: 
Climate Fiction and a New Posterity

Adeline Johns-Putra

What a surprise to learn that the Hay Festival’s ASLE UKI/
INSPIRE ‘Literature and Sustainability’ lecture is ten years old. 
What a curious thing it is to think back over the years of rich 
and intriguing talks to the moment when Jane Davidson, having 
set up the INSPIRE sustainability institute at the University 
of Wales Trinity St David’s, reached out to ASLE UKI to ask if 
we would help create and publicise an event that would bring 
together the imaginative worlds of literature with the urgent 
and pressing need to live sustainably. Ten years ago, Jane’s 
energy and desire to spread the sustainability message through 
literature was met with my more cautious insistence on the 
need to underpin such a venture with research from ASLE UKI’s 
ecocritical community. And, thankfully, ten years ago, those 
intentions were united, brokered, and negotiated by Louise 
Squire, who had been a vital part of the Trinity St David’s 
academic community, was, at the time, a new member of ASLE 
UKI, and is now a published ecocritic in her own right.  Out of 
our conversations—Jane’s indefatigable drive and prominent 
connections, my commitment to fostering and broadening 
ecocritical research in the UK and Ireland, and Louise’s 
imaginative problem-solving—came the idea for a competition, 
open to ecocritics around the region. The competition would 
encourage academics and writers to convert their literary 
passion into a lecture for the Hay Festival that would then 
enable—indeed, that would inspire—the public to think about 
sustainability in new ways.

In the spirit of the lecture competition, I offer here my thoughts 
on literature and sustainability, based on my own scholarship 
in the field. This is an essay about literature, specifically 
about climate fiction—novels about climate change. By the 
end of the essay, I hope you also discern that it is about 
sustainability, though the word doesn’t appear in the title 
of this essay. By telling the history of climate fiction, I come 
round to speculate if, in a world of climate crisis, the now 
famous Brundtland definition of sustainability (‘sustainable 
development’ as ‘development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs’) might require updating. In my 
scholarly work, particularly my 2019 book, Climate Change 
and the Contemporary Novel, I refer to an updated definition 
of sustainability that I call ‘radical posterity’, a new posterity 
on radical terms, whose future is a long line of not just human 
but nonhuman generations. And I think that climate fiction now 
allows us to think about posterity in this way. 

A Short History of Climate Fiction

It’s been ten years not just since the Literature and 
Sustainability lecture began at Hay, but since I started studying 
the representation of climate change in literature—this was 
well before the idea and the phrase ‘climate fiction’ became 
recognisable and, one could argue, fashionable. I offer here, by 
way of beginning, a straightforward definition of climate fiction: 
a category of fiction that deals in some way with anthropogenic 
climate change (or global warming) in terms of plot, setting, 
character, or a combination of these. But, of course, since 

this definition depends very much on the existence of climate 
change—indeed, on the existence of our awareness of climate 
change—I would argue that the best way to understand climate 
fiction as a literary form is to understand how it came about in 
relation to climate change awareness.

We thus need to take a quick look at how public awareness of 
climate change arose. The warming effect of increased carbon 
dioxide and other gases in the atmosphere was first identified 
in the nineteenth century; the initial effect was described, 
though not named, by French scientist Joseph Fourier in the 
1820s. Then, Fourier’s theory was proven by Irish scientist John 
Tyndall and Swede Svante Arrhenius in the later nineteenth 
century. Into this lineage, we should also insert American 
scientist Eunice Newton Foote, who measured, before Tyndall 
and Arrhenius, the relationship between greenhouse gases and 
the sun’s heat, though she was never cited or acknowledged 
by Tyndall. However, the ‘discovery’ that climate change 
was happening only came when renewed attention was 
paid to this in the last century. In the mid-twentieth century, 
global environmental awareness first arose, with widespread 
unease over human damage in the form of pollution and acid 
rain—this led to the organisation of the first Earth Day in the 
United States in 1970 and the founding of key charities such 
as Friends of the Earth in 1969 and Greenpeace in 1971. As 
for climate change awareness in particular, in the 1960s and 
70s, scientists such as Charles Keeling, Roger Revelle, Wally 
Broecker, Reid Bryson, and Stephen Schneider at forums such 
as the World Climate Conference in Geneva in 1979 brought 
the problem of the ‘greenhouse’ effect and global warming to 
the public. Crucially, some of these scientists repeated these 
warnings in popular science books, such as Howard Wilcox 
in his Hothouse Earth (1975) and Schneider in The Genesis 
Strategy: Climate and Global Survival (1976).

At this point in the emergence of climate awareness, a small 
number of authors engaged with these scientific warnings. 
Of course, beforehand, some novels had dealt with dramatic 
changes in the global climate, such as J. G. Ballard’s The 
Drowned World (1962), in which the world experiences rising 
temperatures (1962) and Kobo Abe’s Inter Ice-Age 4 (Dai-Yon 
Kampyōki, 1958-59), which is about the effects of melting ice 
caps. However, the idea of humanmade climate change, as 
identified by scientists, only emerged in Ursula K. LeGuin’s 
short science fiction novel Lathe of Heaven in 1971, followed 
by the phenomenon of ‘runaway greenhouse’ in the minor 
thriller, Heat (1977), before the prominent Australian novelist 
George Turner, already a respected writer of realist novels, 
turned to science fiction in The Sea and Summer (1987), about 
the effects of sea-level rise on his home city of Melbourne. 

In the 1980s, global warming acquired an increasingly high 
profile. The United Nations (UNEP) and World Meteorological 
Organisation set up an advisory group in 1985 that became 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) in 
1988. Also in 1988, the US Senate Committee on Energy and 
Natural Resources invited the NASA scientist James Hansen 
to speak about global warming. Hansen’s testimony took 
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place in June, in the middle of a sweltering summer, and his 
dramatic warnings received a great deal of media coverage, 
though many in government and in the general public were 
sceptical. Then, into the 1990s, the IPCC began issuing its 
comprehensive reports every few years. The Kyoto protocol, 
whatever its practical shortcomings, was a major milestone; 
signed in 1997, it extended the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change of 1992 agreed at the Earth Summit in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992, with signatories agreeing to reduce carbon 
emissions. The young senator who had been instrumental in 
getting Hansen invited to the White House, Al Gore Jr., played 
a key role in increasing climate change consciousness: into the 
twenty-first century, he began giving regular talks on climate 
change, documented in the film, An Inconvenient Truth, in 
2006. In 2007, Gore and the IPCC won the Nobel Peace Prize 
for their efforts in raising climate change awareness. 

Against this background of activism through the 1990s and 
2000s, climate fiction emerged in earnest, with some emerging 
authors releasing well-received novels: Maggie Gee wrote The 
Ice People (1998), T.C. Boyle wrote A Friend of the Earth (2000), 
and Kim Stanley Robinson, the highly successful science 
fiction writer, released his trilogy on climate change. Michael 
Crichton’s State of Fear, one of a small number of bestselling 
climate change denial novels, appeared in 2004. Then, climate 
fiction came into its own, paralleling Al Gore’s success in 
raising the profile of climate activism, with novels from Margaret 
Atwood and Jeanette Winterson. Recognising this emerging 
phenomenon of ‘climate fiction’, a Taiwan-based journalist 
named Dan Bloom coined the term ‘cli-fi’ in 2006. In 2009, 
when I first began researching climate change in literature with 
Adam Trexler, then my research assistant, we identified just 150 
climate change novels worldwide; this we reported in 2011 in 
the scientific journal Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate 
Change and subsequently in Adam’s book, the first major 
academic study of climate fiction, Anthropocene Fiction: The 
Novel in a Time of Climate Change, in 2015. 

In the 2010s, climate consciousness escalated, as did climate 
change. Freak seasonal (or, rather unseasonal) weather, from 
sweltering summers to freezing winters, from freezing summers 
to mild winters, and wilder weather events, from extreme 
droughts to record-breaking hurricane seasons, has become 
commonplace. A second cluster of novels appeared after 2010, 
including titles by well-respected authors like Ian McEwan 
(Solar of 2010) and Barbara Kingsolver (Flight Behaviour of 
2012). These seemed increasingly to seek to understand the 
reasons for the unwillingness of huge swathes of the public 
and politicians to take action in the face of the predictions 
of climate science, and they began to explore the realities of 
living with climate change. Through this last decade, as we 
face runaway climate change, so we have a runaway literary 
phenomenon in climate fiction. Climate change scenarios have 
proliferated in novels from all over the world, from Finland 
to Australia, and a world in climate free-fall is discernible in 
everything from the eco-horror of Jeff VanderMeer’s novels to 
the Sundarban mangroves returned to by Amitav Ghosh in his 
recent novel, Gun Island.

The Challenge of Writing Climate Fiction

The popularity of climate fiction belies the fact that, in some 
ways, it’s really hard to write imaginatively about climate 
change. The things that make climate change a ‘wicked 
problem’—that is, a problem so entrenched and 

multidimensional as to be almost unsolvable—also render it a 
representational and narrative challenge. 

For one thing, climate change encompasses the entire planet. 
It is therefore a challenge to our conventional ways of thinking 

about ourselves and thus to our ways of communicating 
and telling stories. It is a challenge to our habit of framing 
our stories—our problems, our priorities, our dreams, our 
ambitions, our hopes—in human terms: human lifetimes, in 
which human-to-human interactions occur, within human 
communities of families, neighbourhoods, cities, countries. One 
might argue that our now digitally connected world positions 
us and our perspectives within a new global community, but, 
even then, our social interactions, like our imaginations, are 
limited. The number of people with whom one can meaningfully 
interact on social media is restricted at any given point to one’s 
communication on, say, a single Instagram or Twitter thread. 
The numbers of people directly affected by climate change are 
off that scale—way off. 

Then, thinking temporally as well as spatially, climate change 
is also an environmental catastrophe without precedent in 
human history. Its effects are incredibly long-lasting. Indeed, 
some effects, such as the extinction of species and depletion 
of biodiversity, are simply irreversible. Worse, other effects will 
take thousands of years just to appear: these are so-called 
millennial timescale events such as ocean anoxia (oxygen 
depletion) and disruptions to thermohaline circulations (global 
ocean currents and circulations). The extent of the greenhouse 
effect caused by climate change will impact the normal 
pattern of glaciation that the Earth has seen for millions of 
years. Climate change challenges our sense that meaningful 
things only happen on human timelines. The climate crisis is 
meaningful, but it’s happening on a geological timeline.

Moreover, if you have no particular interest in scientific detail, 
and thus your reading attention is now waning in the face of all 
my references to climate science, then you’re coming across 
another part of the challenge to telling stories about climate 
change. If, as I said, our stories are usually about our problems, 
our priorities, our dreams, our ambitions, our hopes, then they 
speak to our emotions. However, to understand the true extent 
of climate change, one also has to understand the scientific 
evidence for it; one has to use faculties of reason and logic. 
Stories about climate change thus have to engage emotionally 
and rationally, remaining scientifically accurate while appealing 
to the reader’s feelings.   

Still (and this is the killer point), we need to tell stories 
about climate change despite these scalar and imaginative 
challenges, because, although it’s happening on a timescale 
beyond our imagining, it’s being caused by us. Small actions 
made by humans in relatively short human lifetimes are 
affecting the entire planet, every nook and cranny, all of its 
living things and their habitats, over hundreds of thousands of 
years, and we need to acknowledge this and take responsibility 
for this. 

Some Strategies for Writing Climate Fiction

What representational strategies exist, then, for handling 
these challenges? Or, to put that question in more literary-
scholarly detail, what tools do authors have to enable readers 
to empathise with characters and engage with the settings in 
which these characters live, while, at the same time, addressing 
the vast scales of climate change and ensuring that the 
scientific reality of climate change is adequately represented 
and understood? 

First, a great many climate novels are set in the future, when 
the impacts of climate change can be represented fully and 
realistically. Set in climate-ravaged futures, these are usually 
post-apocalyptic or dystopian narratives, the difference between 
the two terms being really a difference in emphasis on the extent 
and enormity of the apocalyptic element. Post-apocalyptic 
narratives tend to suggest that a single event has destroyed the 

world as we know it and focuses on the shock of that event and 
the ruptures in society as a result. Dystopian narratives suggest 
a usually slower collapse, and detail the kind of society that 
has evolved out of it. Even though many such futuristic stories 
focus on individual protagonists getting by in their devastated 
communities or cities, this future world is, of course, a version 
of the world that we are creating, and, as such, can serve as a 
reminder or a warning of how long-lasting our actions will be. 
As futuristic texts, such novels would also be considered to 
be science fiction; some science-fiction climate novels try to 
be more scientifically accurate and focus on accurate world-
building in their depictions, for example, Kim Stanley Robinson’s 
2140 (2017) set—yes—in the year 2140. Then there are others 
that take a little more licence, usually projecting into a far distant 
future, like Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl (2009). 

 Not all climate fiction is set in the future, however. Some 
show how climate change is already happening now, and 
requires action in the present. These emphasise the emotional, 
psychological, and political difficulties of addressing climate 
change now, and the need to find solutions. Rather than showing 
us the impacts of climate change in a future world, they show 
us a small slice of climate change effects in the here and now. 
A single climate-changed location in the present becomes 
an analogy for the climate-changed planet of the future. 
Robinson’s ‘Science in the Capital’ trilogy imagines a world just 
a few years in the future, in which dramatically abrupt climate 
change threatens the planet. Yet he focuses on one place and 
a small group of people, showing the effects of this runaway 
climate change on Washington DC and on a cast of inter-
related characters, scientists, policy-makers and even a new 
president, who must work together to create geoengineering 
solutions to the climate catastrophe. The disasters happening 
in Washington are mirrored all over the world, and they thus 
become an analogy for what could happen to the entire world 
in the future. Washington, in other words, is a microcosm for 
the macrocosm that is the future planet. In a comparative 
move, Kingsolver’s Flight Behaviour describes a very distinctive 
climate-change impact that happens right in the backyard of 
her central character. That character is a young woman living in 
impoverished, Appalachian Tennessee. She comes across the 
amazing vision of millions upon millions of beautiful monarch 
butterflies, totally covering the trees in the property behind her 
house. The butterflies are in hibernation—or, more accurately, 
diapause. They would usually spend the winter in Mexico before 
travelling up to the northern US and Canada for the summer, but 
landslides, caused by climate change, have forced them to stop 
in Tennessee’s Appalachian mountains instead. The impacts of 
climate change in Mexico are brought, literally, to the woman’s 
doorstep. And the dramatic impact of climate change on the 
future is brought to her realisation when scientists visit the site 
and tell her that the butterflies could represent the last of 
their species. 

Both Robinson’s trilogy and Kingsolver’s novel adopt another 
useful technique, in the way they introduce the data and 
evidence of climate science into an imaginative text. Unlike 
futuristic science fiction novels, these present-day novels 
don’t have scientific information hard-wired into their futuristic 
settings. These present-day novels, as with many other 
climate fiction texts, tend to introduce scientists as characters. 
Specifically, they introduce the ‘scientist-as-hero’, that striking, 
late twentieth-century development in scientist stereotyping. 
In popular and literary culture, scientist representations range 
from the mad scientist first seen in what is possibly the earliest 
science fiction novel, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, in 1818, 
to the scientist-explorer of Jules Verne’s science fiction in the 
nineteenth century, and, in the late twentieth century, have given 
way to heroic scientists. Think of the Indiana Jones franchise or 
some of the heroic alter-egos in contemporary superhero films; 
Robinson’s and Kingsolver’s narratives are no different. The 

scientists of Robinson’s Washington DC and the entomologist 
who visits Kingsolver’s young Tennessee mother are trying to 
save, well, if not the planet, then, at least some key part of it. 

The Question of Posterity

There’s one further way in which climate fiction depicts the future 
impacts of climate change as something about which we should 
care deeply, something about which the risks of not caring are 
terribly high. One of the most effective tools in the arsenal of 
climate fiction is its appeal to intergenerational concerns and its 
deliberate linking of the actions of the generations of today with 
the lives of tomorrow. 

Posterity is a theme discernible in all kinds of climate change 
communication, not just fiction. Al Gore, towards the end of An 
Inconvenient Truth, looks at his audience and opines, ‘Future 
generations may well have occasion to ask themselves, “What 
were our parents thinking? Why didn’t they wake up when 
they had the chance?” We have to hear that question from 
them, now.’ And when scientist James Hansen wrote a book 
about the impacts of climate change, he called it Storms of 
My Grandchildren, and he explicitly named his grandchildren 
as his reason for writing that book, placing their photographs 
in the first chapter of the book. The way questions of posterity 
are so easily aligned with personal obligation to family is why, 
of course, Greta Thunberg’s campaigns and speeches at 
august assemblies such as the United Nations have had such 
a stunning effect on people of all ages: ‘You are failing us. But 
the young people are starting to understand your betrayal. The 
eyes of all future generations are upon you’, she warned the 
UN Climate Action Summit in measured tones. Gore’s question, 
Hansen’s choice of title, Thunberg’s rhetorical panache—all 
depend on us making a crucial imaginative leap. This is also the 
case with the Brundtland definition of sustainable development, 
named after Gro Harlem Brundtland, former Norwegian Prime 
Minister, who presented the 1987 Our Common Future report 
on sustainable development. Just think, Brundtland beseeches 
us, of how future generations have needs that are exactly like 
yours. In all these instances (even just hovering at the edge of 
the Brundtland definition) is the parent-child relationship as a 
metaphor for the relationship between present humans and 
those in the future, where the common ground between the 
metaphor’s vehicle (parenthood) and its tenor (our obligation to 
posterity) is the kind of unconditional concern and responsibility 
that both marks parents’ attitudes to their children and should 
characterise our attitude to the future. This is a metaphor, then, 
with an unbelievably powerful effect.

Climate fiction makes full use of this metaphor and its power. 
Parent-child relationships are a recurring trope in climate novels; 
in all kinds of ways, as presence or conspicuous absence, as 
good or bad examples, these relationships loom large over 
plot and theme. Many climate fiction texts place characters in 
dilemmas of parental responsibility for children as the world 
falls apart. For example, the young mother of Kingsolver’s 
novel worries about her children’s future and turns to an 
education in science not only to give them practical and financial 
security but to gain the knowledge that would help in the effort 
against ecological collapse. In James Bradley’s recent Clade, 
intergenerational obligation is an explicit theme: the novel is set 
both in the present day and in the future, detailing the effects of 
climate change on the generations of a single family.
Yet, for all the power and appeal attached to the idea of 
intergenerational obligation as a form of parenting, there 
are drawbacks to it. There are ethical considerations that 
are too easily lost in the emotional pull of its depictions of 
or lamentations for love and care. One problem with the 
parenthood-as-posterity trope is its one-sidedness. It puts all 
the responsibility for action on the side of the parental figure: the 
generations of here and now. To some extent, that’s fine: this is a 
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generation (myself included) that needs to own up to making the 
mess and think about how to clean it up. But with responsibility 
comes the power to determine what would work and what 
wouldn’t, and thus to impose solutions on others. Some political 
philosophers, most notably, the ethicist Joan Tronto in her 
influential book Moral Boundaries (1987), have identified this 
as a particular shortcoming of any ethical system based on 
parental care. This problem is ‘paternalism’, which occurs when 
those in authority purport to act in the interests of others, while 
preserving their own. The preoccupation of so much climate 
communication (Gore, and Hansen, and Brundtland) tends to 
be with parental responsibility and decision-making for, and not 
necessarily with, the children as the proxy for the future, even 
though those preoccupations are well-intentioned. Of course, we 
can’t ask the unborn future generations what they want, but we 
could attempt a radical imaginative leap to imagine it. We could 
begin by asking, for example, if those generations, so different 
from us, would require a completely radical renovation of world 
systems, whether economic, political, or cultural.

Moreover, if climate change affects the entire planet, every 
human on it, then, thinking in parental terms of children, of 
our children, narrows the vision to what happens around 
us, funnelling away from the stories of very different climate 
experiences and climate effects for individuals and societies 
around the planet, now and in the future. This is akin to another 
problem that philosophers such as Tronto have identified 
with ethics based on parental care: ‘parochialism’, or, only 
looking after your own. Indeed, climate change affects not 
just the human species but the nonhuman species, and the 
parochialism of parental metaphors are also too easily a 
form of anthropocentrism. One could argue that, even when 
dilemmas depicted in climate fiction are analogies for dilemmas 
faced around the world, the focus on a single location makes 
it too easy to discount the very different responsibilities of 
communities and species around the world. It is too easy to 
discount, in other words, the global disparity in carbon footprints 
and the carbon culpability that comes with them, and to make 
the political and moral decisions these demand. 

Perhaps, then, it’s time to imagine the unimaginable: not just 
the child, but the animal other, the future other, the one remote 
in time and situation, an other one can only just discern. 
This, after all, is what fiction excels in—the empathetic pull 
of previously unthought selves, the immersion into a once-
unknowable environment. In variously imagined climate futures: 
Alexis Wright’s The Swan Book (2013) focuses on the climate 
displacement of an orphaned, multiply abandoned Indigenous 
girl, who nonetheless survives; James Clade’s Ghost Species 
(202) shifts perspective mid-narrative not just intergenerationally 
(from parent to child) but inter-species (for that child, thanks to 
some over-reaching bio-engineering, is not human); Robinson’s 
latest work, The Ministry for the Future (2020), feels very much 
like the climate novel to outlast all his climate novels, for its 
sprawling plot and ensemble character cast imagine how to 
put together a new ecological, political, and economic logic for 
humans and nonhumans across a climate-ravaged world. Ten 
years on from the point at which I first began to read, study, 
and write about climate fiction, I am encountering climate 
change stories that allow us to imagine alternative futures in 
which others—all kinds of others—thrive. Ten years on, it is 
with a bittersweet pleasure that I see within climate fiction the 
possibility of a radically new kind of posterity—a posterity of and 
for the whole planet.
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