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“An Attentive Engagement with Nature”: 
An Appreciation of Harriet Tarlo’s Radical Landscape Poetry 

 
Cynthia Hogue 

 
In a thorough introduction to a 2008 How2 feature on women and ecopoetics 

curated by Harriet Tarlo, she argues for a poetry which breaks down the artificial 
divisions “between rural and urban, cultivated and wild, natural and technological,” 
rather than perpetuates them. To the poets featured in the issue, Tarlo observes, such 
divisions are “inaccurate in this largely post-wilderness world,” and moreover, do not 
help to promote “writing which tries to engage with the political significance of the 
environmental crisis.”1 Broadly, Tarlo’s theoretical contributions to the field and her 
own poetry are exemplary of how one might develop an ethical writing practice out of 
what Elizabeth-Jane Burnett has characterized as ecopoetry’s “attentive engagement with 
nature.”2 Tarlo developed the term “radical landscape poetry” to denote an exploratory 
poetics that takes into realistic account our “contemporary landscape, [including] rural 
people and past and present agricultural and social issues.”3 Such poetry is “located 
writing,” often based on intimate familiarity with a particular place, and bears witness to 
site-specific change. In lieu of formal certainty and thematic conclusion, radical 
landscape poetry offers “questions, uncertainties, self doubts and self corrections.”4 

To illustrate, I’ll turn in brief to Tarlo’s 2009 collection, Nab, which evokes a 
spare northern landscape in precisely detailed descriptions. The volume is in three 
sections comprised of three serial poems: “Brancepeth Beck,” “Coast,” and “Nab.” Nab 

is, we might say, sight-specific: the observing eye tracks perceptions in ways that blur the 
edges between inside and outside the poem’s frame: 

 
rained itself 
out rock grows beck 
turned against 
pouring grows over 
mud widening faster 
than i can 
run faster than 
stumbled gorse pulls 
against rained it 
self out5 

 
These lines are from the untitled poem in the first serial poem, “Brancepeth Beck,” which 
opens the collection. Words fall hard like rain, the brook overflows, and mud is running: 
we aren’t sure where we can stop, catch a foothold, or find where a new syntactic unit 
begins. I try to latch onto the word, “gorse,” but it isn’t about parsing the phrases, but 
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rather like the rain flowing through, over, around them until the word-water “rained it/ 
self out.” Here’s a site-specific, self-emptying poetry right from Nab’s first page. 
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Unsettled, destabilized, readers pick our way through carefully observed details 
without the orienting aid of summarizing statements about what the details add up to: 
Muddy walks (two days of rain) but not cold. We readers might surmise that it’s likely 
summer, perhaps midsummer: “already elderberries” are the only words on the last 
page in the series. The two separated words float on the otherwise blank page just above 
the center, their relationship (adverb and noun) syntactic and spatial, significantly time- 
bound. Self-emptied into landscape, all-ready: bearing fruit. 

The last section, “Nab,” tracks a season of walking near the rocky summit, the 
nab, which gives the collection both its title and dominant image, the word resonating 
throughout the volume: 

 
August, late 
up the nab 

 
great hairy willowherb 
then rosebay 
then foxgloves 

 
foxgloves shaking, spreading 

shaking wind 

all the way up 
 

up against nab 
(Nab 45) 

 
As this passage conveys, the nab is really alive with seasonally-changing and altitude- 
sensitive flora as well as fauna (weasel, wren, tit, kestrels, rabbits all are named and noted 
in the poem). The images are lyrically charged through word and sound repetitions (late- 
bay, shaking-shaking, and the plosives of up-up and nab-nab). The presence of the “nab” 
predominates the landscape of both poem and place. Although the nab itself is the stable 
component of the landscape, the scene is far from pastoral or pristine, as denoted by the 
arrival below of housing developments: “every new development puts/ 40% of the 
developed land/ under tarmac” (Nab 52), Tarlo documents. “[O]ne plant per county per 
year/ lost/ over the century” (Nab 53). From the vista atop the nab, it’s possible to see 
that the new houses are built in semi-circles “on the floodplains.” “DANGER/ DEEP 
WATER” (Nab 55), the poem warns, the text writ large, like a real sign—in fact, like the 
actual sign, which Tarlo incorporates into her text. 
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The moment is at once realistic, as Tarlo has characterized radical landscape 
poetry, and pointed political critique. As we now know far more dramatically than a 
decade ago, when this collection was published, ignoring the dangers of a floodplain in 
order to build a housing development invites the residents literally to get in over their 
heads! How Nab is structured depends not only on the observation of what is, after all, 
an old divide (rural vs. suburban) in the process of changing, but also of the irrationalism 
of predatory capitalism: disregarding inconvenient facts, such as a floodplain, in order to 
profit off housing that at some time or another will be washed away. It makes dollars for 
developers but no sense for buyers. That embedded, concrete warning heralds not the 
future but the clear and present danger of our times (it’s observation not prophecy), 
which humans ignore at our peril and poets ponder ethically like so many Cassandras. 

Registering this warning, the speaking subject—both seeing eye and occulted 
“I”—is spatially located (she is walking on the nab), but unlocatable except by that which 
she observes. She is “on sight”: it is the natural world that orients her subjectivity. She is 
attentively engaged with this particular place, not only conserving, preserving, and 
memorializing in the text all that she sees, which will go “under tarmac,” but also 
gesturing toward the importance of being present to what one sees at a particular 
moment: “you should be here,” she states, and then repeats, with a telling difference: 
“really you should be here” (Nab 72; emphasis Tarlo’s). 

Here’s: all that will also go under water in a flood. For as Tarlo quips toward the 
end of the poem, whether water or grass growing in the spring, “it’s going to win”— 
nature in some form always does in the end—and if we don’t know it yet, we will. To be 
a “realist,” as Tarlo has it, is to observe the radically changed landscape that late 
industrial capitalism has wrought, and to acknowledge that radical landscape poetry 
confronts a world that has moved so far beyond the landscapes of pastoral poetry that the 
nature portrayed can hardly be seen as natural. Possibly, that’s her point. 
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