Blind Criticism

‘Bare Almond-Trees’ is by D.H. Lawrence.

I first came across the poem in Ted Hughes’s book Poetry in the Making.  It’s in the chapter titled ‘Learning to Think’ and appears alongside Hughes’s own ‘View of a Pig’ and ‘Wodwo’, George MacBeth’s ‘Owl’, Stevens’s Blackbird, Christopher Smart’s ‘My Cat Jeoffry’ and Lawrence’s ‘Mosquito’: pretty impressive company.  Looking at it again now I notice that the poem is alone in the list for not being about a creature of some sort.  It could easily have appeared in the chapter on writing about landscape, or indeed ‘Wind and Weather’.  I admire Hughes’s book greatly.  Not least among my pleasures is that it offers to young readers real poems which, over the course of the book, challenge and extend what the idea of ‘a good poem’ is; and how they offer possibilities for writing from themselves as models of concentrated thinking.

‘Bare Almond-Trees’ certainly fits that description. One of the things that struck me re-reading the poem is its power, achieved largely through the repetition of words like ‘iron’, ‘rain’, ‘steel’ and ‘air’; and the way the poet’s imagination seems to circle around the trees, describing them from every angle.  It isn’t surprising to know Hughes admired the poem.  If you read it with his accent it sounds like one of his own.  And ‘iron’ is such a Hughes word, especially if you go back to his first two books.  The third stanza in particular reminded me of his tendency to build up cascading rhythms.  The repetitions here of the phrase ‘Do you…?’ made me think of the repetitions Hughes’s ‘Do not think’ in the poem ‘Do Not Pick Up The Telephone’ (‘Do not think your house is a hide-out it is a telephone/ Do not think you walk your own road, you walk down a telephone’).  I am struck, too, by the way both poets have access to marvellous metaphorical language which soars beyond description quite suddenly and magically:  ‘Do you hear the chemical accents of the sun?/ Do you telephone the roar of the waters over the earth?/ And from all this, do you make calculations?’

The other way I know the poem is by Lawrence is because a friend was throwing out some books of a deceased relative not long ago and gave me first refusal on the poetry section.  It comes from Birds, Beast and Flowers (a very Hughesian title) and includes the famous ‘Snake’ and aforementioned ‘Mosquito’.  I was very surprised to see this book was first published in 1923.  I don’t know how many other poems from 1923 talk about telephones, but I bet it isn’t many.  I admire Lawrence’s supple handling of free verse, which seems to me still fresh and contemporary.  He’s not afraid of mixing up his line lengths; he addresses the trees directly, drawing the reader in; and he takes poetic risks in that third stanza, reaching for language that leaves behind the literal.  The poem is also a good lesson in handling stanzas.  Each one has a specific subject or tone, and moves the poem on from where it was before.

Another game I played with the poem was to imagine if it had been passed round my writing group.  I’m not sure how we would respond.  I can see us reacting to words like ‘sesnsitiveness’, especially as ‘sensitive’ is used twice already.  One of the dangers of the workshop approach is that it’s possible to praise the tidy and the sensible above the wild and risk-taking.  I think ‘Bare Almond-Trees’ is both tidy and sensible in the non-pejorative senses of those words; but I also think it represents a wilder strain in English poetry that we sometimes forget.  Seamus Heaney has a line of criticism about Edwin Muir’s ‘The Interrogation’ being like a road not taken in this country’s poetry, in the sense that it offered possibilities for poetry which were not taken up until many years later.  I think this is also true of ‘Bare Almond-Trees’.  It appears in Birds, Beasts and Flowers in a section of three tree-poems including ‘Cypresses’ and ‘Bare Fig-Trees’.  Many of the same techniques, including repetition of a number of key words and questions to evoke the trance-like gaze of the poet, are also present.  Would that happen today?  Probably not.  You can hear the editor saying ‘I think one tree-poem is enough for this book, don’t you?’  Lawrence, and his disciple Hughes, remind us that we might be poorer for it.
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