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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

The American poet Mary Oliver (1935-2019) has been long Received 5 December 2023
acknowledged as dedicating her oeuvre to celebrating the beauty =~ Revised 28 November 2024
of the natural world. Importantly, however, her ecopoetry is also Accepted 10 December 2024
devoted to the themes of death and grief. While not specifically KEYWORDS

engaged with the climate crisis, her work’s dedication to the role of Affect; attention; ecopoetry;
hope and attention and the task of staying with what is fractured in landscape; Mary Oliver

the human-nonhuman relation, lends itself to ecological concerns.

Recent scholarship has explored Oliver's ecopoetry as interlacing

the field of care with that of ecological thinking, and studies in

affect with that of environmental humanities. Taking an ecopsy-

choanalytic approach, my essay explores five of Oliver's ecopoems —

‘Invitation’ (2008), ‘When Death Comes’ (1992), ‘In Blackwater

Woods’ (1983), ‘Wild Geese’ (1986), and ‘Spring Azures’ (1992). By

creating a dialogue between Sara Ahmed’s ‘Affective Economies’

(2004) and Sally Weintrobe’s work on ‘split internal landscapes’

(2013) and, in turn, engaging these two theoretical approaches

with selections from Oliver’s work, her poems can be read as draw-

ing humans into the wild possibilities of paying attention to the

nonhuman world and doing so at levels both psychical, socio-

political and ecological.

just to be alive
on this fresh morning
in this broken world.
I beg of you,

do not walk by
without pausing
to attend to this
rather ridiculous performance.

It could mean something.
It could mean everything.
It could be what Rilke meant, when he wrote:
You must change your life.
(Oliver, ‘Invitation’, Red Bird, Oliver 2008, 18).
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Introduction: Activisms of Attention

Attention is not for the faint-hearted. The poetic speaker of ‘Invitation” makes the reader
the addressee, urging them to reconsider nothing less than changing their life. To do so
requires a heart-felt attention to a group of goldfinches who have gathered for a ‘musical
battle’ (line 9). Their joy focuses on seeing who can sing the highest or lowest note or be
‘the most expressive of mirth’ (lines 13-14, 18). They do not do this ‘for the sake of/
winning/but for sheer delight and/gratitude’ (lines 23-25, 18). If the reader attends to this
performance, they could discover a ‘something’ or ‘everything’ to change their lives. As
humans living in ‘this broken world’ (lines 31), there can be nothing sentimental or
escapist about such an act of personal if not collective transformation. ‘Invitation” offers
more than a biocentric view of the world. The poem asks us to examine what is broken; it
requires ‘staying with’ the fractures of the human-nonhuman relationship.'

The poetry of Mary Oliver (1935-2019) does precisely this. Winner of the Pulitzer
Prize and National Book Award, celebrated for her nature poetry, Oliver explores both
the joy and suffering experienced by humans in their intimacies with the nonhuman
world. Her poems navigate natural terrains using poetic figures of fracture and
a biocentric poesis. Oliver’s poetry pleas for human attention to be paid to the nonhuman
world. The hope is that such attention can transform the destinies of both the natural
world and human life. In an essay which suggests how to teach children, Oliver famously
states that ‘attention is the beginning of devotion’ (2019, 8). This approach has its
correlation in Oliver’s comparison between faith and hope, the latter she describes as
being the ‘more active’ of the two (2019, 147). In her now canonical Hope in the Dark:
Untold Histories and Wild Possibilities ([2004] 2016), Rebecca Solnit sets out the agenda
for a hope that demands actions, and ones which might emerge from the ruins and the
rubble (2016, xv). Solnit’s politics require not fantasy, but an ‘imagination’ which is
‘adequate to the possibilities and the strangeness and the dangers on this earth in this
moment’ (5). Dangers and emerging catastrophes require an imaginative response which
attends to the world as it is.

I will argue that to read for a ‘hope’ in the fractures of Oliver’s poetry is to be invited to
pursue attention as a form of activism. To do so involves making connections between
the psyche and the natural world, between one’s singular life and the diverse populations
of nonhuman (and human) subjectivities. To make such connections is to engage in an
activism that stays with the fractures binding the natural world and the human psyche.
Like the goldfinches, nonhuman intelligences have their own perspectives and agency. In
a time of climate crisis, the nonhuman world is a socio-political space which, broken as it
is, can be enriched by Mary Oliver’s ecopoetry.

Ecopoetry, the Socio-Political, and the Case of Mary Oliver

J. Scott Bryson has offered definitions of ecopoetry (Bryson 2002). For him, it provides an
‘ecocentric perspective’ while encouraging ‘humility in relationship with both human
and nonhuman nature’ (Bryson 2002, 5). Bryson casts his net wider. Ecopoetry offers
a ‘scepticism’ towards ‘hyperrationality’ and, equally well, is wary of an ‘over-
technologized modern world’ which is on the brink of ‘ecological catastrophe’ (5). The
poems I have selected are not directly concerned with either climate or civilisational
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collapse. Yet as I shall suggest so many of Oliver’s ecopoems provide an affective and
critical lens to confront ecological catastrophes which, on both a personal and global
level, require an intimacy with grief and death. Critically cited in The New York Times
(Valentin 2019) and The New Yorker (Franklin 2017), Oliver’s more popular poems,
‘When Death Comes’ (New and Selected Poems: Vol. One (1991-1992) 1992), ‘In
Blackwater Woods’ (American Primitive [1983] 1992), and ‘Wild Geese’ (Dream Work
[1986] 1992) have the following in common: they explore how the experience of death
and grief, in all its beauty and terror, are vital for a human intimacy with the nonhuman
world. Her poems inspire our attention through what psychoanalysis regards as an
intense flow of affects. This affective flow constitutes devotion, and the psychical posi-
tions which inspire devotion and attention. The question is, to what degree can an
ecological reading of these poems liberate a socio-political perspective?

An interweaving of ecological and socio-political themes presents itself more clearly in
Oliver’s lesser known ‘Spring Azures’ (New and Selected Poems: Vol. One (1991-1992),
1992). Here, a sooty London finds the child William Blake deciding to turn his back on
a life of capitalist striving. The cliché that the ‘personal is the political’ is explicit in
‘Spring Azures’; it takes the poetic speaker’s personal devotion to the blue azures as
a critique of capitalism. Yet while the ‘Invitation’, “‘When Death Comes’, ‘In Blackwater
Woods’ and “Wild Geese’ are not poems which, in any way, take on the theme of climate
destruction, recent blogs and podcasts are turning to these poems to confront the
possibilities of impending civilisational collapse. One writer (mra02) of the blog
‘Political Ecology of Death in the Anthropocene’, makes familiar connections between
‘existential, planetary threats’ and the ‘current global-capitalist industrial era’ (2021)
which, at their source, promote a ‘terror’ of death. The writer’s response is Oliver’s
‘When Death Comes’, praised for its celebration of transience and mortality.
A melancholic sense of impermanence, particularly in terms of the life of institutions
which treasure democracy and climate activism, can be found in the well-established
podcast ‘Conspirituality’ (2020-2023). Episode 95 focuses on the war in Ukraine, the
disturbing presences of Aleksandr Dugin, Steve Bannon, and the thriving sphere of far-
right wing conspiracy theories (Beres, Remski, and Walker 2022). Presenter Julian
Walker ends this dark episode with a plea that we pay attention to what we cherish. He
does so by closing with Oliver’s ‘Invitation’.

Oliver’s poems can be read not just from the perspective of geopolitical crises, but
those of the climate emergency. Her ecopoems entangle the affective, the imaginative and
the socio-political. As such, I will read her work through overlapping approaches: my
ecocritical readings are inflected with a psychoanalytic perspective which, thanks to the
work of the cultural theorist Sara Ahmed and psychoanalyst Sally Weintrobe, are
sensitive to considering the wider social impacts of late capitalism and environmental
degradation. Such interdisciplinary analyses are clear from recent scholarly publications
in environmental humanities. For Kenneth Zagacki and Cynthia Rosenfeld, Oliver’s
writing ‘demonstrates how and to what extent poetry can create a great consciousness
concerning overriding ecological crisis’; this is achieved through an experience of ‘inter-
acting with and caring for the more-than-human world’ (Zagnack and Rosenfeld 2023).?
Responses to the climate emergency require that humans dedicate themselves to an
‘ethics of care’ (2023. Zagacki and Rosenfeld link this ethics to ‘affective relations’
between the poetic speakers and the human-nonhuman actors of Oliver’s poetry.
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Elmira Bazregarzadeh refers to ‘the speaker-poet’s body and mind’ as the ‘intersection of
affective encounters with the rhythms of nature’ (2023). Both of these two articles were
published in 2023. We are in a period when the field of environmental humanities is
increasingly concerned with the intersection between the affective and ecological dimen-
sions of literature.” Work on ‘affective economies’, notable in Sara Ahmed’s work (2004),
has been brought into interdisciplinary engagement with ecological thinking (Lord
2023). Although not referring to the climate crisis per se, Ahmed’s psychoanalytically
inspired work, once re-framed, does contribute to understanding environmental degra-
dation as enmeshed in the affective dynamics which power human collectives. Ahmed’s
brilliant move is to examine the circulation of affects between subjects, ideas and worlds.
My move is to argue that such circulation can, between subjects and their larger
collectives, generate a form of attention which turns outwards to the nonhuman world.
Importantly, the psychoanalyst Sally Weintrobe makes theoretical inter-connections
between the human psyche, the capitalist politics of ‘neoliberal entitlement’ (Weintrobe
2023) and ‘landscape’ (2012). Weintrobe explores the latter term as both an ‘inner
landscape’ and equally well, as the ‘outside’ of human-nonhuman relations and its
collective of psyches (2012). This outer, natural world is what Oliver refers to in inter-
views when she states that she ‘got saved by the beauty of this world’ (Oliver 2015). But
the natural world can present itself as the horrors of burning forests and flooded cities.
Oliver’s work does not offer a poetry of climate collapse. But her life-time’s commitment
to the natural world has combined biophilia with an honest embrace of the nonhuman
world as a space of death and grief.

It can be argued that an analysis of Oliver’s ecopoems uncovers the tropes of ecopoetry
itself. However, the poems analysed here explore their prosodic features, such as ana-
phora, lineation, enjambment, puns and typographical layouts, as well as standard poetic
figures such as metaphor and personification, so as to uncover what is distinctive in
Oliver’s ecopoetry. My close readings focus on the figurative tissues between the ecop-
sychical and the ecopoetic, that space where Oliver’s implicit activism emerges. What is
distinctive about Oliver’s poems and her poetic speakers is that they eschew political
statements about environmental degradation. Yet her work does not pursue a naive
‘poetic’ verve which praises the declining but still persistent beauties of the natural world.
The nonhuman world is as full of fractures as are human psyches and their bodies. By
engaging with Ahmed’s theories of affective flows between different bodies and psyches,
I will explore the way in which Oliver’s poetry confronts those gaps between human and
nonhuman life. Her poetry discovers those moments when these gaps are intractable:
they will not be closed or healed. Moreover, the goldfinches in ‘Invitation’ are at
a distance from the human observer. In other words, invitation is not identical to
a fusion of identities between humans and birds. In contrast, Gary Snyder’s anthology
Turtle Island ([1974] 2012, 35), presents ‘Night Herons’, an ecopoem which also focuses
on human-to-bird relations. The poem dramatizes its herons as actors at the edges of San
Francisco’s ‘stationary boilers’ (lines 1-4). The birds are represented as equal participants
in a crowded scene of humans, nonhumans and the ‘rotten rusty island prison’ of
industrial, that is, anthropogenic life (line 22). In this scene, all these actors are closely
connected. The lexical fields weave together the human and nonhuman along closely knit
metonymic contiguities. In fact, parataxis closes the gaps between the human-
nonhuman, as well as the ‘steam turbine pump’ (line 6). In terms of Sally Weintrobe’s
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concept of ‘split landscapes’ (this concept will be explored in my fourth section), Snyder’s
figurative web is tightly wrought. It interlocks nonhuman and human beings and does
not acknowledge the existence of split landscapes. Rather, this Snyder landscape presents
elements fused together. Another example is Wendell Berry’s much quoted “The Peace of
Wild Things’ (Berry [1969] 2012). In the poem’s first half, the poetic speaker articulates
anxiety about future global catastrophes. In the second half, the speaker seeks sanctuary
in a healthy natural landscape where the ‘great heron feeds’ (79). Throughout, the
deployment of free verse provides a healing fusion between human and nonhuman;
fractures have been eliminated and the work of traversing gaps has been soothingly short-
circuited.

Oliver’s poems can be distinguished from those of her contemporaries in that her
ecopoetry acknowledges fractures between the human and nonhuman world while,
paradoxically, offering the ‘tissues’ of poetic and rhetorical tropes which reach across
the crevices. Fractures invite attempts to heal them. Equally well, these fractures maintain
their intractability and thus invite our attention. In Oliver’s poetry, human subjects can
be both separate from yet porous to the lives of nonhuman others. Unlike an ecopoetry
which invests in explicit activist rhetoric or meditative reflections (the works of Gary
Snyder and Wendell Berry provide examples of both), Oliver’s use of poetic and rheto-
rical forms navigates a delicate line between an ecopoetry which is biophilic, on the one
hand, and implicitly activist, on the other.* This delicate balance allows her poems to
express political allegiances with the nonhuman world which, simultaneously, inspires
the reader to draw back from a rhetoric of politicking. To tread this line requires the
reader to follow Oliver’s poetic speakers through the dark night of death and grief, as well
as the beauty of the world which saved her.

In what follows, I shall read four of Oliver’s ecopoems - “‘When Death Comes’, ‘In
Blackwater Woods’, ‘Wild Geese’, and ‘Spring Azures’ - before returning to ‘Invitation’.
I will engage these five poems with two theoretical interlocuters, namely, the combined
works of both Sara Ahmed and Sally Weintrobe. By exploring the fractures in the
psychical and the social worlds through which affects circulate (Ahmed), as well as the
political ‘spilt landscapes’ that enmesh together the human psyche and the nonhuman
world (Weintrobe), I will examine how Oliver’s ecopoetry inspires readers to pay an
attention which can create the ‘wild possibility’ (to echo this Issue’s title) of changing
one’s life.

Sticky Affects Between Life and Death: ‘When Death Comes’ and ‘In
Blackwater Woods’

Death and grief can inspire change. “When Death Comes’ (1992, 10) and ‘In
Blackwater Woods’ (1992, 177), when read together, present poetic speakers who
pay attention to mortality and suffering: ‘when death comes/Like the measle-pox
/when death comes/like an iceberg between the shoulder blades’ (lines 5-8).
Bacteria, the geological substance of an iceberg and the human tissue of shoulder
blades, are all in a porous interaction with each other. The poem refers to materials
which ‘stick’ together. My close readings will discover the adhesive surfaces between
critical theory and Oliver’s poems. The goal is not to find a neat fit between
ecopsychoanalytic theory and ecopoetry. This would be to deny the fractures between
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ecological, psychoanalytic and literary thinking. Such fractures can allow unexpected
readings to emerge. As a means of opening up pathways for unexpected interpreta-
tions, I enable my analyses to unfold and accrue meanings en route.” This heuristic
approach might be described as the practice of ‘sticky’ close reading. It is one which
invites the reader’s attention to examine and explore those fractures where hope and
activism meet.

As such, Ahmed’s political essay is not specifically about the stickiness between
human/nonhuman subjects and literary signifiers. Her essay focuses on the concept of
‘stickiness’ as resulting from the movement of affects between groups of people bound
together in political allegiance. She takes the far-right as one of her reference points
(117-118). While this example is a politically dark case study, my analyses of Oliver’s
ecopoems explore stickiness as operating in socially beneficial ways. In this section,
I will track the circulation of sticky affects between natural and human communities.
In ‘When Death Comes’, community includes the human poetic speaker in their
intimacy with a landscape of diverse creatures, micro- and geological materials - the
‘hungry bear’, the ‘measle-pox’, and the ‘iceberg’ - all conjoined together (lines 1-6,
10). The poem offers all beings a ‘brotherhood and sisterhood’ (line 12). In other
words, there is a commonality between nonhuman and human beings. ‘In Blackwater
Woods™ does not provide explicit remarks about families of beings, but it gathers
together a landscape of trees, which then lead the poetic speaker to meditate on death,
with the invocation to ‘love what is mortal’ (line 31) then ‘let it go’ (line 36). The
implication is that this call is spoken by the trees. Trees and speaker, trees and readers
coalesce, and so microparticles of arboreal emotion circulate between trees and
humans.

Ahmed hinges her concept of ‘stickiness” on her use of the word ‘emotion’, which she
uses interchangeably with ‘affect’. This osmotic movement between living forms, between
ecosystems and humans, enables a circulation of affects between speakers, humans and
nonhuman intelligences. There is nothing smooth in these flows. They discover resis-
tances and fractures. It is in these fractures that nonhuman entities can be endowed with
ecopoetic language. This ‘language’ emerges in the poem’s cracks, or what might be
termed its ‘unconscious’. In Ahmed’s reading of Freud’s concept of ‘unconscious emo-
tions’, emotions do not reside within a subject; rather, emotions, or affects, discover
‘surfaces’ and ‘boundaries’ which unravel the ‘within’ or the ‘without’” between subjectiv-
ities (118). I take this latter insight one step further. Nonhuman beings materialise affects
which stick to surfaces and boundaries. Following Freud, Ahmed explains that

Psychoanalysis allows us to see that emotionality involves movements or associations
whereby ‘feelings’ take us across different levels of signification, not all of which can be
admitted in the present. This is what I would call the rippling effect of emotions; they
move sideways (through sticky association between signs, figures, and objects) as well as
backward (repression always leaves its trace in the present — hence ‘what sticks’ is also
bound up with the ‘absent presence’ of historicity) (120).

Sticky affects can draw together different temporalities as well as different spaces.
Ecopoetry can draw readers into the fractures, liminal spaces and interstitial crevices
between life and death. In Oliver’s ecopoetry, sticky processes revealed within poetic
fractures bring otherwise hidden significations to life. These significations, with their
freight of affects, circulate back to sites of death. Oliver’s ecologically focused writing
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sticks together affects which attach to life and death and, at the same time, allow a sticky
surface to emerge between both.

‘When Death Comes’ does more than circulate affects between the living and the dead
and between different life forms. It considers how the poetic speaker aims to die their
own death. The question that is raised in the fractures between the poem’s plurality of
identities, is to what extent these are singular or collective. In line 3, ‘death’ is associated
with the figure of ‘death’ and offers itself, therefore, as more of a religious emblem than
a metaphor for socio-economics. In other words, the ‘debt’ we owe God is our human
life. Yet ‘death’ does bear that human, capitalist possession of a ‘purse’ (line 3) which will
‘snap shut’ (line 4) when the death-deal has been secured. Presumably, death has come
for one being, who at the beginning can only be regarded as a human speaker. However,
the speaker’s identity becomes complicated by sticky affects which undo their ‘indivi-
duality’. Lines 9-10 suggest that the speaker would like to maintain their sense of
personhood:

I want to step through the door full of curiosity, wondering
what is it going to be like, that cottage of darkness.

The singular T still has an image of domestic repose in the form of that habitation, the
‘cottage’. Before stepping into the unknown, the speaker declares that they ‘look upon
everything/as a brotherhood and a sisterhood” (lines 11-12). This ‘everything’ still
maintains human connections which comprise, in Ahmed’s sense, the bindings of
community. Yet the poem refuses to jettison the individual, the one who must die.
Perhaps, this is the poetic speaker. This T’ keeps going, continuing its presence in a four-
line verse paragraph; the latter breaks into 3 two-line verses, which means that the T" of
the poetic speaker pursues a journey through the fractures created by the two-line verses.
Furthermore, this T’ of the speaker still maintains a tension between the experience of
being an individual human - be they she/he/they/- and a human subject who de-creates
themselves. The speaker thinks of

[...] each life as a flower, as common
as a field daisy, and as singular,

and each name a comfortable music in the mouth
tending as all music does, towards silence,

and each body a lion of courage, and something
precious to the earth (lines 15-20).

The flowers which are ‘common’ are also ‘singular’ yet botanically speaking, daisies grow
en masse in fields. The singular being inevitably invites attention towards the collective of
daisies. A ‘name’ undergoes the morphogenesis of becoming the music itself. When it
falls silent, it dies (lines 17-18). ‘Each body’ of whatever species is endowed with an
abstract quality, or the ‘lion of courage’ (lines 19-20). Implicitly, though, the lion (like the
bear) is a creature which sticks itself to many forms of bodies. Enjambment and lower-
case letters and two-line verse paragraphs, repetitions of ‘and each’ (lines 17 and 19) give
a sense of bodies close together, rubbing up against each other; multispecies bodies stick
together, even as they must reach the ‘cottage of darkness’.
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Oliver’s poem cleverly turns this habitation of darkness into a space which invites the
reader to be ‘curious’ about death. This is not something to fear. Rather, the poetic
speaker is anxious about a life not lived with full attention. Though Ahmed’s essay
explores anxiety in the wake of the culture wars, my adoption of her critical and
psychoanalytic approach examines anxiety in a different way. Her concept of ‘stickiness’
pertains to affects stuck to signifiers which, inevitably, must once again go on the move
(120). As she argues, the unconscious is ‘not the unconscious of a subject, but failure of
presence — or the failure to be present - that constitutes the relationality of subjects and
objects’ (121). That part of Ahmed’s thesis which focuses on the sideways motion of
affects with their ‘failure’ to be present in the subject can be reframed in reading “When
Death Comes’. In Oliver’s poem, the poetic speaker will soon die. They long to empty
themselves of their ‘T-ness. They long for what Ahmed terms a ‘failure of presence’. The
sideways movement is erotic:

When it is over, I want to say: all of my life
I was a bride married to amazement.
I was the bridegroom, taking the world into my arms (lines 22-24).

The speaker is both bride and bridegroom and is ‘married to amazement’; the latter word
indicates a heightened state of attention. Moreover, as Ahmed points out, the circulation
of signifiers and their attached affects can move backwards through time. The speaker
refers to ‘all of my life’ (line 22). Paradoxically, this hyper-stickiness of amazement and
world-embracing eros will only arrive at the moment ‘it is over’ (line 22). Intensities
reach their peak at a juncture between death and life, and at that moment when anxiety
seems to be temporarily suspended. The speaker makes a list of what they do not want:

When it is over, I don’t want to wonder

If I have made of my life something particular, and real.
I don’t want to find myself sighing and frightened,

Or full of argument (lines 25-28).

The speaker wants to avoid being riddled with human-centred concerns about an
unlived or partially lived life. This would involve something egotistical. This would
involve being stuck, as opposed to being unstuck. The final line indicates that the
speaker does not ‘want to end up simply having visited this world’ (line 29). If they
have fully partaken of this world, they will have circulated, de-composed, de-created
themselves to the point that they will never be trapped, never find themselves
spiritually or psychically stuck.

As a precursor to ‘When Death Comes’, ‘In Blackwater Woods’ takes its ecopoetics of
circulation to yet another level, for as they stick, detach and re-stick, the affects that flow
between love and death, between the outside and inside of physical forms, do so across
a boundary. Moreover, the circulation of sticky affects produces biophilia. This is to be
focused on collectives of human and nonhuman beings. Ahmed specifies that boundaries
and surfaces offer sites where a ‘process of intensification’ takes place (121). As she
explains: ‘the accumulation of affective value shapes the surfaces of bodies and world’
(121). This ‘accumulation’ can reach over the fractures between single selves and collec-
tive bodies; across the fractures, personal values can form into a wider body politic. ‘In
Blackwater Woods’ gives the impression of offering the poetic speaker’s biophilia as an
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example of a personal value. It does so through a deceptively simple and regular
presentation of stanzas, comprising four lines each. There is an autumnal transition of
trees as they shed their leaves.

Look, the trees
are turning

their own bodies
into pillar

of light,
are giving off the rich

fragrance of cinnamon

and fulfillment (lines 1-8).

Trees have ‘bodies” which turn into ‘pillars/of light” (lines 1-4). Synaesthesia is at work
between somatic, visual and olfactory images, as an image of ‘light’ (line 5) joins with the
‘fragrance of cinnamon’ (line 7). In turn, these particles re-circulate and stick themselves
to ‘fulfilment’ (line 8). Ahmed refers to an ‘intensification’ of the movement of affects.
Such an intensification is very much part of the crescendo of the poem’s images in its
third stanza. Enjambment and stanzas which roll without capital letters find the ‘long
tapers of/cattails’ which are ‘bursting and floating away over/the blue shoulders/of the
ponds’ (lines 10-11). ‘Shoulders’ personify the ponds, so that what seems a common
poetic trope — personification — intensifies a process which draws together the different
members of the nonhuman community, from cattails to trees. The different elements of
the nonhuman world are made hybrid with each other; the figure of personification
extends this hybridity to the human world. What is gathered together is a collective, or
what might be called a sociality of human and nonhuman forms. However, it is the
circulation of affects which can fracture this nonhuman-human formation. The poem
turns from celebration to elegy, from intimate connections that gather intensity into
a state of loss and the emergence of gaps. There is a movement from affects driven by eros
to those which break up the collective and which allow the arrival of death.

Every year
everything

I have ever learned

in my lifetime
leads back to this: the fires
and the black river of loss

whose other side

is salvation
whose meaning

none of us will even know (lines 18-27).
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Oliver’s poetry carries with it a religious texture, in which ‘salvation’ occurs through the
experiences of death and ‘loss’. Death is the unknown, the infinite and unknowable gap in
a beyond where one will discover the final threshold for any circulation of affects. Death
signifies the black hole of an overwhelming fracture. Yet this said, hope for an attention
to a life fully lived, affectively charged and intensified, is found as the circulation of affects
curve back to ‘this world’ (line 28). The use of ‘world’ suggests a collective of diverse
beings. The reader is one such being. If you (the reader) are to live in ‘this world’, there is
a commitment required, and a mode of attention to be adopted, as

you must be able
to do three things:

to love what is mortal:

to hold it

against your bones knowing
your own life depends on it;

and, when the time comes to let it
80,
to let it go (lines 29-37).

To hold mortality ‘against’ ones’ bones is to act at an impossible boundary. After
all, what about the skin which covers the bones? The implication is that
a boundary has to be crossed so that affects can circulate through the skin and
straight to the bone (pun intended). The lines ‘against your bones knowing/your
own life depends on it’ (lines 33-34) suggest the status to which the poetic
speaker, the reader, the animal, and the human being are thus figuratively
destined: to be turned into a skeleton. The social gathering of beings is a site of
both life and of skeletons, that is, what signifies the letting go of this life. The
bone is the site of death, loss, fracture. The bone is also the testament to a life
which has been given full attention. The socio-political world of collective beings
and the mortal site of bones exist together: affects circulate between human
groups and the dead.

Death represents the absence of life. In Oliver’s poems, death is what pleas for a love
towards the nonhuman. Above, I drew attention to Ahmed’s insight that the ‘uncon-
scious is hence not the unconscious of a subject, but the failure of a presence’ (121). Any
‘presence’ makes itself felt by making an ecopoetic reading of ‘When Death Comes’” and
‘In Blackwater Woods’. The political aspect of these ecopoems expresses humility
towards the nonhuman world. Both poems critique a rationalising and technocratic
capitalism. There is no attempt to overcome mortality or the ‘black river of loss’ (line
23). What is offered is a humbling approach to death and life.

Landscapes in the Fractures: ‘Wild Geese’ and ‘Spring Azure’

In Oliver’s ecopoetry of death and grief, affects circulate through the crevices and the
fractures of poetic tropes at the interstices between life and loss. It is through analysing
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such liminal spaces that I engage with Weintrobe’s term ‘landscape’ which, thanks to its
two levels of definition, helps to build an eco-psychoanalytic model for examining
Oliver’s poetics of attention. According to Weintrobe, ‘natural landscapes’ can ‘include
pristine wilderness, scrub, the backyard, the city park, the allotment, the window box and
sky’, but also define what she terms, through her conscious use of word play, ‘our nature’,
that is, our psychical ‘nature’ (199). Importantly for Weintrobe, the ‘love of nature’ (the
phrase which titles her second section) underlines the libidinal aspect of this ‘love’, which
she describes as somatic, bringing with it ‘our heart and mind’, which is in ‘free move-
ment with all our senses’ (200). The phrase ‘free movement’ also resonates with Ahmed’s
discourse of circulatory affects. The two theorists overlap on another point. Weintrobe
extends her definition of ‘landscape’ to include not just the single human psyche, but the
collective one. Engaging with two of Oliver’s poems - ‘Wild Geese’ (1992, 110) and
‘Spring Azures’ (1992, 8) — I will be reading their landscapes as alive with human and
nonhuman beings, individuals and groups. Altogether, these life-forms congregate to
shape the poem’s landscape of ideas, emotions, and myriad living beings. These collec-
tives of human-nonhuman life can be read from a societal perspective. Weintrobe has
crafted the term ‘psychic landscape’ to signify the natural world as well as individual and
group psyches, all of which are sensitive and subject to socio-political forces. Because of
this, her approach is generative for reading both of Oliver’s poems.

In both ‘Wild Geese” and ‘Spring Azure’, there is a psychical response to the world
through attentive behaviours which are directed outwards towards human and nonhu-
man others. Weintrobe’s definition of ‘landscape’ (her emphasis) helps to understand this
movement between the alleged ‘inside’” and ‘outside’ as it occurs along lines of attention
(2012). Her definition traces the crevice between the notion of a landscape which is
internal and one which is external. As she explains:

Internal landscapes are not easy to think about and are largely unconscious. They are the
series of different sorts of psychic imaginary places in which we relate to our family (perhaps
in a house), to our friend (in social settings) to our social groups (more abstract but also
spatially and to some extent physically represented), to society, democracy, politics, the
marketplace, to nature [...] We also relate to different aspects of ourselves within our inner
psychic landscapes. (204)

Between the notion of the inner and the outer, Weintrobe establishes a ‘cut’ which is
porous. She underlines how we are ‘already socially placed within landscapes’ (204). Her
argument finds an important moment when she defines a ‘healthy’ identity in relation to
the nonhuman. This she regards as difficult to achieve in Western capitalism. Late
capitalism spawns an inability to richly partake of the natural world so as to act
responsibly towards it (203). Weintrobe states that a ‘Diversity of inner landscapes is
vital to forming an identity sufficiently rich to promote well-being and feeling alive as
a person’ (204). When this diversity fails and people are politically excluded, there will be
trouble in the realm of landscapes, be these psychical or political. One of her examples is
Margaret Thatcher’s infamous claim that ‘there is no such thing as society’ (204).
Weintrobe is quick to point out that Thatcher’s statement invoked an ‘attack’ on an
inner landscape which might produce a sense of safety and inclusion. She also points out
that inner landscapes draw not only on our deepest psychical states, but the world of
‘society, democracy, politics’ (204). This psychosocial dimension of human experience
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means that inner psychical landscapes can be healthy or severely split. As Weintrobe
explains, neoliberal capitalism pressurises the human psyche into states of ‘splitting’ and
‘projection (205). The human psyche which wishes to exclude inferior objects, be these
the nonhuman world or ‘lesser’ humans, will also idealise people and social groupings
deemed to have a high status. While being unconsciously condescending to lesser groups,
landscapes and individuals, privileged subjects of capitalism experience ‘entitlement’
(205). Weintrobe refers to ‘narcissistic entitlement’ as a condition in which human
subjects simply focus on their wishes irrespective of the needs of others (Weintrobe
2023, 17). Weintrobe underlines how disastrousness it is to do so. Too many people
consider themselves to be ‘neoliberal exceptions’ (though they would not name them-
selves as such). This causes such people and their peer groups to consider themselves in
no way responsible for the climate emergency (264-267). In Western society, whole
sections of the population will not take the climate emergency seriously. They feel
entitled. They regard it as something to be suffered by other regions of the planet. This
splitting of inner landscapes has its roots in acts of disavowal (2012). As Weintrobe notes:
‘Concern becomes something we only show for those we assign to our in-groups, kept
near us in our imagination while those we split off and assign to those being far away from
us’ to other spatial realms which are ‘far-away’ objects can only be experienced as
‘shadows’ Weintrobe (2012, 204). These shadows are ‘located spatially in a far-off land
that may even be called the future’ (205-206). Objects closer to us are idealised, while
those further away can be regarded as dangerous, poisonous and invasive, or as some-
thing to be kept at bay. There is a link between Ahmed’s exploration of communities
which unite themselves around ‘affective economies’ and Weintrobe’s key reference to
the exclusionary landscape made by Thatcher in the deadly remark that ‘there is no such
thing as society’, as it is this which produces the ‘split landscape’. Failing to stay open and
turning itself inwards, the group ego must split itself off from other identities, human or
nonhuman. In its own bubble, an inward-looking group identity considers itself to be
different from those in their different landscapes.

Any exclusive or introverted sense of human groupings is unravelled in Oliver’s ‘Wild
Geese’. In the opening five lines, the poetic speaker addresses the reader directly with
‘You’, not just to acknowledge the addressee, but in lines 9-10, to shake this addressee out
of their human despair. The speaker admits their own suffering, yet broaches an alter-
native view by using a repetition of the adverbial ‘Meanwhile’ (line 10, 11 and 16): its first
appearance presents both an inspiration and a provocation to move out from introverted
despair through an act of attention to what is happening, for ‘Meanwhile the world goes
on’ (line 10). The repeated ‘Meanwhile’ offers the poetic figure of anaphora:

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of
the rain

are moving across landscapes,

over the prairies and the deep trees,

the mountains and the rivers (lines 11-15).

This second ‘Meanwhile’ is an adverbial which begins the clauses which are anaphora: the
above is the first of three anaphora, all of which undo the notion that the human ego can
be solid or singular. The oxymoron ‘clear pebbles of rain’ can be interpreted as
a metaphor for an instable ego - perhaps of pebble-like solidity — which will be fractured
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into water droplets by molecular moments of sun and rain as these are dispersed ‘across
landscapes’ (line 13). Put alternatively, in being made hybrid with human consciousness,
the nonhuman world is revealed to be alive. The other partners in this sentient, nonhu-
man thinking are mountains and rivers, as they run through a network of non-split and
sentient landscapes. They are ‘non-split’ in Weintrobe’s sense (206). ‘Non-split natural
landscapes’ invite intense attention, not just as a panacea for human and egotistical
gloom, but as a reminder that fractures play their part in the nonhuman-human relation.
Before the fractures, or the splits can be melded together, it is helpful to understand how
a non-split landscape can be formed. Weintrobe defines a non-split landscape as pre-
senting a ‘common ground’ which is

shared between the self and other humans and between self and non-human species.
Also, this common ground supports feeling of empathy, humaneness and solidarity with
other life forms, particularly in relation to issues of life and death (my emphasis, 206).

The speaker of ‘Wild Geese’ indicates that both the human and nonhuman world can
be brought into solidarity, that they can be embedded in matters of life and death. The
fracture between the human and nonhuman can be maintained. As humans suffer, the
geese go about their complex lives. There is a line that sets the human and nonhuman
apart. The use of the adverbial ‘Meanwhile’ is an invitation, aimed at the human reader,
to take some time to participate in the lives of the geese. These lives might offer humans
imaginative possibilities: ways of being more attentive and alive. The birds do not reside
in what Weintrobe terms a ‘far-away landscape’ which would seal off the nonhuman
from our empathy (206). Rather, once internalised, non-split landscapes can help the
human psyche experience life and death as co-existing in close proximity.®

Furthermore, “‘Wild Geese’ offers a vista of non-split landscapes which honour the
differences and divergences between species. Undoing the idea that the suffering of
individual humans or groups of humans should take precedence, the poem is
a reminder that the natural world has its own rhythms and life-cycles. This invites us
into what Weintrobe has described as the ‘common ground’. Rhetorically and figura-
tively, the poem weaves together different landscapes along the fault-line of ‘Meanwhile’,
an adverbial which reminds one of inter-species distinctions, but ones occurring across
shared domains.

Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clear

Blue air,

Are heading home again.

Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,

the world offer itself to your imagination,

calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting —
over and over announcing your place

in the family of things (16-24).

The natural world is neither sentimental nor benign, as its ‘call’, like that of the wild
geese, is ‘harsh and exciting’ (line 22). To engage the reader within this space, without
soliciting their idealisation, what is needed is ‘imagination’ (line 22). Death and grief
delineate the fractures which demand the uses of imagination. The reward, even if
fleeting, even if inevitably captured in the thrall of mortality, is the entrance of all beings
into the ‘family of things’ (line 24). The landscape has been enmeshed in the human
crevices of ‘despair’. According to the poetic speaker, humans need not go through ‘the
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desert repenting’ (lines 4-5). Even the religious, because anthropogenic ritual is super-
fluous. The non-split landscape, which is Weintrobe’s term, brought into dialogue with
Oliver’s poem, does not deploy fantasies about healing broken worlds. To occupy non-
split spaces requires humans to become more like the nonhuman other: “You only have to
let the soft animal of your body/love what it loves’ (lines 4-5). Humans are animals too,
and therefore already part of the nonhuman community, or ‘family of things’. The non-
splitting which makes a non-split landscape can occur at the level of the somatic, the
affective and hence the ecological. It is between all three that forms of attention reside
and can be intensified.

The natural world is not all about our idealisation of it. Weintrobe does not
hesitate to remind the reader that psychoanalysis disturbs acts of idealisation, whether
these be of people or the natural world. Moreover, free of idealisation, one is
reminded that nature brings mortality, and that this can be as destructive as it is
nurturing (202). Human and nonhuman beings are enmeshed along fault-lines
between life and death. To be hopeful about one’s intimacy and confrontation with
the nonhuman means traversing the very fractures which eschew idealisation. One
might consider much of Oliver’s oeuvre, and her passionate biophilia, as engaging
with idealistic projections of the nonhuman world. Yet in ‘Wild Geese’, there is
a tough invocation to readers that imagination requires they join ‘family of things’
(line 18) which will have little patience with entitlement. In the biosphere family,
there are no favourites. One’s despair will not be quick-fixed. The family is
a community of human-nonhuman beings, and the attention which is paid circulates
emotions of inclusion.

Like ‘Wild Geese’, ‘Spring Azures’ sets itself in a rural (or possibly wild) landscape.
Unlike the former poem, ‘Spring Azures’ catches the reader’s attention at the juncture
between the rural and the metropolitan. The poem sets up a split landscape. The first
verse paragraph paints a landscape of spring azures - blue flowers - as they flourish in
‘fields’ (line 4). The sixth verse paragraph presents a surprise: the ‘dirt and sweat of
London’. Then comes the noteworthy reference to William Blake. To move from a rural
to a metropolitan landscape half-way through the poem is arresting. The poetic speaker’s
abrupt shift suggests another association. One can add yet more sticky signifiers to
William Blake, that is, the ‘dark Satanic mills’ of the Industrial Revolution, industrial
capitalism, and colonization of both the working classes and colonial peoples. In her
section titled ‘Colonization of our love of nature’ (2012, 205), Weintrobe refers to the way
in which capitalism colonizes our love of the natural world. The entitled Westerner
considers that the suffering of those in the Global South is unfortunate, but helpfully for
them, it is ‘over there’. While Oliver’s poem does not focus specifically on the human
suffering produced by the climate crisis, ‘Spring Azures’ explores death and physical
suffering by setting out a split landscape, which the poem aims to heal, to make into
something non-split. In terms of its reference to William Blake, ‘Spring Azures’ can be
read as critiquing capitalism and its freight of soot and pollution (Oliver 1992, lines
16-31).

The poem’s free verse opens up the vista of a rural or, possibly wild terrain of blue
azures which live in ‘fields’ (line 4). The poem’s use of free verse also suggests that it is
exploring a need to break free of formal constraints. The poetic speaker seeks freedom
from what the poem implies to be the dark aspects of the Industrial Revolution. These are
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observable by the child William Blake. From his parent’s living space, Blake notices the
‘sooty sill’ in ‘the dark city’ (line 25). What links the different terrains is the colour black,
that is, the black in the city and that black from where the blue azures ‘drink the black
rain water’ (line 3). Oddly, this allegedly dirty rain water nourishes the azures. This leaves
the reader considering whether the black and dirt are contaminating or generative -
perhaps both. Has the rain been contaminated by the ‘dirt and sweat of London’ (line
16)? The two different landscapes, the rural terrain and the polluted city are both
connected by this black rain water (lines 3 and 15). The first reference (line 3) is about
nourishment, while the second implies pollution (line 15). The poetic speaker refers to
their physical exhaustions and ailments:

Sometimes the great bones of my life feel so heavy,
and all the tricks of my body knows -

the opposable thumbs, the kneecaps,

and the mind clicking and clicking -

don’t seem enough to carry me through this world (lines 5-9).

Something is necessary to ‘carry’ the speaker, and this is the blue of the azures, with
its combined qualities of pollution and nourishment. The blueness is present in
those lines which embody the speaker’s transformations. The speaker morphs into
the identities of winged creatures and flames, integrating the blueness of the
flowers.

[...] would like
to have wings —
blue ones -
ribbons of flame.

How I would like to open them, and rise
from the black rain water (lines 11-16).

The human speaker has de-created themselves in order to re-create their identity into the
multiple beings of flying creatures then elemental fire itself. But then there is no escape
from the landscape:

How I would like to open them, and
from the black rain water (lines 14-15).

Somehow, the poetic speaker who cannot quite escape, only wishes to ‘open them’, that
is, the azures. Through the poem’s sticky affects, ‘them’ can also be read as the winged
creatures (whatever one imagines them to be) and the blue flames. Nor is there any
alleviation from the environmentally degrading capitalism as it splits the landscape:

And then I think of Blake, in the dirt and sweat of London - a boy
staring through the window (lines 16-17).

However, what comes next is divine intervention as a means of healing the split, and as
a tactic, both spiritual and poetic, to re-frame the capitalism of soot and somatic pain.
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[...] when God came
fluttering up

Of course, he screamed

seeing the bobbin of God’s blue body
leaning on the sill,

and the thousand-faceted eyes (lines 17-22).

The use of the pronoun ‘he’ (line 19) is Blake, the child, shocked by God, not in an
imperious large and over-arching form, but fused with the nonhuman world of
a ‘thousand-faceted eyes’ (line 22), still metonymically forming sticky affects with the
blue and therefore the azures, as well as the possibility of other multitudinous identities
with wings and flames, be these birds or angels or even both. A ‘bobbin’ could be a child’s
toy or a spindle for thread. God is presented as a modest, pantheistic presence. Perhaps,
this is Oliver’s imaginative suggestion that William Blake is experiencing his first and
frightening confrontation with the spirit world. The reader’s attention is as shocked into
focus as is that of the child William Blake. Then follows the poem’s final twist in which
industrial capitalism is to be eschewed for a greater purpose.

Anyway, Blake the hosier’s son stood up

and turned away from the sooty sill and the dark city -
turned away forever

from the factories, the personal strivings

to a life of the imagination (lines 27-30).

Here is a paradox. On the one hand, the landscape remains split. By turning away
from the dirty city to pursue the poet’s life, Blake the child who will become Blake
the young poet, might be escaping the far from ideal turmoil of city life. Yet the
facts of Blake’s life are quite different. He lived and worked in London, and
produced a body of work which did not shy away from chimney sweeps and the
victims of capitalism’s class violence (Bronowski 1972, 111-168). However, I would
argue that the speaker is engaging in sweeping self-irony. For indeed, while Blake
turns away from the strivings of financial struggle and all the self-entitlement that
would bring, the life of imagination will join together otherwise split landscapes.
The poem has already taken this journey by travelling, with the poetic speaker, from
the fields of the azures to the soot of the city. The non-split landscape has been
mended through the juxtaposition of its two halves, from the rural fields to the
smog of the city. The bobbin suggests thread and a needle. Perhaps, the poetic
speaker has used a figurative needle and thread to sew together the two landscapes,
as well as critiquing capitalism and its poisonous soot. The smartness of ‘Spring
Azures’ is that its hope in imagination is developed into a journey through dissim-
ilar landscapes which maintain their fractures but allow for the possibilities of
repair, and for a life lived against the grain of capitalist struggle.

Both ‘Spring Azures” and ‘Wild Geese’ offer maps of fractures in their landscapes
in which the human-nonhuman relation must confront physical precarity.
Resilience and vulnerability face a natural world which can attune to and integrate
human wounds in the ‘family of things’. ‘Spring Azures’ stages William Blake’s
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youthful presence in order to suggest the links between the nonhuman, the spiritual,
and a pantheistic God, one who works through blue atoms of the beautiful and the
terrifying. Fractures in the nonhuman-human relation can be generative. Gaps and
lacunae provide spaces to reflect on the continuance of the biosphere. For instance,
the adverbial ‘Meanwhile’ - repeated in “Wild Geese’ - implies that the natural
processes of the nonhuman world are ongoing; they continue and offer themselves
to the human imagination. The poetic speaker of ‘Spring Azures’ leaves us with the
child William Blake turning away from a life of predatory capitalism towards one of
imagination. One might recall Rebecca Solnit’s reminder that hope is a challenging
activity in which imagination is the key practice. Both “Wild Geese’ and ‘Spring
Azures’ embrace the facts of sorrow, grief, death and human physical decline.
Neither ecopoem escapes into magical thinking or idealisation. Yet both poems
offer a practice of a hope. This hope treads the fractures between landscapes.
Hope follows the fault-lines between life and death.

Conclusion: Fractures in the Hope

In the current climate, matters of life and death open up questions about species extinction.
How might one become ecologically intimate with goldfinches if they no longer exist? How
bad can the fractures in our ecological home become before all hope dissipates? ‘Invitation’
embraces the presence of destruction, death and grieving while calling for humans to re-
attach to the nonhuman. Species extinction can intensify our sense of transience. Sigmund
Freud’s short essay ‘On Transience’ ([1916] 1957) is, in part, a response to the poet Rainer
Maria Rilke, Freud’s walking companion for that day (deRose and Ruers 2022). Freud
relates how the unnamed poet (Rilke) was profoundly upset that the beautiful natural scene
surrounding them would disappear (Freud, 305-307). Neither Rilke nor Freud was facing
climate collapse. However, they were paying attention to a seasonal time-window of
environmental beauty. Freud notes that because something is short-lived does not mean
it cannot be fully appreciated. Short-lived states can demand our utmost attention. The
Rilke of ‘Invitation’ is quoted as asking us to change our lives. Stalling ecological destruction
requires a devotion to the natural world.

A call to address ecological violence is at the heart of Weintrobe’s analysis of split
landscapes. To produce their non-split states means an attention to local landscapes. For
instance, that of “‘Wild Geese’ allows the ecopoem to be read as representative of many
other human and nonhuman landscapes which partake, through imagination, of the
universal facts of mortality. Human vulnerability, or the ‘soft animal of your body’
(line 4), equates human with nonhuman animals and with their shared precarity. From
the perspective of the climate emergency, there are risks that humans could, at some
point, become extinct. The cessation of an individual life (that of the poetic speaker) in
‘When Death Comes’ is portrayed as integral to nonhuman, as well as human commu-
nities, and as circulating emotions through that community. Ahmed describes ‘circula-
tory affects’ as impulses which can move sideways. In my reading of her essay, such
circulatory affects are able to move amongst a diversity of species and human commu-
nities. These human collectives confront global neoliberalism. What are the remaining
sanctuaries from necropolitical financial systems? The poem offers a metaphor for
death - a ‘cottage of darkness’ (line 10). This last retreat is what makes the transience
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and the beauty of the natural world crucial. This cottage of darkness, or retreat for death,
is the place from which life can be released. ‘Spring Azures’ highlights another form of
release: the compulsion to make money in industrial capitalism. Should such a radical
change occur at the global level, the world could change. Hope in such socio-political
fractures could inspire a radical re-consideration of the grounds of capitalist exploitation.

As a final thought on letting go, ‘Invitation’ consists of a typographical layout of
slanting lines. These could be emblematic of the movement of goldfinch beaks. One
might speculate that the poetic speaker, while human, can find a position amongst the
goldfinches. The poem, then, places both humans and goldfinches, the anthropogenic
and the nonhuman in a shared space of entangled lives; this is also a broken world of
fracture and liminality. Should the goldfinches disappear or be so few in number, it
would be difficult to discover them, pay them attention or let them excite our imagina-
tion. Perhaps, it is the survival of Mary Oliver’s ecopoetry which offers the wild possi-
bility that one might change one’s life by accepting what is broken and by embracing the
fractures in the hope.

Notes

1. My phrase to ‘stay with’ echoes Donna J. Haraway’s Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in
the Chthulucene (2016).

2. The concept of the ‘more-than-human’ was coined by David Abrams in his now canonical
The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-Human World (1997).

3. Mary Oliver has not been a writer associated with ‘environmental ecopoetry’, that is, the
term which Susanna Lindstrom and Greg Garrard mark off from ‘ecophenomenological’
poetry (Lindstrom and Garrard 2014). The latter can be described as attentive to relation-
ships between the nonhuman and the more-than-human world (the authors take the latter
term from David Abram). While ecophenomenlogical poetry is biocentric in its concerns, it
need not take on matters of social as ecological (in)justice, as does ‘environmental ecopo-
etry’. My approach is to argue for an ecopoetic reading of Oliver’s work which follows the
interstices between the ecophenomenological and the environmental possibilities offered by
her poems.

4. T term Oliver’s activism ‘implicit’ in comparison to those many moments of explicit
activism which can be found in Gary Snyder’s poetry; for instance, the anthology Turtle
Island offer examples of poems which feature activist rhetoric. ‘Mother Earth: Her
Whales’ is a complex free verse poem which dramatizes the ecological positions and
counter-positions of nation states from Brazil to China. Each country is portrayed as
being in denial about the maltreatment of its environment (47-49). Wendell Berry’s “The
Wild Geese’, in the anthology The Country of Marriage ([1973] 2012, 180), provides an
example of a tone of meditative reflection on the spiritual if not religious dimension of
the natural world.

5. In Travelling Concepts in the Humanities (Bal 2002, 10), Mieke Bal emphasizes the impor-
tance of ‘close reading’ by stating that her book, woven around the very notion of concepts
which travel between fields, is predicated on the importance of close reading. Concepts work
in creative tension with cultural objects so as the latter can be close read. I analyse Ahmed’s
concept of ‘stickiness’ together with Weintrobe’s ‘split landscapes’, engaging both with close
readings of Oliver’s poems. My method is to take the reader on a heuristic journey of poetic
analysis, and this means one of discovery.

6. It is worthwhile making a comparison with Jorie Graham’s “The Geese’ from her anthology
Hybrid of Plants and of Ghosts (1980, 36). Here there is a split landscape between the paths of
geese and the tracks made by spider’s webs. The holding together of these two spaces allows
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them to touch, yet at the same time, there is a fracture between the different parts of the
landscape. Geese and spiders never entirely arrive, as the ‘geese are forever entering’ and the
‘spider’s forever turning back’ (verse paragraph 6). The sense of recurring time in the use of
Oliver’s ‘Meanwhile’ (see my analysis) can be compared to Graham’s use of ‘forever’. Yet
Oliver’s poem posits the ‘Meanwhile” as closer to death and transience than Graham’s poem.
In contract to Graham’s poem, Oliver’s ‘Wild Geese’ emphasizes the importance of perceiv-
ing the intersection between life and death.
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