In Praise of Trees
Seán Hewitt
"There are trees that are all a-strain upward like a prayer; there are trees that rise only to flow eternally downwards, drooping like death; there are trees that are all a-twist, an agony of contortion, writhing, serpentining now towards earth and now towards sky, inwards and outwards, upwards and downwards, tortured uncertain lives, very dreadful and very beautiful: but in all the trees there is beauty, and the birds of God rest and nest and sing in all." (Stephen MacKenna, Journal, March 14 1907)
Lamenting, praising, and looking anew, in this workshop we will explore the poetry of woods and forests. In the wake of centuries of deforestation, and renewed calls for re-afforestation, we will focus close attention on the movements, bodies, processes and lives of trees. With poems by Danez Smith, Katherine Towers, Gerard Manley Hopkins and Aodhagán Ó Rathaille, we will ask how mourning is interlinked with hope, living with loss, and how poets over time have sought to praise the variety and beauty of arboreal life. 
Cill Cháis
Now what will we do for timber,
with the last of the woods laid low?
There’s no talk of Cill Chais or its household
and its bell will be struck no more.
That dwelling where lived the good lady
most honoured and joyous of women
— earls made their way over wave there
and the sweet Mass once was said.
Ducks’ voices nor geese do I hear there,
nor the eagle’s cry over the bay,
nor even the bees at their labour
bringing honey and wax to us all.
No birdsong there, sweet and delightful,
as we watch the sun go down,
nor cuckoo on top of the branches
settling the world to rest.
A mist on the boughs is descending
neither daylight nor sun can clear.
A stain from the sky is descending
and the waters receding away.
No hazel nor holly nor berry
but boulders and bare stone heaps,
not a branch in our neighbourly haggard,
and the game all scattered and gone.
Then a climax to all of our misery:
the prince of the Gael is abroad
oversea with that maiden of mildness
who found honour in France and Spain.
Her company now must lament her,
who would give yellow money and white
— she who’d never take land from the people
but was friend to the truly poor.
I call upon Mary and Jesus
to send her safe home again:
dances we’ll have in long circles
and bone-fires and violin music;
that Cill Chais, the townland of our fathers,
will rise handsomely on high once more
and till doom — or the Deluge returns —
we’ll see it no more laid low.






Aodhagán Ó Rathaille, trans. Thomas Kinsella
Binsey Poplars
felled 1879
My aspens dear, whose airy cages quelled,
  Quelled or quenched in leaves the leaping sun,
  All felled, felled, are all felled;
    Of a fresh and following folded rank
                Not spared, not one
                That dandled a sandalled
         Shadow that swam or sank
On meadow & river & wind-wandering weed-winding bank.
  O if we but knew what we do
         When we delve or hew —
     Hack and rack the growing green!
          Since country is so tender
     To touch, her being só slender,
     That, like this sleek and seeing ball
     But a prick will make no eye at all,
     Where we, even where we mean
                 To mend her we end her,
            When we hew or delve:
After-comers cannot guess the beauty been.
  Ten or twelve, only ten or twelve
     Strokes of havoc unselve
           The sweet especial scene,
     Rural scene, a rural scene,
     Sweet especial rural scene.
after a mast year
an inkling like
the thought of a thought
far from the green skirts of the wood
an escapee acorn
can’t contain itself
lacking something that’s upwards
and something that’s downwards
though neither knows what is lacked
(they’ll know when they get to it)
no need for this broken old suitcase
which has been stepped out of
like a magician’s box is stepped out of
something is moving
up through the dark and down through the dark
with a creaking you wouldn’t believe how loud
surely it must hurt
Katherine Towers, from Oak (Picador, 2021)
Acorn to oak tree time-lapse (New Scientist)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4BtKAkP5xOk&ab_channel=NewScientist
Trees!
y’all! they look like slow green explosions!
thick as the best fro in the clique.
a clique of them. a whole hood of soft jade.
i’m a little beside myself, driving thru mississippi
with tish, who is indeed a part of myself. she say
i wish i could take a picture of all this green
but it’s raining so we can’t photograph these
perfect emerald lungs, these giant, ancient niggas.
they must be n****as, right? how brown & giving they are.
their fruit cousin to our hands, their flowers our songs.
i wonder if i went a year without lotion if my skin
would dry into bark & my naps would drink
the light as my toes grew wild & twisted with thirst?
do you think that’s how trees were invented?
a bunch of n****s stood still in a field, waiting
for a sign from an old god, their breath a prayer
until all they could do was breathe. if i could
be a tree, i’d know god is real. if i could be
a tree, there’d be a heart knifed into my skin
that’d read i ♥ all my n****s!
if i could stand still in a field with tish & josh
& blaire & jamila & cam & aaron & nate
& angel & morgan & britteney & kelsey & aziza &
krysta & d’allen & kamia & dorian & thiahera
& all the n****s whose names burst my heart
to joyful smithereens with their bright seeds
i would be the happiest tree, i’d let all the birds
live in me, glad to breathe in that constellation
of green budding stars. o my god of negroes
& foliage, roots & roots & roots, here we are
black & ashy & filtering air, ready
to be the forest, deliver us into an axeless world.
sweet mother of chlorophyll & melanin
branch & braid, dogwood & all my dawgs
we stand, waiting to be made evergreen.
we see your promise in the noonstar
hear your word in the rain.
Danez Smith, from Homie (Chatto & Windus, 2020)
