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                  Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee,


                  Whether the summer clothe the general earth


                  With greenness . . .

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  



  Preface


  This is a book about why poetry continues to matter as we enter a new millennium that will be ruled by technology. It is a book about modern Western mans alienation from
  nature. It is about the capacity of the writer to restore us to the earth which is our home.


  The argument begins from certain prose works  novels by Jane Austen and Thomas Hardy, the philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Mary Shelleys Frankenstein, the writings of
  the naturalist W. H. Hudson  but is then concentrated upon a group of early nineteenth-century English poets who meditated deeply on the complex relations between humankind, nature and
  society: William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, John Keats, Percy Bysshe Shelley, Lord Byron and John Clare. They are chief among those who have come to be called the Romantics.
  In the twentieth century some of their concerns were reawakened by a more geographically widespread array of writers. Among the small but powerfully representative selection discussed are the
  Americans Wallace Stevens and Elizabeth Bishop, the West Indian Edward Brathwaite, the Northumberlander Basil Bunting, the Australian Les Murray, the middle-Europeans Rainer Maria Rilke and Paul
  Celan, and the Anglo-Welsh Edward Thomas.


  In the first three chapters I establish some contexts. Why do we value literary works with rural settings? How can we reconcile culture and nature, two forces which
  are traditionally opposed to each other? What indeed do we mean by nature? How and why do we dream of living in unity with her? Then in the books middle chapters
  I ask with respect to a range of poems some of the questions which ecologists ask of biological organisms. How are they influenced by climate? In what kind of landscape do they flourish? What are
  their modes of creating shelter, their relations with other species?


  Human beings are not, however, like other species: there are spiritual, linguistic, historical, regional and national aspects to our senses of identity and belonging. In meditating on these in
  the closing two chapters, I have found myself drawn to the work of the German philosopher Martin Heidegger  but I have also felt the need to speak of that about which Heidegger remained
  notoriously silent.


  



  The poetry of earth is never dead . . .


  (John Keats)


  
    But there remains the song that names the earth.

  


  (Martin Heidegger)
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  Going, Going


  
    
      
        
          
            
              And that will be England gone,


              The shadows, the meadows, the lanes,


              The guildhalls, the carved choirs.


              Therell be books; it will linger on


              In galleries; but all that remains


              For us will be concrete and tyres.

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    (Philip Larkin, Going, Going)

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    AT THE END OF the twentieth century, the two most popular English writers of the nineteenth century were Jane Austen and
    Thomas Hardy. Year in, year out their books have gone on selling in paperback in quantities undreamed of by their modern-day successors. The agency which calculates the number of books borrowed
    from British libraries, for the purpose of paying the modest Public Lending Right fee to living authors, publishes a record of annual borrowings of dead authors: Austen and Hardy are consistently
    at or near the top. In the United States, Austens stock was massively inflated in the 1990s as the result of a series of highly successful film adaptations.

  


  What is the source of their enduring appeal? There is a cynical answer to this question, which could be summarized as frocks and smocks. Austen stands for a lost world of elegance, of
  empire-line dresses, of good manners, of ladylikeness and gentlemanliness in large and beautiful houses. Hardy, meanwhile, represents nostalgia for a simple, honest rustic way of life among
  hedgerows, haystacks and sturdy English oak trees. Together they stand for the imagined better life of both the higher and the lower classes in a world where there is no place for the motor car.
  They represent the spirit of Philip Larkins England of shadows, meadows and lanes that are gone.


  The cynic will say that nostalgia for the old southern shires is a cultural disease. If that is so, then the popularity of Austen and Hardy suggests that our culture is in the grip of an
  epidemic. Our longing for the imagined health of the past must be a sign of the sickness of the present.


  Jane Austen went to the small medieval cathedral city of Winchester to die. To get there now you drive through the deep scar  it feels like a wound upon the very earth  which the
  motorway has cut through the ancient chalk downland of Twyford. Stand on Hardys Egdon Heath and you will be deafened by the roar of low-flying Air Force jets, while far above the blue of the
  sky will be broken by the white ribbons of condensed water vapour in the exhaust gases of the Jumbos on their path into Heathrow  the visible remnant of the thousands of gallons of fossil
  fuel consumed by each flight. For Austens characters and for Hardys, a journey to the nearest town is an event, a trip to London an adventure. Now we can fly from London to New York
  in about the time it takes Hardys Jude to get to Oxford.


  Already, though, in Hardy the possibilities of mobility are being opened up by the advent of the railway. His novels document rural customs of great antiquity even as they represent a world
  standing on the brink of modernity. We usually read his novels in the text which he revised for the Wessex edition of 1912, just two years before the first international war of technologically
  engineered mass destruction. Born in 1840, the son and grandson of master stonemasons who performed in the band of the local parish church, Thomas Hardy died in 1928 with a knowledge of the
  automobile, the aeroplane, the gramophone record and the radio. We may take a measure of the changes through which he lived if we contemplate the difference between two kinds of inscription. First,
  think of the words chiselled with slow care on stone by a master mason, words on a gravestone, let us say, which only disappear through the inexorable but imperceptible erosion of time and weather
  in the passing of  a phrase from one of Hardys best poems  the years, the years. Then think of the values printed on a banknote in Weimar
  Germany or a stock market listing in Wall Street, 1929, inscriptions which lose their meaning almost before the ink is dry.


  Our instinct about Hardy is this: he values a world  for him vanishing, for us long vanished  in which people live in rhythm with nature. Presumably we value such a world
  because we are not entirely happy with our own modernity, with speed, with noise. We sense that there is something wrong about our comfortable insulation against the rhythms of the seasons,
  something alienating about the perpetual mediation of nature through the instruments of culture, whether radio and canned food, which Hardy lived to see, or television and genetically modified
  crops, which he would have had grave difficulty in imagining.


  On first reflection, the attraction of Jane Austen would seem to be very different, to be bound up with the rhythms not of nature but of a supremely poised culture. A battle between the country
  (customarily regarded as the sign of nature) and the city (the sign of civilization) has been fought almost since literature began. Austens anatomy of social relations and the high value
  which she places upon civility would seem to place her on the side of the city. But she is not. Like Hardy, she is suspicious of mobility and of the city. A lack of rootedness and a metropolitan
  brashness are associated with modernity and with corruption. The immoral Crawfords come from London to disrupt the harmony of Mansfield Park. The nouvelle riche Mrs Elton barges into the closed
  community of Highbury, bringing with her the smell of slave-port Bristol.


  This suggests that the association of Hardy with nature and Austen with culture is erroneous. The error is, I believe, bound up with the changing meanings of the word
  culture. The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary offers seven different definitions of culture as a noun, dividing them into two semantic categories. The
  earliest meaning of culture, which endured from the middle English period to the end of the eighteenth century, was a cultivated field or piece of land. In late middle
  English, the primary sense shifted from cultivated land itself to the action of cultivation: the word referred to tillage, the working over of the soil. In the early seventeenth century, it was
  extended to other forms of farming: one could speak of the cultivation not only of crops, but also of fish, oysters and bees, even of silk. The only remnant of this range of
  meanings associated with organic growth is the scientific sense, emerging in the late nineteenth century, which refers to the action which causes bacteria or tissue to grow in a prepared medium, as
  when one speaks of a cancer culture. The words path from common currency in the context of agricultural subsistence to technical usage in biological research is itself a little allegory of
  the march to modernity.


  The second range of meanings goes back to the early sixteenth century. It was originally figurative: as the soil is improved and made productive by tillage, so the mind and manners may be
  improved by education and training. The word is thus removed from the earth and linked to the advance of society. It is, if you will, removed from the country to the city  cultivation comes
  to mean civility, a word which has its root in the Latin civilis, meaning of, or pertaining to, the city. William Shakespeare and his wife came from rural families who
  cultivated the land, whereas he himself underwent the cultivation of a grammar school education and moved to London, where he became a professional anatomist of mind and manners.


  From Shakespeares time to Jane Austens, the old and the new senses of culture existed side by side. But in the nineteenth century, with the diminution of the
  proportion of the population involved in tillage and the rapid growth of industrialization and urbanization, the old sense died and the new one was further developed. Early in the century, the word
  was applied to the aesthetic sphere: it came to mean refinement of mind, tastes, and manners; artistic and intellectual development; the artistic and intellectual side of
  civilization. It is in this sense that we speak of Shakespeare, Jane Austen and Hardy as part of our cultural inheritance. Then in the mid-century the word was given an
  anthropological spin: A particular form, stage, or type of intellectual development or civilization in a society; a society or group characterized by its distinctive customs, achievements,
  products, outlook. As Darwin and his successors developed the sciences of evolution and ecology, so there emerged a parallel science which studied the variations and the development of human
  social behaviour; it is in this sense that we speak of cultural relativism. By the end of the nineteenth century, a sociological variant was emerging, whereby one
  might speak not only of, say, Mayan culture but also of working-class culture and, later, of the arts and the sciences as two cultures.


  The key development for our purposes was the association of refinement of mind, tastes, and manners with the artistic and intellectual side of civilization. For it
  was here that a division between culture and nature was made explicit. Consider the Shorter Oxford Dictionarys two exemplary quotations for this sense: The great men of
  culture (Matthew Arnold, inspector of schools) and Of what use is culture to a labourer (Manny Shinwell, Socialist politician from the East End of London). Originally
  culture was the work done by a labourer in the fields, whereas for Arnold and his successors culture is intellectual, even spiritual, work which serves the moral needs of a
  society and is set in opposition to the very idea of physical labour.


  In Jane Austen, however, this division has not yet been opened up. Here is Emma Woodhouse, surveying the view from the grounds of Donwell Abbey, the home of George Knightley:


  
    
      
        The considerable slope, at nearly the foot of which the Abbey stood, gradually acquired a steeper form beyond its grounds; and at half a mile distant was a bank of
        considerable abruptness and grandeur, well clothed with wood;  and at the bottom of this bank, favourably placed and sheltered, rose the Abbey-Mill Farm, with meadows in front, and the
        river making a close and handsome curve around it.


        It was a sweet view  sweet to the eye and the mind. English verdure, English culture, English comfort, seen under a sun bright, without being oppressive.

      

    

  


  The knightly Mr Knightley takes his Christian name, George, from Englands patron saint. He embodies a value-structure which remains profoundly Christian, but which has
  shifted from pious observance to secular virtue. His house is on the site of a former abbey. A place that was once consecrated to the spiritual good life, to the vertical relationship between
  humankind and God, it is now consecrated to the social good life: it has become an emblem of productive and harmonious rural being. Instead of being drawn upward to the
  heavens, the eye looks out horizontally to the well-ordered environment.


  The abbey occupies a safe middle ground, below a hill and above a river. It is surrounded by mature woodland that signifies Knightleys willingness to take the long view of profit 
  potential timber is an investment for future generations. The farm is below the abbey in the landscape, as the gentleman farmer Robert Martin is below Mr Knightley in the social order, but it is
  protected by its environment, as the interests of Martin are cared for by Knightley. The weather  a sun bright, without being oppressive  is made one with the social
  structure. Here Austen is inheritor of a long tradition of European thought which associated a temperate climate with a liberal society and excessive heat with oriental despotism.


  English verdure, English culture, English comfort are thus embedded in a particular landscape. What Austen regards as authentic national identity is derived not from a set of
  political institutions based in London  monarchy, parliament and so forth  but from the harmonious play, suggested by the verbal euphony, of verdure and
  culture. Verdure is natural greenness, the product of Englands wet weather, while culture is intended to imply the mixed farmland of traditional English farming
  methods. The presence of meadows is crucial here. Meadow is grassland mown for hay, which serves as winter feed for cattle. It is the supreme example of culture working together with
  nature: the grass grows naturally (it is not sown in the manner of arable crops), but it needs to be maintained artificially (if not mown, it would revert to wildwood). Larkin wrote Going,
  Going, a poem commissioned by the Department of the Environment, in 1972. He was prescient about the loss of Englands flower-rich hay meadows: since the Second World War, no less than
  ninety-seven per cent of their acreage has gone. England no longer offers many sweet views of the chequered fields that are characteristic of mixed farmland. Instead, most of the
  country is now covered by vast unbroken tracts of intensive cereal crop and a monoculture of artificially fertilized perennial ryegrass. As for winter feed, the consequence of replacing hay with a
  compound including ground-down animal carcasses has been BSE, or mad cow disease.


  For Austen, then, culture is located in a landscape and a mode of agriculture, not merely in manners and aesthetics. Her ideal England is one in which social relations and the
  aesthetic sense  that sweetness to the eye and the mind  are a function of environmental belonging. But she is also acutely aware of change. William Cobbett, the son of a farm
  labourer, was born in 1763 in Farnham, Hampshire; Jane Austen, the daughter of a village clergyman, was born two years later in Steventon, in the same county. Chawton, where she wrote her mature
  novels, is just ten miles from Farnham. Raymond Williams noted this proximity in his classic study, The Country and the City. He then quoted a famous passage from Rural Rides, in
  which Cobbett distinguished between


  
    
      
        a resident native gentry, attached to the soil, known to every farmer and labourer from their childhood, frequently mixing with them in those pursuits where all
        artificial distinctions are lost, practising hospitality without ceremony, from habit and not on calculation; and a gentry, only now-and-then residing at all, having no relish for
        country-delights, foreign in their manners, distant and haughty in their behaviour, looking to the soil only for its rents, viewing it as a mere object of speculation, unacquainted with its
        cultivators, despising them and their pursuits, and relying, for influence, not upon the good will of the vicinage, but upon the dread of their power.

      

    

  


  Attitudes to the soil and to those who work the soil are seen by Cobbett to be implicit in one another. He believes that both the community and the earth are served better by stay-at-home Tory
  paternalists than by mobile Whig arrivistes. Jane Austen explores exactly the same distinction between good stewardship and absenteeism, though by example and not by polemic. And she is more
  discriminating in her judgements: whereas Cobbett flails indiscriminately at all the representatives of new money  financial speculators, nabobs and negro-drivers, generals and admirals
   Austen is doubtful about some (Sir Thomas Bertram, the bad father who has bought Mansfield Park on the proceeds of his sugar plantations in Antigua) but robustly
  defensive of others (Admiral Croft, the good husband who in Persuasion rents Kellynch Hall on the proceeds of his successes during the Napoleonic Wars). Knightley is her prime example of the
  resident native gentry, attached to the soil. Henry Crawford in Mansfield Park is the very image of the second kind of landowner. He has no relish for his Norfolk
  estate, where in his absence worthy tenants have nearly been evicted as a result of the underhand dealing of his agent. In a crucial passage Fanny Price makes him choose between returning there or
  going to London; he opts for London, a road which leads to elopement with Maria and the loss of Fanny.


  
    *

  


  Sense and Sensibility begins with a higher-level eviction. The novel opens as follows:


  
    
      
        The family of Dashwood had been long settled in Sussex. Their estate was large, and their residence was at Norland Park, in the centre of their property, where, for many
        generations, they had lived in so respectable a manner, as to engage the general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance.

      

    

  


  This is Cobbetts resident native gentry, long settled through the generations. Respect emanates from the central point of the great house in an environing circle that embraces the
  community and the soil. But a complex set of testamentary provisions forces the surviving Dashwood women away from their patrimonial home and into rented accommodation in the West Country. The
  estate falls into the hands of Mr John Dashwood, who has only ever made occasional visits to Norland and has no feeling for the place. Having expelled his stepmother and half-sisters, he rides
  roughshod over the bond of reciprocal responsibility he owes to the local commoners and small farmers. He encloses and he engrosses:


  
    
      
        The inclosure of Norland Common, now carrying on, is a most serious drain. And then I have made a little purchase within this half year; East Kingham Farm, you must
        remember the place, where old Gibson used to live. The land was so very desirable for me in every respect, so immediately adjoining my own property, that I felt it my
        duty to buy it. I could not have answered it to my conscience to let it fall into any other hands.

      

    

  


  (Gibson of East Kingham Farm would, like Robert Martin of Abbey-Mill Farm, have been a yeoman, or gentleman farmer with a freehold on a small parcel of land.) The old Dashwood
  family knew their obligations to the place; that general good opinion of their surrounding acquaintance would have been earned by the performance of duties to tenants and neighbours.
  Austen turns her ironic glare on John by means of the twist on duty and conscience: it can only be hypocrisy for him to use such words, since he has failed in his duty
  even to his own family and has shown scant conscience as his wife has talked him out of leaving them a reasonable annuity. When he turns his attention to the land, the language of harmonious
  reciprocation is again replaced by that of greedy appropriation.


  Lack of respect for neighbours is accompanied by lack of attachment to the soil. On the next page we learn that a greenhouse is to be built upon the knoll behind the house:


  
    
      
        The old walnut trees are all come down to make room for it. It will be a very fine object from many parts of the park, and the flower-garden will slope down just before
        it, and be exceedingly pretty. We have cleared away all the old thorns that grew in patches over the brow.

      

    

  


  Old English trees are felled to make way for the exotic plants of the hothouse. The history of the greenhouse is bound up with that of empire. Originally nothing more
  than a room or building to keep oranges and other tender greens (hence the name) over the winter, with provision for a small stove or even an open fire to keep the keenest frosts at
  bay, the greenhouse developed into a much more elaborate and heat-efficient structure during the last two decades of the seventeenth century as a result of the increased cultivation of
  exotic plants brought back from the empire in the East and West Indies. Austens youth, a century later, was the heyday of the imported exotic, as may be seen from a
  passage in her favourite poem, William Cowpers The Task:


  
    
      
        
          
            Who loves a garden, loves a greenhouse too.

          

        


        Unconscious of a less propitious clime


        There blooms exotic beauty, warm and snug,


        While the winds whistle and the snows descend.


        The spiry myrtle with unwithring leaf


        Shines there and flourishes. The golden boast


        Of Portugal and Western India there,


        The ruddier orange and the paler lime,


        Peep through their polishd foliage at the storm,


        And seem to smile at what they need not fear.


        Th amomum there with intermingling flowrs


        And cherries hangs her twigs. Geranium boasts


        Her crimson honours, and the spangled beau,


        Ficiodes, glitters bright all winter long.


        All plants, of evry leaf, that can endure


        The winters frown if screend from his shrewd bite,


        Live there and prosper. Those Ausonia claims,


        Levantine regions these; th Azores send


        Their jessamine; her jessamine remote


        Caffraria: foreigners from many lands,


        They form one social shade, as if convened


        By magic summons of th Orphean lyre.

      

    

  


  For Cowper, the greenhouse provides the opportunity to display the trophies of empire; he regards it as his role as poet  wielder of the Orphean lyre  to celebrate
  a shared exoticism of place-names and plant-names.


  The hothouse flowers and trees of The Task tend to have smoothly polished surfaces, a veneer analogous to that social slickness which characterizes the morally dubious newcomers to
  Austens communities. That geranium boasting its crimson honours and the spangled beau ficiodes are horticultural equivalents of the red-coated seducer Wickham in Pride and
  Prejudice. To judge therefore from the activities of Mr John Dashwood, in the matter of greenhouses Jane Austen for once did not share the sensibility of her admired Cowper. Her allegiance was
  to the rough old walnut tree, a species originally imported by the Romans but so fully naturalized as to be classed in Austens time as native rather than exotic.


  Though Cowper and Austen differ over the greenhouse, they share a scepticism about the principal improving activity of the new landowners of the late eighteenth century: the work
  of landscape gardening. Later in book three of The Task, Cowper attacks Capability Brown for altering houses and landscapes that had for generations been integrated with their
  local environment. Brown is presented as a dangerous magician who subverts the course of nature: The lake in front becomes a lawn, / Woods vanish, hills subside, and valleys rise. The
  employment of his arts is seen as characteristic of new money and the loss of the old order in which Mansions once / Knew their own masters, and laborious hands / That had survived the
  father, served the son. Improvement goes hand in hand with the selling of old woodland and with short-term commercialism: Estates are landscaped, gazed upon awhile, / Then advertised,
  and auctioneerd away.


  Instead of having a responsible, nurturing relationship to the soil, the improver has a purely aesthetic one. He regards his estate as a pleasure-garden rather than as land which needs to be
  managed with care and consideration. John Dashwood clears the old thorn patches simply in order to improve the view. In so doing, he erases one of the enduring links between English culture and
  English nature, for the hawthorn was


  
    
      
        the ancestor of the Maypole, the source of May Day garlands and the decorations of Jacks-in-the-Green and Green Georges, and one of the models for the foliage which
        wreathes the faces of Green Men carved in churches and inns. . . . Isolated hawthorns [have traditionally been] treated with respect, too, and though often little more than bushes, are the
        most frequent trees mentioned in Anglo-Saxon boundary charters. The thorn is also the tree after which the Anglo-Saxon runic letter  is named.

      

    

  


  Where hawthorn summons up a whole folk-history and a communal way of life, improvement bespeaks the tyranny of the nouveau riche landowners eye. Landscaping is, then, a
  symptom of the growing division between the aesthetic and the agricultural senses of the word culture.


  Elinor is thankful that Marianne is not present to hear of the clearing of the thorns and the felling of the walnuts. Had the younger sister of tender sensibilities been there, she would no
  doubt have quoted Cowper, as Fanny Price does upon hearing that an avenue of trees must come down in the name of Mr Rushworths improvement of his estate, a result of his faddish obsession
  with the landscape designs of Humphrey Repton:


  
    
      
        Cut down an avenue! What a pity! Does it not make you think of Cowper? Ye fallen avenues, once more I mourn your fate unmerited. 

      

    

  


  Fannys quotation is from a passage in book one of The Task concerning Sir John Throckmortons enclosure and improvement of his estate at Weston Underwood, near Cowpers
  village of Olney. The Poplar-Field, one of Cowpers best-known lyrics (The poplars are felled; farewell to the shade, / And the whispering sound of the cool
  colonnade!), was a further lament occasioned by the gentleman improvers changes to his local environment. Fannys instinctive reaction to landscape improvement is
  sympathy for the felled tree expressed through an apposite line of poetry. Austen wishes us to register it as a mark of her heroines sensitivity that she should regard the figure of the poet
  as the spokesman for nature.


  In making these connections, Austen comes closer to the sensibility of Romanticism than we usually allow her to be. Her more sensitive heroines read Cowper rather than Wordsworth, but they would
  be broadly in sympathy with the argument of the preface to Lyrical Ballads that the poet has a special bond with rustic life because it is in the country that the essential passions of the
  heart find a better soil and in the rural condition that the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature. William Blake said that
  the tree which moves some to tears of joy is to others nothing but a green thing that gets in the way. Poets and Jane Austen heroines are alike in being troubled by the moment when an ancient tree
  ceases to be permanent, when it is uprooted not because it is diseased but because it gets in the way.


  Jane Austen was writing about rooted (I use the word advisedly) communities during the period when Wordsworth, following in the footsteps of Cowper, was arguing that the increasing accumulation
  of men in cities was a cause of what we now call the alienation of the human spirit. In the next few generations, the Victorians had a proud sense of their own progress,
  but they also worried profoundly about their loss of place. No writer had a deeper sense of that loss than Thomas Hardy.


  
    *

  


  When Hardy gathered together his works in 1896, he grouped the most celebrated of them together under the rubric Novels of Character and Environment. I have
  suggested that Jane Austen was also interested in the influence of environment on character, but, interestingly, the word was barely available to her. Environment does
  not appear in Dr Johnsons dictionary. The modern meaning of the word emerges in the course of the nineteenth century, in parallel contexts of social and biological analysis: The set
  of circumstances or conditions, especially physical conditions, in which a person or community lives, works, develops, or a thing exists or operates; the external conditions affecting the life of a
  plant or animal. The Oxford English Dictionarys earliest example of the word in the context of physical or geographical setting is Thomas Carlyle writing in 1830 of the
  picturesque environment around Bayreuth (I will argue in a later chapter that the emergence of the term picturesque was crucial to the whole question of the growth of
  environmental consciousness).


  I suspect that the word environment began to be applied to social contexts exactly because of the feeling of the alienation of city-dwelling which was identified by Wordsworth and
  others. That is to say, prior to the nineteenth century there was no need for a word to describe the influence of physical conditions on persons and communities because it was self-evident that
  personal and communal identity were intimately related to physical setting. The influence of, for instance, the climate and the soil was taken for granted. But from the late eighteenth century
  onwards, there was an increasing awareness of industrys tendency to alter the quality of our surroundings, even to affect the air we breathe. In several passages of
  The Task, Cowper noted with alarm the effects of smoke on the health of city-dwellers. The most often quoted line of The Task, God made the country, and man made the
  town, is famously false  historians of the countryside have demonstrated that, especially in a crowded island such as Britain, most rural landscapes (felled, planted and ploughed) are
  influenced by the hand of man every bit as much as all urban ones  but Cowper nevertheless registers an enduring intuition that the country offers a natural environment, the town an
  artificial one. The word environment emerges as a sign of that difference.


  The Reverend T. R. Malthuss Essay on the Principle of Population, which appeared in its first edition in 1798, the same year as the first edition of Wordsworth and
  Coleridges Lyrical Ballads, was among the first works to predict environmental catastrophe. Malthuss infamous argument was that population grows geometrically, but the means of
  subsistence arithmetically, so some form of social engineering is required in order to forestall mass starvation. Independently, Charles Darwin and Alfred Wallace each read Malthus and came to the
  conclusion that his principle held the key to evolution: natural selection operates through a species fitness to its environment. By the end of the nineteenth century, this biological
  principle had filtered back into the Malthusian realm of human society by way of the Social Darwinism which sought to naturalize rampant capitalism on the grounds of  Herbert
  Spencers variant on natural selection  the survival of the fittest.


  It is in this context that we must understand Hardys conception of Character and Environment. Where Social Darwinism was a gospel of change and the new, Hardy  who
  acknowledged Darwin, Thomas Huxley and Herbert Spencer as three of the thinkers who had most influenced him  found true fitness in stability and the old. He placed mobile new men and
  advanced ideas in opposition to rooted types and traditional ways. The irreconcilable clash between the forces of tradition and of innovation is at the core of his tragic vision. The opposition
  between Giles Winterbourne and Edred Fitzpiers in The Woodlanders, published in 1887, provides a perfect example.


  The novel begins with the image of an old coach-road cutting a line from Bristol to the south coast, skirting extensive woodlands interspersed with apple orchards. The immediate suggestion is of
  a mixed rural economy  timber and fruit-growing  linked by the artery of the road to a city that is strongly associated with trade. Hardy frequently figures the landscape as a human
  body. Here the face of the country has been changed by the road, but the process has been slow, the balance between dwelling and trading thus remaining relatively stable. But the road is now
  forsaken: in place of an economy of local connections between country and town, the railway has brought national and potentially international forms of commerce which have no need to respect
  geographical particularity.


  The contest between the old and the new is dramatized in the traditional form of a love-triangle. Grace Melbury, the daughter of a prosperous timber merchant, belongs to the locality, but has
  been educated abroad. She is flexible: she will either be drawn back down to her roots or aspire upward towards social improvement and mobility. She is first seen returning from her
  finishing school, wearing a pair of new gloves which insulate her hands from the soil. She is met by her childhood sweetheart, Giles Winterbourne, who  to her embarrassment as
  a newly made lady  is standing in the middle of the market place holding a ten-foot high apple tree, a specimen of his produce which brings the suggestion of orchards
  into the heart of the town. A green man in a green shade, he is a woodlander in the most literal sense.


  As Giles drives Grace home in his gig, her mental distance from her native environment becomes apparent:


  
    
      
        They had a good crop of bitter-sweets; they couldnt grind them all. He nodded towards an orchard where some heaps of apples had been left lying ever since the
        ingathering.


        She said Yes, but looking at another orchard.


        Why, you are looking at John-apple trees! You know bitter-sweets  you used to well enough?


        I am afraid I have forgotten, and it is getting too dark to distinguish.


        Winterbourne did not continue. It seemed as if the knowledge and interests which had formerly moved Graces mind had quite died away from her.

      

    

  


  She has lost that intimate awareness of the particularities of her immediate surroundings which Hardy describes in a crucial phrase later in the chapter as local
  knowledge.


  Winterbournes perception of the world is shaped by the local environment, whereas Grace is at this moment remembering a much contrasting scene: a broad lawn in the fashionable
  suburb of a fast city, the evergreen leaves shining in the evening sun. Suburbia is a new kind of living space, a simulacrum of the quiet country within the bounds of the fast
  city, where manicured lawns and imported ornamental evergreens stand in for meadows and productive native broadleaf woodland. The suburbanization of Graces sensibility enacts the
  nineteenth-century change in the meaning of the word culture:


  
    
      
        It was true; cultivation had so far advanced in the soil of Miss Melburys mind as to lead her to talk of anything save of that she knew well, and had the greatest
        interest in developing: herself. She had fallen from the good old Hintock ways.

      

    

  


  The association of cultivation with the metaphorical soil of the mind obliterates the old root of the word in the literal earth. The move from the state of nature to that of
  civility is likened to the fall of man.


  The good old Hintock ways are intended to be evocative of communal obligations rooted in locality. Grace abnegates these in the name of a modish self-cultivation which denies the
  true self. She has developed the capacity to imagine herself in a place other than the one where she is. A few pages later we hear of Edred Fitzpiers, who embodies scientific progress as opposed to
  local knowledge. Grace sees a strange light in the night, caused by his scientific experiments. According to old Grammer Oliver, Fitzpiers believes that Everything is Nothing, that
  Theres only Me and Not Me in the whole world. He is a disciple of the transcendental philosophy  originated by Kant, schematized by Fichte 
  which thinks not of a symbiosis between human community and natural environment, but of two opposing realms, interior and exterior, mind and world, self and not-self. Graces commitment to
  imagination as opposed to observation, and to a fashionable other world as opposed to a native community, mark her out as an embryonic transcendentalist bound for the arms of Fitzpiers.


  Whereas Hardy brings Giles and Grace together beneath a tree, he has Fitzpiers first spy the girl from a distance through an eyeglass. The doctor is an outsider who always looks to mediate
  nature through technology. For the very reason that he has no commitment to environment, that he rejects local knowledge in the name of the Germanic metaphysic which prefers the ideal to the real,
  Fitzpiers does not belong among the woodlanders. He is like a tropical plant in a hedgerow, a nucleus of advanced ideas and practices which had nothing in common with the life around.
  The alchemist-surgeon is concerned only with the future, not the past; he exists in an ironic relation to his own origin as a member of an ancient local family whose name is linked to
  the most traditional of English trees: the Fitzpierses of Oakbury-Fitzpiers. The character to whom the name of Oak should belong, for he is the equivalent of Gabriel in Far from the Madding
  Crowd, is of course Giles:


  
    
      
        He had a marvellous power of making trees grow. Although he would seem to shovel in the earth quite carelessly there was a sort of sympathy between himself and the fir,
        oak, or beech that he was operating on; so that the roots took hold of the soil in a few days.

      

    

  


  At the end of the novel, it is Marty South, not Grace Melbury, who stands over the dead woodmans grave and possesses his memory because she is the only one who had
  approximated to Winterbournes level of intelligent intercourse with Nature. The spirits of Giles and Marty ultimately belong together because they have planted, coppiced and felled
  together, they have shared the language of the wood, the tongue of the trees and fruits and flowers themselves.


  Giles represents the acceptance of limits. His thoughts are coterminous with the margin of the Hintock woodlands. Fitzpiers, on the other hand, is bored
  because the place has no presence to him. Because he is a professional man who has dropped down into the rural place by mere accident, he has no sense of the embeddedness of a
  communitys history in its environment. Without this sense, he is told upon by loneliness. Those who truly dwell in the place are never lonely because they are attuned to collective memory,
  to old association  an almost exhaustive biographical or historical acquaintance with every object, animate and inanimate, within the observers horizon. For Hardy, to
  belong in a place means to know its history, to


  
    
      
        know all about those invisible ones of the days gone by, whose feet have traversed the fields which look so grey from his windows; recall whose creaking plough has turned
        those sods from time to time; whose hands planted the trees that form a crest to the opposite hill; whose horses and hounds have torn through that underwood; what birds affect that particular
        brake; what bygone domestic dramas of love, jealousy, revenge, or disappointment have been enacted in the cottages, the mansion, the street or on the green. The spot may have beauty,
        grandeur, salubrity, convenience; but if it lacks memories it will ultimately pall upon him who settles there without opportunity of intercourse with his kind.

      

    

  


  For the old woodlanders, there is no division between human intercourse and local environment. The presence of memory means that the countryside is inhabited rather than viewed
  aesthetically. The condition of the modern man, with his mobility and his displaced knowledge, is never to be able to share this sense of belonging. He will always be an outsider; his return to
  nature will always be partial, touristic and semi-detached. Fitzpiers is never without his eyeglass; he peers fitfully at his environment instead of dwelling steadily within it.


  Graces tragedy is that her realization that she wishes to be a native who returns comes too late. At the pivotal point of the novel  the end of chapter twenty-eight  the
  motions of the plot are dramatized in the landscape. Fitzpiers disappears on the high ground as he rides away in the direction of his mistress, and in the next instant Giles
  arise[s] out of the earth below, looking and smelling like Autumns very brother,


  
    
      
        his face being sunburnt to wheat-colour, his eyes blue as corn-flowers, his sleeves and leggings dyed with fruit-stains, his hands clammy with the sweet juice of apples,
        his hat sprinkled with pips, and everywhere about him that atmosphere of cider which at its first return each season has such an indescribable fascination for those who have been born and
        bred among the orchards.

      

    

  


  The man beneath the apple-tree is now covered with the signs of his trade. We could almost say that he has become cider and that Grace is drawn to drink him in:


  
    
      
        Her heart rose from its late sadness like a released bough; her senses revelled in the sudden lapse back to Nature unadorned. The consciousness of having to be genteel
        because of her husbands profession, the veneer of artificiality which she had acquired at the fashionable schools, were thrown off, and she became the crude country girl of her latent
        early instincts.

      

    

  


  In a moment which vividly anticipates D. H. Lawrence, Grace revolts against social law and in her passionate desire for primitive life her face seems to welcome
  Giles, who reaches out and gently caresses the flower she is wearing between her breasts. But where in Lawrence this would herald the beginning of a passionately earthy illicit affair in the manner
  of Lady Chatterley and Mellors, in The Woodlanders the force of the social law is such that Giles and Grace manage no more than a single kiss. It is essential to Hardys honesty as a
  writer that he recognizes that once we have left our native home and been educated into gentility, we can never return, save in the brief moment of blind passion, to the world of latent early
  instinct.


  In this sequence, the new sense of the word culture has fully taken over from the old. The apple-spattered Giles represents Nature unadorned, whilst Graces education into
  fashionable society represents a modern culture which is seen at an extreme of anti-Nature in Fitzpiers  with his eyeglass, his microscope, his chemistry apparatus, his
  phrenological studies, his use of the railway and his German idealist philosophy which sets the interior life of the mind above the day-to-day motions of the seasons and the
  body.


  As a professional man of letters, Hardy himself could not help being a representative of that same modern culture. Unlike his father, he was not a stone-mason making music in the village church.
  First an architect who went west to find work (where he found a wife as well), then a writer drawn to the London world of publishing houses and high culture, he physically returned to his native
  Dorset but lived a life of the mind and the word that was always elsewhere. He built a grand townhouse in Dorchester, not a humble hut in the woods, like that of Henry David Thoreau in Walden. His
  study is a dark indoor place a world away from the light and space of his imagined Egdon Heath.


  Giles Winterbourne surrounded by the atmosphere of cider, his eyes blue as cornflowers, is an image of man as part of nature. Thomas Hardy, inventing Giles Winterbourne in his imagination, is a
  man apart from nature. Winterbourne is at one with the song of the earth, yet he is rendered in language, by means of the skilled control of rhythm and rhetoric, arts that are of culture not
  nature. As readers of Thomas Hardy, we are inevitably closer to the position of the writer than that of the cider-maker. We are more Fitzpiers than Winterbourne. We do not know cider. In our
  imagination, it is a powerful sign of lost nature  it conjures up an orchard in southern England, a pub in which locally produced scrumpy is served from ancient casks once
  turned by a local cooper, a boys sexual initiation under a hay-wagon at harvest time (the nostalgia-fest of Laurie Lees Cider with Rosie)  but in our reality cider is
  the smell on the breath of the homeless in concreted city shopping precincts. We read The Woodlanders to remind ourselves of the world we think we have lost, but the fact that we are reading
  it at all is a symptom of the very loss.


  In the early 1930s, the years immediately after Hardys death, the young Cambridge literary critic F. R. Leavis and his schoolmaster friend Denys Thompson became obsessed with The
  Wheelwrights Shop and Change in the Village, two books by George Sturt which documented the decline of the old village crafts, the old way of life based on what Hardy had
  called local knowledge. Leavis and Thompson were fired into the publication of a jeremiad in the form of a textbook for English students in schools, entitled
  Culture and Environment. They vented their spleen upon the whole apparatus of modernity: advertising, mass production, standardization, levelling-down and, above all,
  suburbanism. Sturt had convinced them that we have lost the organic community with the living culture it embodied. They argued that it was the mission of a literary
  education to fill the gap left by that loss:


  
    
      
        Many teachers of English who have become interested in the possibilities of training taste and sensibility must have been troubled by accompanying doubts. What effect can
        such training have against the multitudinous counter-influences  films, newspapers, advertising  indeed, the whole world outside the class-room? Yet the very conditions that
        make literary education look so desperate are those which make it more important than ever before; for in a world of this kind  and a world that changes so rapidly  it is on
        literary tradition that the office of maintaining continuity must rest.

      

    

  


  Organicism, tradition, continuity: these are the conservative values which were so eloquently expounded by Edmund Burke in that archetypal jeremiad against modernity, the
  Reflections on the Revolution in France, published in 1790. If modernity is defined by improvement, by the project of social engineering and the march of culture away from
  nature, then the apologist for the supposed naturalness of the old ways must speak the language of heritage and of conservation. The Larkin who anatomized the vulgarity of the masses and longed for
  the dying England of guildhalls and carved choirs was, notoriously, deeply Conservative in his politics.


  In Culture and Environment Leavis and Thompson also quoted a key passage from D. H. Lawrence on the ugliness of the suburbanized environment and the process whereby The industrial
  England blots out the agricultural England. One meaning blots out another. The new England blots out the old England. And the continuity is not organic, but mechanical. Lawrences
  resistance to industrial modernity, his search for something primitive, strong and organic, led him in some troubling directions. His novel Kangaroo, published in 1923,
  took a robust interest in an Australian fascist leader who preached the return to nature. Lawrences lifelong wandering in rebellion against the new England eventually led him
  to the far south-west of the United States. He ended his life in New Mexico, where the values of the old frontier still endured. By the end of the twentieth century, this same American West had
  become the home of both radical environmentalists fighting to protect the receding wilderness at any cost and that anti-modern, anti-culture, anti-centralizing fringe of survivalists whose atavism
  was epitomized by the bombing of the Federal Building in Oklahoma City.


  As for F. R. Leavis and Denys Thompson in 1933, they only had to look across to Germany to see the politics of organicism in action  back to the land and out with the Jews. Being good
  liberals in the tradition of Matthew Arnold, they would have been horrified at any imputation of continuity between their values and those of Nazism, but the synchronicity should not go unnoticed.
  Indeed, it gives us the opportunity to ponder a choice.


  Let us assume that the desire to live closer to nature, whether in the wilds of the American West or the gentler green world of Austen and Hardy, is an instinct that is in us for a reason. Let
  us suppose that it is a mechanism of admonition, that it serves to make us pause, as Larkin pauses in the third stanza of Going, Going:


  
    
      
        Things are tougher than we are, just


        As earth will always respond


        However we mess it about;


        Chuck filth in the sea, if you must:


        The tides will be clean beyond.


         But what do I feel now? Doubt?

      

    

  


  The choice, then, is as to what we do with our doubt about the capacity of the earth to go on sustaining all we throw at it, our fears about diminishing resources and increasing
  pollution, our nostalgia for Hardys good old Hintock ways  which is in part nostalgia for our own past (Larkin recognizes that it may be merely age he is
  feeling). Do we hitch our sense of crisis directly to the bandwagon of an atavistic politics? Or do we, in the words of Raymond Williams, begin by acknowledging that
  recognition of the crisis, and almost all possible ways of resolving it, are functions of consciousness? The choice of those who make a commitment to writing and reading must be the latter.
  The question of consciousness comes first; the political consequences which may flow from a different kind of consciousness should not be anticipated too readily. D. H. Lawrence was over-hasty in
  this respect.


  For Leavis and Thompson the function of a literary education was to develop critical awareness, to resist the blandishments of the mass media shouting their breathless praise of
  progress and of everything shiny and new. The business of literature is to work upon consciousness. The practical consequences of that work  social, environmental, political in
  the broadest sense  cannot be controlled or predicted. They will be surprising, haphazard, indirect, long-term. William Wordsworth could not have known that one effect of his writing on the
  consciousness of later readers would have been the establishment of a network of National Parks, first in the United States and then in Britain.


  My aim in this opening chapter has not been to advocate a return to the values of Jane Austens English gentry or to propose that we should renounce our metropolitan modernity and
  become cider-makers. I am interested in the way in which an imaginative entry into the fictive worlds of Austens Donwell and Hardys Wessex  places which have some kind of
  historical origin, but which are ultimately quasi-mythic  may serve as an analogy for the human capacity, in Thoreaus phrase with regard to his time in Walden woods, to live
  deliberately. To live, that is to say, with thoughtfulness and with an attentiveness, an attunement to both words and the world, and so to acknowledge that, although we make sense of things
  by way of words, we do not live apart from the world. For culture and environment are held together in a complex and delicate web.


  



  2


  The State of Nature


  
    
      
        
          
            
              With painful nostalgia we yearn to return as soon as we have begun to experience the pressure of civilisation and hear in the remote lands of art our mother
              Natures tender voice.

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  (Friedrich Schiller, On Nave and Sentimental Poetry)

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    AT THE BEGINNING OF the third millennium of the Christian era, the state of nature is parlous. The litany of present and impending catastrophes is all
    too familiar. Carbon dioxide produced by the burning of fossil fuels is trapping the heat of the sun, causing the planet to become warmer. Glaciers and permafrost are melting, sea levels rising,
    rainfall patterns changing, winds growing stronger. Meanwhile, the oceans are overfished, deserts are spreading, forests shrinking, fresh water becoming scarcer. The diversity of species upon the
    planet is diminishing. We live in a world of toxic waste, acid rain and endocrine disrupters  chemicals which interfere with the functioning of sex hormones, causing male fish and birds to
    change sex. The urban air carries a cocktail of pollutants: nitrogen dioxide, sulphur dioxide, benzene, carbon monoxide and more. In intensively farmed economies, the topsoil is so eroded that
    the growth of cereal crops is entirely dependent on artificial fertilizers. The feeding of dead poultry to living cattle has bequeathed us bovine spongiform encephalopathy (mad cow
    disease), which causes the collapse of the central nervous system and is transmissible to humans.

  


  We are bound to ask again the old question, but in changed circumstances: where did we begin to go wrong? With pesticides and post-war factory farming? With the advent of the
  automobile? With consumerism, capitalism and the extinction of the organic community? With the industrial revolution and mass production? But where in history do
  we fix the origin of these latter phenomena? Economic historians seem to spend most of their time changing the dates of the industrial and agricultural revolutions, or arguing that they never
  really happened.


  For Philip Larkin in the 1970s, rural England was vanishing under concrete and tyres. But if Leavis and Thompson were right about the organic community having disappeared by the
  1930s, one would have thought that by the 1970s the meadows and lanes would have been not Going, Going but long Gone. And wasnt Hardy gauging the same loss of the old ways in
  The Woodlanders in the 1880s? What about Cobbett in the time of Jane Austen, fulminating about the rise of the new rentier class with their exploitative relationship to the environment? But
  then Oliver Goldsmith in his Deserted Village of 1770 was blaming modern consumerism for the desolation of the land.


  Raymond Williams reflects on exactly this problem of historical perspective in his book The Country and the City: the better life is always just behind us, over the last
  hill. We imagine that there was an organic community in the time of our parents (perhaps) or our grandparents (for sure), but they in turn look back to the good old
  ways and sun-drenched idylls of their own childhood. Williams portrays rural nostalgia as an escalator reaching further and further back into the past. Where indeed shall we go,
  before the escalator stops? he asks. To which One answer, of course, is Eden.


  Where did we begin to go wrong? Where do we begin in even attempting to grasp such a question? In prehistory, perhaps, or in myth? Eden seems a good place to start. Telling stories is the
  characteristically human way of humanizing the big questions.


  Idealization of the supposed organic communities of the past, like idolization of the aboriginal peoples who have supposedly escaped the ills of modernity, may often serve as mask for the
  oppressions of the present. But the myth of a better life that has gone is no less important for being myth rather than history. Myths are necessary imaginings, exemplary stories which help our
  species to make sense of its place in the world. Myths endure so long as they perform helpful work. The myth of the natural life which exposes the ills of our own condition is
  as old as Eden and Arcadia, as new as Larkins Going, Going and the latest Hollywood adaptation of Austen or Hardy. Its endurance is a sign of its importance. Perhaps we need to
  remember what is going, going as a survival mechanism, as a check upon our instinct for self-advancement.


  A child playing with building bricks, learning how to balance them, could be a young chimpanzee. A child listening to a story could not. Once we have language, we soon want narratives. Our being
  is always in time, and our perception of time is dependent on a conception of beginnings. Once upon a time, the childs story begins. All human communities have myths of origin,
  stories which serve both to invent a past which is necessary to make sense of the present and to establish a narrative of humankinds uniqueness and apartness from the rest of nature. For
  instance: we were the chosen ones whom God created last and whom he made lord and master of the earth. Or: we were the chosen ones on whom the gods bestowed the Promethean gift of fire, which is to
  say of technology. The danger in such progressive narratives is hubris. The inadequacy of them is their failure to account for, let us say, war, slavery, suicide, social oppression and
  environmental degradation. To understand these ills, we need darker narratives, stories of our fall into knowledge and death, of the expulsion from Eden and the opening of Pandoras box.


  The Graeco-Roman counterpart to the story of Eden is that of the lost Golden Age. It is a story which has had an extraordinarily long and fertile history as a mythic and literary archetype. It
  tells of how all beasts had horizontal backbones and a gaze that looked down towards the earth, until there came Prometheus who Upended man into the vertical, and tipped up his
  chin / So to widen his outlook on heaven. Once man looked away from where he walked, the earth became vulnerable. The desire for transcendence, the aspiration to higher realms, was
  predicated upon a denial of biological origin, a departure from ground.


  The earliest surviving version of this ancient Greek myth of origins is the Theogony of Hesiod. It tells of how the original Golden Age declined to Silver and thence
  to Bronze and finally to the Iron of the present. From Hesiod and his Greek successors, the myth passed to Ovid, who gave it definitive Latin form in the first book of his Metamorphoses.
  From the Renaissance onwards, Ovid has been the poets favourite classical poet. He has been well served by his translators, from Arthur Golding, whose 1567 version of the
  Metamorphoses was well known to Shakespeare, to Ted Hughes, whose flagging reputation was revived by his remarkable Tales from Ovid of 1997.


  The poetry of Hughes graphically presents a nature that is, in Tennysons phrase, red in tooth and claw. Yet whilst relishing the violence of natures own processes,
  Hughes in his later years became increasingly angry about the violence wrought by man upon nature. He cared deeply about the pollution of the countryside and the decimation of Britains
  wildlife population. In 1970, in the first number of a new journal called Your Environment, he reviewed The Environmental Revolution by Max Nicholson, one of the earliest books to
  enumerate the full extent of our ecological crisis. Here the future Poet Laureate declared his hand as a card-carrying Green. He wrote of the need to salvage all nature from the pressures
  and oversights of our runaway populations, and from the monstrous anti-Nature that we have created, the now nearly-autonomous Technosphere. He advanced a sweeping argument in which
  The story of the mind exiled from Nature is the story of Western Man. He castigated modern capitalism for its expoitative attitude to the earth:


  
    
      
        While the mice in the field are listening to the Universe, and moving in the body of nature, where every living cell is sacred to every other, and all are interdependent,
        the Developer is peering at the field through a visor, and behind him stands the whole army of madmens ideas, and shareholders, impatient to cash in the world.

      

    

  


  A biological scientist would not be entirely happy with Hughess spiritual claims about the mice and the cells  but the poet would reply that the reductive method
  that predominates in modern science is itself a big part of the problem. Where Hughes finds hope is in the relatively new science of ecology, which emphasizes the
  interconnectedness of all things. The ecologist builds a model which shows us the wholeness of the living globe, shows us the extreme intricacy and precision of its interconnected working
  parts  winds, currents, rocks, plants, animals, weathers, in all their swarming and law-abiding variety. At the same time, he shows us the extreme smallness of the
  earth, its finiteness and frailty. Moreover, with this model the ecologist puts the whole globe into our hands, as something now absolutely in our care. For Hughes, this
  vision binds the ecologist to the poet.


  On turning to Ovid some twenty-five years later, Hughes found his mythic paradigm for the crisis of Western Mans self-exile from Nature. In translating the Four Ages
  sequence, he gives it a profoundly ecological spin:


  
    
      
        And the first age was Gold.


        Without law, without laws enforcers,


        This age understood and obeyed


        What had created it.


        Listening deeply, man kept faith with the source.

      

    

  


  The Golden Age precedes the arrival of the social law. It is imagined as a time in which natural processes are acknowledged and limits are accepted. At first the translation
  stays close to the original. But with the line Listening deeply, man kept faith with the source, Ovid is given a distinctly Hughesian idiom. One senses the implication that the Poet
  is a seer who, alone in our Iron Age, is still capable of listening deeply and keeping faith with the source. After all, in his own original work Hughes had always written of pike, crow and fox in
  a style which sought to keep faith with natures own cycle of creation and destruction.


  The fall from the Golden Age comes with deforestation (the lofty pine gives way to the axe), with empire (timber is hauled to shipyards, and soon other lands are glimpsed from the lift of
  the ocean swell), with the building of cities, with war, agriculture, mining, property and money. By the time of the Iron Age, mankind has ceased to listen deeply To the harmony of
  the whole creation. Instead, The inward ear, attuned to the Creator, / Is underfoot like a dogs turd and Mother Earth is left
  blood-fouled. The image of the earth as a violated woman may strike a chord with the feminist critics who  their eyes riveted to the corpse of Sylvia Plath  have made so
  much of the aggression and masculinity of Hughess poetry, but here the modern translation is only being true to the original. Language which identifies all-conquering humankind as male and
  the ravaged earth as female is as old as Hesiod. The more telling respect in which the ancient narrative of the Four Ages is, so to speak, ecologized in its Hughesian retelling is revealed by that
  reference to the inward ear: the Hughes version consistently heightens the notion that harmonious dwelling with the earth is a matter of staying put and listening in,
  whereas the rapacious drive of progress is towards travelling out and making claims  the claims of knowledge, of conquest and of possession. In contrast to Seamus
  Heaney, who began as a poet of turf, bog and locality, but has become ever more cosmopolitan in his interests, Hughes dug himself in on a smallholding in the far west of England. In his later
  poetry, he is always driving away from London, back to the farm. He rarely went abroad, and when he did the places which inspired him were the Australian outback and the wilderness of Alaska.


  The example of Ted Hughess Tales from Ovid
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