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 A key idea circulating through ecocriticism these days is scale. The question being asked 

is, How can literary forms--lyrical, narrative, dramatic--help readers think about, and on, 

massively different scales of time and space? In Anthropocene Poetics: Deep Time, Sacrifice 

Zones, and Extinction, David Farrier argues that poetry can function as a tentative and self-

reflexive model for thinking and feeling deep pasts and futures. The book’s subtitle indicates the 

three main contexts in which poetry’s contributions can occur: deepening our sense of 

temporality, revealing our entanglement in space with other bodies and objects, and fostering a 

cross-species, collaborative “kin-making” in a time of mass extinction.  

 The poets that Farrier samples represent a range of late-twentieth- and early twenty-first-

century poetics. He examines the portrayal of intimate moments that produce the feeling of 

“thick time” in the lyrics of Elizabeth Bishop and Seamus Heaney. Both poets’ interest in and 

fascination with geology, their powers of description and observation, and their commitment to 

lyric subjectivity combine to create moments of intimate address that thicken the “now” of the 

lyric with reference to, or evocation of, past and future temporalities. In his reading of Peter 

Larkin’s poems on industrial forests and Evelyn Reilly’s Styrofoam, Farrier adapts an alternate 

term for the Anthropocene, “Plantationocene,” to show how a “diffractive poetics” (12) can 

reveal the otherwise unseen or unfelt “sacrifice zones” that capitalism produces in its endless 

economic expansion. Larkin’s block-like stanzas of prose poetry and Reilly’s use of Olson’s 

field composition techniques of spacing on the page make their poems “apparatus[es]” that 



“create[] diffractive patterns of overlapping difference” (68, 55). These patterns then can reveal 

the embodied entanglement that connects all consumers to these invisible sacrifice zones, 

whether the monocultures of industrial woodlots or the plastic that pollutes the oceans and 

penetrates our bodies with toxins. In order to comprehend mass extinction through poetry, 

Farrier argues that Mark Doty, Sean Borodale, and Christian Bök all cultivate a sense of kinship 

with an animal other through the figure of the clinamen, or, the “swerve.” Doty’s jellyfish are 

ambiguous creatures that the poet is inclined toward because of their beauty, but their indefinite 

form continually swerves away from language’s ability to represent it. Borodale’s Bee Journal 

fuses writing and bee-keeping into a multispecies collaboration in the shadow of colony collapse 

disorder. Bök’s radical experiment of encoding the text of a pair of sonnets in the DNA of an 

unkillable bacterium in order to create an “eternal poem” takes this kin-making to its ultimate 

limit.    

 One issue that remains unresolved is what the word poetics in the phrase “Anthropocene 

poetics” means. A poetics can be descriptive or prescriptive. That is, it is either an account of 

how poetry is written in a specific period, movement, or society; or, it is a theory of how poetry 

should be written to be considered good, relevant, effective, and so on. Bishop’s and Heaney’s 

“Anthropocene poetics” is descriptive in this sense. Both poets’ interest in geology coupled with 

their prodigious gifts for lyrical poetry do indeed produce a feeling of “geologic intimacy” (42) 

that thrusts the human into awareness of vast timescales and encourages readers to think in ways 

that bring the issues of the Anthropocene into view. Yet, it is how Farrier frames his readings of 

these two poets that make their poetics “Anthropocenic.” As Farrier observes about a set of 

Heaney poems that involve travel by car, the poet does not acknowledge “the material facts of 

petrocultures” (46), which “limits what his poetry has to say about being Anthropocenic” (47). 



Farrier’s readings of the poems offer revealing insights into how both poets defamiliarize 

individual experience by thickening the lyrical moment with an awareness of geology’s deep 

time, but he also has to make historicizing moves at times in order to make the poems have 

something to say about “being Anthropocenic.” In discussing Bishop’s “In the Waiting Room,” 

for example, Farrier frames the poem with the Apollo 8 Earthrise image to account for the 

defamiliarization of perspective in the poem, and the discovery of atomic structure in 1918, the 

date of the issue of National Geographic that the speaker is reading, to claim that the moment in 

the poem has “an atomic as well as planetary scale” (32). Certainly the image of “blue-black 

space” partakes of the cultural Zeitgeist--the Apollo images were immediately associated with 

the ecology movement around the time the poem was written--but the detail of the magazine’s 

publication date seems unlikely to have resonated in Bishop’s mind as metonymically linked to 

the discovery of the smallest scale. Or, to take an example from Heaney, it is only the critic’s 

introduction of “the Great Oxygenation Event more than 2 billion years ago” to explain why the 

poet’s blackberries have a fungus on them that extends “Blackberry Picking” so far back in time 

(48). What makes these two poets’ work Anthropocenic is how Farrier reads them in the context 

of the Anthropocene. 

 In Recomposing Ecopoetics, Lynn Keller coins the phrase “the self-conscious 

Anthropocene” in order to distinguish between poets who unself-consciously write during the 

Anthropocene and those who are aware that they are writing during the Anthropocene.1 This 

distinction seems applicable to the poets Farrier considers. That is, after the first chapter, Farrier 

turns to the “self-conscious” Anthropocenic poets, and he therefore begins to engage in 

 
1 Lynn Keller, Recomposing Ecopoetics: North American Poetry of the Self-Conscious 
Anthropocene, University of Virginia Press, 2017. 



prescriptive rather than descriptive poetics. Aside from Doty, each of the remaining poets’ 

compositional techniques are intended to bring readers’ attention to the materiality of language 

in general and their texts in particular. These poets fit comfortably in the postmodernist tradition 

of late-twentieth century Anglo-American poetics, which we may also call an experimental 

tradition. In this mode, poets really do see their work as apparatuses for testing out what 

language can do as a medium. Rather than producing the rhetorical intimacy of lyric address, 

they seek to provoke a linguistic intimacy by bringing readers deeper into language as an 

environment or ecosystem. Reilly’s “‘polymerized’ poetics” and Larkin’s “monolithic stanza 

forms” imitate the processes that create plastic and industrial monocrops, linking their medium 

with the materials that are its subject matter.  

 What is more, Borodale’s “lyrigraphs” and Bök’s genetic manipulations push this idea of 

lingusitic materiality to its farthest limits. In her bee-keeping poetic sequence, Sylvia Plath turns 

her jars of honey into a metaphor of her poetic production, whereas Borodale’s lyrigraphs 

attempt to recursively document the interaction between bees and beekeeper that collaboratively 

make honey “the end of the contradictory poem of kin-making” (107). The lyrigraphs are 

handwritten in a journal as they are composed in situ, and Farrier cites Borodale’s surprise at 

finding the residue of his honey-collecting as literal marks of collaborative kin-making: “literally 

and figuratively, the lyrigraphs are sticky with the evidence of different lives and happenings” 

(107). Of course, the literal part only applies to the handwritten journal, so it is less accessible to 

a reader than the figurative, which is not the case with Bök, whose “Xenotext experiment is an 

attempt to write an ‘eternal’ poem in the genome of an extremophile bacterium” (110). If Bök’s 

experiment succeeds, it would become the ultimate form of the materiality of language, 

demonstrating “the uncanny resilience of language as well as life” by encoding a poem in a 



lifeform that will outlive human civilization. It takes a radically experimental poetics, it seems to 

me, to engage poetry with this kind of vast scale at a material as well as figurative level. 

Farrier’s readings of each poet’s work are detailed, informed, and compelling, so perhaps 

an Anthropocene poetics needn’t worry about distinctions between prescriptive and descriptive 

approaches. One indication that Farrier uses poetics in a broader sense to mean a theory of 

artistic production is the consistent references to visual-conceptual artworks (this critical 

ekphrasis is something of a trend in ecocriticism as well--see Alaimo’s Exposed, Morton’s 

Hyperobjects, and Heise’s Imagining Extinction for other examples).2 Each chapter of 

Anthropocene Poetics begins with an illustration of a contemporary work of art that sparks an 

anecdotal introduction that links the writing to a place and time: “In late summer 2015. . .” (1), 

“On an overcast morning in 1999. . .” (15), “It is the end of January and I am standing. . .” (125), 

and so on. Whether a performance piece, a sculpture, or an installation, each of the works 

featured supplements the commentary on poetry, whose medium is in a significant sense 

nonmaterial, with a literal materiality. In this way, the emphasis is laid on art that makes its 

readers or viewers aware of the material entanglements that constitute its very medium, and their 

bodily entanglement with that substance as well. The postmodernist poetics of Reilly, Larkin, 

Borodale, and Bök is the poetic analog of such artistic production more than Bishop’s, Heaney’s, 

and Doty’s lyrical forms, so maybe an Anthropocene “poetics,” if we are going to apply that 

term to poetry, is an experimental poetics by default. 

 
2 Stacy Alaimo, Exposed: Environmental Politics and Pleasures in Posthuman Times, University of Minnesota Press, 
2016; Timothy Morton, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World. University of Minnesota 
Press, 2013; Ursula Heise, Imagining Extinction: The Cultural Meanings of Endangered Species. University of 
Chicago Press, 2016. 
 
 


