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poetics for non-human 
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Man in a Tree

It is crucial that we try to understand what lies behind the meanings we give to wild animals, 
including hawks and falcons. It’s a project that teaches us about human minds and cultures and the 
complicated workings of social history, natural history, art and science. But most of all, and more 
than ever before, we must look long and hard at how we view and interact with the natural world. 
We are living through the world’s sixth great extinction, caused entirely by us, through habitat loss, 
climate change, chemical contamination of ecosystems by pesticides and herbicides, and urban and 
agricultural development. Piecing together how and why we see landscapes and creatures as we do, 
how we value them and why we think we should protect them – these are questions whose 
importance is far and above mere academic interest. They are questions to which the answers are 
simply about how we can save the world. 

(Helen Macdonald. https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/19/helen-macdonald-hawk-
tree-man-natural-world)

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/19/helen-macdonald-hawk-tree-man-natural-world


Being a Beast

Evolutionary biology is a numinous statement of the interconnectedness of things – a sort of scientific advaita: 
feel it as well as know it. 

Feel it to know it properly. What’s an animal? It’s a rolling conversation with the land from which it comes and 
of which it consists. What’s a human? It’s a rolling conversation with the land from which it comes and of 
which it consists – but a more stilted, stuttering conversation than that of most wild animals. The conversations 
can become stories and acquire the shape and taste of personality. Then they become the sort of animals we 
celebrate, and the sort of people we want to sit next to at dinner. 

I want to have a more articulate talk with the land. It’s just another way of knowing myself better, and my self-
obsession insists that that’s worthwhile. A good way to go about it is to have a more articulate talk with the 
furry, feathered, scaly, whooping, swooping, screaming, soaring, grunting, crushing, panting, flapping, farting, 
wrenching, waddling, dislocating, loping, ripping, springing, exulting lumps of the land that we call the animals.

• Foster, Charles. Being a Beast (p. 20). Profile. Kindle Edition. 



Declare your hand?

• As a method, dissolution also creates great literary difficulties. If J. A. Baker really 
disappears, who is left to tell the story? And if he doesn’t, why should we take the story 
seriously? Baker seeks to solve this problem by developing (as Robert Macfarlane 
observes) a new language: wingless nouns stoop and glide; burrow-dwelling verbs 
somersault on the edge of the atmosphere; adverbs behave disgracefully. I love the 
strangeness, but it teaches me more about language than about peregrines. Always 
we’re left with the question: Who’s speaking here? A peregrine given a Cambridge 
education? Or Baker peregrinised? Because we’re never quite sure, the method never 
quite convinces. It’s of the nature of poetry that it never quite declares its hand.

• Foster, Charles. Being a Beast (p. 6). Profile. Kindle Edition. 



“Animal” Studies

Critters
Inter-species
Apparatus
Natureculture
Material-Semiotic
“Staying with the 
trouble”

Animot
Bio-politics
Zoontology

Anomal
Becoming
Play
Line of flight



Ethology as field work

Niko Tinbergen – a picture from the field. The Study of Instinct (1953)
Konrad Lorenz Behind the Mirror 
(1972)



Colin Simms
“something else as new: a fresh genre of natural-history 
verse-making dealing with experience of a single species” 
(Simms, Colin. Hen Harrier Poems (2015) p. iii
)



Carcajou



Punctuation

“Our intricate system of speckles between words evolved 
comparatively recently and merely to ensure that prose became 
beautifully unambiguous -- Instant Communication… Belatedly but 
willingly influenced by contemporary trends, I've come to surround my 
pauses with space rather than with typographical spatter, and to take 
advantage of the new printing processes to free my work occasionally 
from the tyranny of one-direction linotype.” (Earle Birney, Collected 
Poems, p ix).



‘Encounter before Imagination is in you Carcajou’

imagination      and not tradition

the old world fairy-tale organisation        in imagination   what figure is Grimmer

than Grimm’s woodcutter        against wolf and wilderness cutting trees down across a 
continent

and then over another: watch out for wolf lest carcajou catch you!

• p. 14



Encounter

Althusser, L. The Philosophy of the 
Encounter: Later Writings 1978-1984.

c. 1300, "meeting of adversaries, confrontation," from 
Old French encontre "meeting; fight; opportunity"







“The Moss Valley is situated on the eastern side of the Pennines to the south 
of the City of Sheffield, and is virtually surrounded by urbanisation and 
industrialisation which contrasts sharply with its rural character and semi-
natural vegetation.” (Natural England)

Natural England. ‘Moss Valley SSSI ’ http://www.english-
nature.org.uk/citation/citation_photo/1000381.pdf [last accessed 15/08/16]

“Rare flora and fauna distinguish this beautiful and ancient woodland, 
through which the Moss Brook meanders.” Sheffield Wildlife Trust. 
http://www.wildsheffield.com/reserves/moss-valley-woodlands [last 
accessed 15/08/16]. 

http://www.english-nature.org.uk/citation/citation_photo/1000381.pdf
http://www.wildsheffield.com/reserves/moss-valley-woodlands










“My writing is clear as mud, but mud settles and clear streams run on and disappear, perhaps 
that is the reason but really there is no reason except that the earth is round and that no one 
knows the limits of the universe that is the whole thing about men and women that is 
interesting.” — Gertrude Stein, Everybody's Autobiography







Avant-Pastoral - ‘Tansy City’

It doesn’t grow anymore at the same place but that is 
due to more efficient mowers, and the desire (like 
blacktop) to have anything smooth and of one sort or 
character. We therefore celebrate TANSY MORE THAN 
BEFORE (Charles Olson – Letter to George Butterick, 
1978: 22–23). 





How anthropomorphic?

[T]he swallow in Jefferies’s essay is still being thought too anthropomorphically, 
that is, as a unified self-relating subjective agent to which events happen in 
narrative sequence or which is depicted as the consistent central wielder of certain 
abilities and skills. Might it be a matter of writing not ‘he … reached the end of the 
lane and rose over the gate into the road—not a moment’s pause before he had 
made the leap over the gate to see if there was a wagon or not in the way’ but 
somehow of a multiple happening of relations in which definitive concepts of ‘lane’ 
and ‘gate’ do not exist, but instead a transitory and changing constellation of 
percepts, hunger and muscular flexing, metamorphosing itself as a variously 
focussed assemblage of co-ordinations and impulses? (Clark, Timothy, Cambridge 
Companion to Literature and the Environment p. 198)





(Meta) Eco Critic.

Either way, the passage is at the edge of what writing can currently do, which is why Clark 
can only perform the task obliquely, by depending on an existing model as a basis for 
suggesting a difference, and by conjecturing hypothetically, in abstract terms, what a writer 
might do, rather than doing it himself. The tentative, repeatedly extended sentence, visibly 
struggling to get its idea into shape, dramatizes that on-the-edge quality. By implication, 
there is a suggestion that this sort of radical reform of narrative subjectivity is what the 
environmental crisis requires of literature—and in a somewhat idealist sense that might be 
true. But what of the urgency of the moment and the need to confront, convince and 
inspire large audiences? Can the experiment be framed so that it performs that task as 
well? The literary ecocritic’s job is to define what the environmental crisis asks of literature. 
It asks a lot. (Kerridge, Richard The Years Work in Critical and Cultural Theory, 2013).



“The Expanded Object of the Poetic Field or 
What is a Poet/Critic”?- Barrett Watten
“For the poet/critic both kinds of writing are primary; neither aesthetic 
work nor poetic discourse is supplementary to the other. Poetry and 
poetics thus form a dyad in which questions of a greater 
comprehension and agency are expanded toward new meanings.” 
(Watten, 2007, p. 271).



A third term?

“What I think is problematic in Watten’s approach is what amounts to a conflation 
of literary criticism, which I would argue is necessarily a critique of others’ work, 
with criticism of one’s own work which, following Robert Sheppard’s use of the 
term, I would call poetics.” (Thurston)

a ‘writer-centred’ discourse representing the, “products of the process of reflection 
upon writings, and upon the act of writing” (Sheppard, 1999. 99). 

a “secondary discourse”, although it does “react to making” (100). 

“Poetics can stop being absorbed by the metalanguage of literary theory or 
criticism by asserting its own claims as a discourse, a language game with its own 
players, rules and purposes.” (107). 



Which came first?

“I want to use examples from my own creative practice, poetics and criticism to 
attempt to illustrate how the different conventions of these discourses can actually 
gain specific qualities and uses in their differences from one another. Nevertheless I 
would also argue that for the creative writer the relationship between these 
discourses is one of entanglement.” (Thurston, 3).  

“Ultimately I can’t see my creative, critical and poetics as all primary – the fact that 
I am a poet (perhaps this is because I began writing poetry before I began writing 
criticism – or did I? Essays on literature at school) means that any other work I do is 
informed by this fact in the way that critical work will be primary for any critic who 
is not also a creative writer. Even the ordering of poet/critic rather than critic/poet 
implies this.” (7)



Poetics as a private discourse

“If the separate vocations of poet and critic are constrained by limitations on their 
reception, the poet/critic necessarily is the mediation of those limits in the act of 
transforming them.” (Watten, 271).

“[poetics] privileges the individual voice or the small voice of a private 
group,[being] a restricted code of and for professionals.” (Sheppard, 2007, 232). 

“I want to see the larger logic or motivation that makes such acts of abstraction and 
recombination necessary and productive, on other terms that simply as a 
placeholder for producers of like objects seen as a ‘community’” (Watten, 287). 

“much more like the polemic that poetics can encompass” (Thurston, 3). 



Competing paradigms

“Watten’s critical argument starts with the ‘competing paradigms’ of 
American poetry in the 1950s, between the New Criticism of W.K. 
Wimsatt and the open field poetics of Charles Olson; between an 
emphasis on the poem as ‘concrete universal’ and the poem as a field 
of meaning refusing distinction between object and subject. Watten
reads this tension psychoanalytically in ways which are persuasive but 
need not detain us here” (Thurston, 1).







Problems with the ‘/’

Different landscapes balance matters

with the force of clear ideas

a blueprint of floor channels

empties music of its sound. 

Notice a trap made for oneself. 

Out of the constant

bright wounds circumscribe the work. 

You become another constant, unresolved

war of nerves on a separate planet.  

I was lusting for the stability of structure, in which a 
foreknowledge is absolute. ……That all energy and form 
would return to the mode of production out of which 
they emerge: that was the problem of culture for the 
newly educated Marxist. However decisive the poem 
might be, its agonistic excess placed at the crux of a 
decision that might have fateful consequences – it had 
been anticipated. (Watten, Barrett, 284-5).

• “[t]o be on both sides of the dyad is 
thus an impossibility, yet it is that 
impossibility which is compelling” 
(280). 

• “to escape the sclerotic Hegelianism 
I have complained of in 
contemporary accounts of the 
avant-garde” (284)

• “the materiality of language is 
never subsumable” (285)





A Natural History in three incomplete parts



Part 1





Part 3 – SINGULAR VERBS AND PLURAL 
SUBJECTS: “Method”

whiten sensa. mardy quiche

linneting

MANY FERN AFTER BRACKEN.

Juice of Knitbone.

Key of CUTBAG under Jammer Fan.

Plume Anther, Carline froze, fezza bark, slaggle

Took to chisel speak.

(Body of Work.p. 122).



“it’s a fallacy of our time that our ‘knowledge’ 
has us understand” (Colin Simms)?
• A theory and presentation of poetics which encourages entanglement 

and encounter.

• Open form poems that experiment with language and form whilst 
engaging with animals in a particular place.

• Literary criticism of Helen Macdonald, Colin Simms and Maggie O’ 
Sullivan that draws out their approaches toward Natural History.








