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Introduction 
 
The poems in Juliana Spahr’s collection That Winter the Wolf Came show an intricate entanglement 

with the world. Published in 2015, the poetry bundle takes the Deepwater Horizon oil spill of 2010 

as its point of departure. Intermingled with these oily ruminations are poetic calls for revolution 

based on Spahr’s own experience with the street protests organized by Occupy Oakland in 2011. In 

That Winter, Spahr focuses increasingly on collective action in the form of protest and the 

possibility of change this brings with it. This change is not only performed between humans, but 

also in conjunction with the nonhuman. Overall, That Winter the Wolf Came emphasizes the 

interconnection between the bodily self and the many extensive systems, economic, ecological, 

social or otherwise, that shape it. 
 

Spahr’s work testifies to a close interest in the way language forms different connections and 

how it emphasizes the interconnectivity that exists between seemingly different systems. In her 2005 

publication this connection of everyone with lungs, for instance, she probes her own complicity with 

the U.S. military-industrial complex in a post-9/11 world. A more recent work, made in collaboration 

with Joshua Clover, called #Misanthropocene: 24 Theses (2014) reads like a textual castigation of the 

Anthropocene epoch. This engagement with the Anthropocene and the human impact that this name 

proposes has become increasingly important to Spahr. The Anthropocene can be seen as signaling “the 

enormous scope of negative human impacts on the environment”, but also as opening up “the 

possibility 
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of reimagining the nature of the future not as a return to the past or a realm apart from 

humans, but as a nature reshaped by humans” (Heise 203). 

Nicole M. Merola argues that in her more recent work, starting with this connection in 2005, 

Spahr has begun to experiment with poetry that “questions, encounters, materializes, and wrestles 

with the epistemological and ontological pressures that accrue to the newly self-reflexive, anxious 

position into which the Anthropocene interpellates us” (26). Merola proclaims that with the advent of 

the Anthropocene it is not only the conceptualization of the relationship between the human and the 

nonhuman that is put under strain, but also “how to think about the contours and roles of cultural 

forms and their work” (26). In an interview with the poet Jenna Goldsmith, Spahr herself reflects upon 

the need to rethink not only these categories, but also the role that poetry can play in this process. She 

explains that poetry about birds, animals, plants and fish has for a long time been known as “nature 

poetry” and that “this term is very much under question, but we still haven’t come up with a better one 

yet; like, ‘anthropocene poetry’ is not a term that gets used right now” (412).1 In a statement included 

after her poem “things of each possible relation hashing against one another” in Well Then There Now, 

Spahr reiterates the hesitation she feels towards nature poetry: 
 

it tended to show the beautiful bird but not so often the bulldozer off to the side that 

was destroying the bird’s habitat. And it wasn’t talking about how the bird, often a 

bird which had arrived recently from somewhere else, interacted with and changed the 

larger system of this world we live in and on. (69) 

Finishing this statement she writes that “what I was looking for all along was in the 

tradition of ecopoetics — a poetics full of systemic analysis that questions the divisions between 

nature and culture — instead of a nature poetry” (71). However, as Lynn Keller 
 
 
1 Lynn Keller explains that the poets Robinson Jeffers, Gary Snyder and Wendell Berry are among 
“the most widely discussed by critics concerned with environmental literature” and that this “reveals 
a good deal about poetry’s place in the recent environmental imagination” (610). Their popularity 
illustrates a prevailing tendency to romanticize a nature that is opposed to city life. 
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explains, experimental and poststructuralist poetry has often been seen as “inimical to ecocriticism” 

(604). Poetry that reflects on how language shapes and constructs our understanding of the world is 

thought to only bring us further from ecocriticism’s “concerns about real-world environmental 

degradation” (604). Fortunately, recent developments have seen a more open-minded approach to 

experimental poetry and the alternative it might offer to the more human-centered nature poetry. Joan 

Retallack, for instance, asks “What can we discover when we stop trying to describe nature through 

our emotions or as if holding up a mirror to reflect her forms?” (38). Her answer is experimental 

poetry that “adopts nature’s manner of operation. In that way we no longer stand apart from the rest of 

the world but participate in it as one among many” (38). Keller, likewise, affirms poststructuralist 

poetry as focusing “less on individual encounters with nature and more on collective modes of 

inhabiting the earth” (611). This ecocritical development has mainly occurred within the later 

generations of Language writing. Jonathan Skinner, for instance, states that “The avant-gardes of the 

last decades of that century [Twentieth] […] stand to be criticized for their overall silence on a 

comparable approach to environmental questions” (7). Spahr, on the other hand, goes beyond merely 

investigating semantic creations and shapings by also considering the impact these have in the actual 

world. Tana Jean Welch explains that “Spahr wants her poems to mean, to make certain points not 

about meaning, but about material-semiotic shapings” (4). By emphasizing the importance of real-

world impact Spahr’s ecopoetics combines the personal and the political. In the age of the 

Anthropocene this is becoming increasingly important. Merola, for instance, states that “Spahr tracks, 

worries, and materializes the transition from Holocene to Anthropocene frameworks while also 

figuring the reset to human-nonhuman epistemologies and ontologies the Anthropocene demands” 

(28). 
 

Many of the poems in That Winter present an entanglement of the personal, political and 

ecological and help redefine the connections that exist between them. Spahr’s 
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Anthropocene poetry, I argue, offers new forms that reconceptualize the relationship between nature 

and culture through an emphasis on the interconnectivity and entanglement of the systems that make 

up our world. The importance of exploring new connections becomes increasingly salient in the face 

of the Anthropocene. As humans’ understanding of our place within the systems that make up the 

earth changes, we need poetry that can respond, augment and capture this dynamic becoming with the 

world. 

 
 
The Creaturely & Material-Semiotic Knots 
 
Throughout her work, Spahr pays close attention not only to the interconnected systems that make up 

our world, but also to the bodily actions of a large array of human and nonhuman animals. Her 

Anthropocene poetry foregrounds both human and nonhuman corporeal beings in close relation to 

one another. In order to critically look at these entanglements I will approach Spahr’s poems through 

the use of two concepts, namely the notion of the creaturely and the material-semiotic knot. In the 

following paragraphs I will explain how these two concepts can be understood. 

The creature is defined by Anat Pick as “first and foremost a living body—material, 

temporal, and vulnerable” (5) and the creaturely, as such, proposes a relationship between human and 

non-human animals based on the shared vulnerability this creates. As Pieter Vermeulen and Virginia 

Richter explain, it is because both precariousness and vulnerability “applies to animals as well as to 

humans” that “these different life forms come to inhabit the same ethical realm” (3). The terms 

‘creature’ and ‘creaturely’ have existed historically in a liminal place where they negotiated “the 

flexible border between supernatural, human and animal life” (3).2 The creaturely allows for an 

acknowledgement of other, nonhuman contexts as being equally valid to the human and creates a 

framework where these two can exist side 
 
 
2 In this article I will mainly focus on the diffuse border between animal and human life, since 
the poem foregrounds this most notably. 
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by side. Pick states that attention to the bodily allows for a way of seeing the non-human animal 

without claiming it. Giving something attention does not automatically produce arguments or claims 

to the truth. It “is antiphilosophical” (Pick 5) and “brings into being without determining the nature of 

this being” (Cameron 5). The revision of the human/animal relationship proposed by a creaturely 

poetics, furthermore, helps us look at culture from a different perspective. An emphasis on human-

nonhuman sameness based on shared vulnerability shows that culture does not only exist in 

exclusively human context. It reveals “in culture more than the clichéd expression of the ‘human 

condition’ but an expression of something inhuman as well” (5). 

With the help of Donna Haraway’s notion of material-semiotic knots we can consequently 

begin to look at the poem as something that happens both on and off the page. The duality of this 

understanding shows how a knot is always becoming-with a myriad of other human and non-human 

actors. In other words, the material is always formed and forming the semiotic and vice versa. 

Haraway asserts that “to be one, is always to become with many” (4). She consequently uses her own 

body as an illustration of this becoming-with, and describes how the cells that make up her body 

consist of merely ten percent human genomes. The other ninety percent are “filled with the genomes 

of bacteria, fungi, protists, and such” (3). She states that she becomes “an adult human being in 

company with these tiny messmates” (4). Consequently seeing her body as a “figure,” Haraway 

explains that the figure is not a mere representation of something else, but, rather, a place where “the 

biological and literary or artistic come together with all of the force of lived reality” (4). The body is, 

as such, a material-semiotic knot in which both matter and meaning continually shape each other. It is 

a figure where, as in a game of cat’s cradle, every being is “constituted in intra- 
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and interaction” (4).3 All entities, living and not, are shaped through this ever-continuing dance 

of becoming with. 
 

Having established the creaturely and the knot as my guiding concepts the next chapters will 

show us how these work in practice through a close reading of “If You Were a Bluebird” 4. This is the 

third poem in the collection and I take it to be exemplary of Spahr’s specific brand of Anthropocene 

poetry. The poem itself reads almost like a recipe for an ecosystem. In it, Spahr draws attention to a 

diverse selection of human and nonhuman animals in their environment and the interrelations that 

exist between these. The poem begins with a list. By means of this repetitive gesture, Spahr shows 

how the human and nonhuman are always becoming in relation to each other. The poem culminates in 

a powerful interspecies gathering against the oil industry and its anthropogenic effects. In ways more 

pronounced than Spahr’s other work the poem foregrounds interconnectivity as a way to look at and 

interact with the world differently. The emphasis on possibility and bodily relationality gives the poem 

a hopeful note that makes its final call for action all the stronger. 

 
 
Entangling the Material and Semiotic 
 
Let us now turn our attention towards the poem and its many entanglements. “If You Were a 

Bluebird” starts off with a seemingly simple statement, which immediately draws attention to its own 

textuality: 

Began with a list. 
 

A bird. Reed cormorant. 
 

Added a fish and a monkey. Hingemouth. White throated monkey. 
 

Added because. (l. 1-4)  
 
 
 
3 Haraway uses this game as a metaphor for knowledge making in her text “A Game of Cat’s 
Cradle: Science Studies, Feminist Theory, Cultural Studies” (1994).  
4 That Winter the Wolf Came p. 29-35. 
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The omission of a clear subject in the first line creates an ambiguity as to who, or what, began the 

poem. If the left-out subject is interpreted as an “I,” it can either emphasize a human speaker or the 

poem itself as the one who began with the list. If, however, the missing subject is seen to contain an 

“it,” the poem can draw attention to either a human speaker relating the origin of the poem or point to 

the poem’s own creative powers. In line with this autopoiesis, or self-creation, the “it” also refers to 

the active nonhuman agents that help constitute the poem throughout. However, when read as hanging 

in between these two interpretations, the first line effectively blurs the distinction between the writer 

of the poem and what is written about. In so doing it emphasizes what Marcella Durand sees as 

exemplary for experimental ecological poets, namely, “the links between words and sentences, 

stanzas, paragraphs, and how these systems link with energy and matter – that is, the exterior world” 

(62). 
 

With the addition of the grammatical conjunction “because” in the fifth line Spahr further 

shows the relation between the creation of semantic meaning and the material. At first, it seems that 

the elliptical use of “because” implies a question that is answered self-evidently. These animals were 

added to the list because they already existed before the list and therefore need no explanation. They 

are simply “added because.” Furthermore, Spahr uses the conjunction not only as a grammatical 

device in the poem but also in the more literal sense, namely to suggest a connection. The ambiguity 

apparent in the omission of the subject in the first line appears here as well, but in this instance it also 

serves to show the reader that an ecosystem transgresses man-made boundaries. They are connected, 

just like conjunctions in sentences help to connect clauses and coordinate words within the same 

clause. The “because” is recurrent throughout the whole poem and operates in connecting every 

consecutive sentence. This can, for instance, be seen in the next lines of the poem: 
 

Because the six dorsal and anal fins of the hingemouth and its two 
 

teeth too and also its swim bladder like a lung, covered in alveoli. 
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Because the silvery wings, longish tail, and short head crest of the reed 

cormorant. 

Because the white throated monkey, with its red belly and its white legs. 
 

Added the phrase the principle of relation. 
 

Because it was with the principle of relation that the Niger Delta came  

to teem. (l. 5-12) 

The “phrase” that is added in line 10, however, seems to indicate that the initial use of “added 

because” refers mainly to the word “because” and its grammatical usage, and not to the reason why it 

was added. It shows us how the poem constructs itself and how its meaning is formed. 
 
This use of “because” in conjunction with the consequent connected naming of the different animals 

creates a “figure,” as Haraway would call it. A material-semiotic knot that points towards the 

continued imaginary, and real, creation of the Niger Delta. As the poem continues it forms two more 

biomes, namely the Kuwait Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. It is not until line 62, however, that Spahr 

introduces a clear subject to the poem, who informs the reader that: 
 

I am waiting. 
 

Said this out loud. 
 

Said to no one in particular. 
 

Said we are waiting. 
 

Some of us are waiting. 
 

Waiting for the assembly of fish. 
 

Waiting to be complete. 
 

Waiting to storm the waters. (l. 62-69) 
 
The first line of this section deviates from the syntactic structure that is created in the previous parts of 

the poem. The subject is omitted from the earlier lines that, for example, started the poem and which 

“added” conjunctions and nonhuman creatures to the poem. This line, 
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however, explicitly states the “I” of the persona through reported speech only to redact it as a subject 

again in the next line. This shows how the persona is never only an “I,” but is also always formed by 

other nonhuman influences. The persona is a material-semiotic knot that always becomes-with the 

nonhuman. The following lines further elaborate upon this point, by correcting the singular “I” to 

consecutively a “we” and ending with the inclusive “us” in line 

66. The act of waiting then, is not “to be complete” but, rather, an indication that the “I” needs to 

become aware that he is always already becoming-with. The anaphora and epimone in these lines 

function as a way to place the human persona in a subjective, waiting position towards nonhuman 

animals. The persona can never be complete, because this would imply a teleological narrative, as 

opposed to the dynamic, ever-ongoing process that is proposed by Haraway’s becoming-with. 

According to Tana Jean Welch, Spahr’s poetry carries “an obvious political valence 

grounded not only in the exploration of semiotic constructions and shapings, but also in the 

interactive flux and flow of the material world” (4). Spahr actualizes this need for change when, at 

the end of the stanza, she changes the passivity inherent to “waiting” into the more active 

“wanting”: 

Waiting for the impossible. 

Said waiting. 

Meant wanting. 
 

Wanting to fly the sky dark. Wanting 

to be complete. (l. 79-83) 
 
The use of the word “wanting” here simultaneously seems to reference the impossibility of such an 

entangled way of being and a way to mobilize such an impossibility. Similarly to how Spahr shows 

the imaginative creation of the ecosystems, here she gestures towards a possible world that can only 

come into being through a combination of human and nonhuman agency. 
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If the word “wanting” is read as something that is lacking, it reiterates the impossibility of the 

teleological aspect of “waiting to be complete.” The idea of completion implies an endpoint, an event 

that can be waited for, but this, ultimately, is not indicative of how the world behaves. The persona of 

the poem is left, and perhaps found, wanting if she waits for the impossible, namely for everything to 

be complete. We cannot sit back and wait for the problems of the Anthropocene to solve themselves, 

but we need to act in this moment. The process of flying the sky dark and storming the waters is 

already happening, but we need to become aware of humanity’s place in this system. This can only 

happen if we acknowledge that the human is a material-semiotic knot that is not only acted upon, but 

also acts upon others in the “subject- and object-shaping dance of encounters” (Haraway 4). 

 
 
Shared Vulnerability 
 
The descriptions of the different ecosystems in the poem are largely made up of bodily descriptions of 

the animals that inhabit them. We are, for instance, given physical accounts of the reed cormorant, 

hingemouth and white throated monkey, which all reside in the Niger Delta (l. 5-9). In reading for 

embodiment, it becomes possible to look for the ‘creaturely’ in the poem. The conjunction “because” 

in this context serves as a reminder that nonhuman animals are added because they, too, have a 

vulnerable body with which they inhabit the planet. It is “because the six dorsal and anal fins of the 

hingemouth” that it is exposed to the same finitude as other human and nonhuman creatures. The 

anaphora used to describe the different ecologies pays attention to a rich diversity of embodied states. 

This attention focuses the reader on a shared bodily vulnerability but “does not yield a moral 

‘reading’” (Pick 5). Rather, the attention encourages the reader to acknowledge their shared 

existential predicament. As the poem progresses this framework is used in combination with actions 

performed by the animals to consign “culture to contexts that are not exclusively human” (5): 
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Because the gregarious pelican, traveling in flocks. 
 

[...] 
 

Because the nibbling and the picking of the red snapper with its short,  

sharp needle-like teeth. 

[…] 
 

So the red snapper spreads itself out in the artificial reefs of oil plat- 

forms, the smaller fish in the upper part of the water column, the 

larger in deeper areas. 

[...] 
 

So the gregarious pelican hunts, hunts cooperatively, plunge dives  

from high up so as to stun fish, scoops them up, and then also  

breeds, breeds colonially, in trees, bushes, in the ground, around  

the gulf. (l. 47-61) 

Whereas the first iterations in the poem emphasize bodily presence and create a framework based on 

shared vulnerability, in the later lines this is complemented with the bodily actions these animals 

perform. The use of yet another conjunction, “so,” explains, for example, how it is because of the red 

snapper’s “nibbling and picking” that it has spread “itself out in the artificial reefs of oil platforms.” 

These actions are consequently situated within the framework of sameness proposed by vulnerability. 

It is because we all have a vulnerable body that we are able to act, create and become. By 

foregrounding a sameness not only based on the bodily, but also on the actions that ensue from this, 

the creaturely in the poem can help to break down the strict divide between nature and culture. The 

division of “the smaller fish in the upper part of the water column, the larger in deeper areas” occurs in 

the same framework which created “the artificial reefs of oil platforms.” Both are part of a greater 

system and this shows us that “Being human is grappling with what is inhuman in us” (Pick 6). In 

other words, it reveals a 
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similarity that illustrates how we are always influenced by and entangled with the nonhuman, even in 

an anthropocentric pursuit of culture. 

Julia Reinhard Lupton explains that creatura is derived from the future-active participle 

creare in Latin, a tense “forever imperfect” and always open to further change indicated by “the 

forward drive of the suffix -ura (‘that which is about to occur’)” (1). It is an entity always in the 

process of being created and transformed. A creaturely life is therefore “always affected by others 

from which it cannot fully shelter itself; only intermittently can it compose itself into the stability of 

an individual, a totality or a cosmos” (Vermeulen & Richter 3). The repetitive descriptions of the 

nonhuman in the poem seem to illustrate this as well. The human and nonhuman animals interact 

with each other, and in doing so gesture towards a shared condition of exposure and finitude. The 

gregarious pelicans from the poem, for instance, are travelling together, hunting cooperatively and 

breeding colonially, but in doing so they also affect the fish they hunt and the trees, bushes, and 

ground on which they breed. The human persona constitutes itself at intervals throughout the poem as 

well, only to realize they are never only an “I” but are always driven forward by a shared creaturely 

existence. This shows how the creaturely can not only be a mode that enables a shared framework of 

existence, but also how it points towards a becoming-with on the basis of finitude and exposure. 
 

Throughout the poem, Spahr emphasizes a creaturely way of being for the ecological sites of 

the Niger Delta, Kuwait Bay and the Gulf of Mexico. All three areas are under major environmental 

threat from oil drilling and its many side effects, such as chemical, noise and light pollution, oil spills 

and disruption of migratory routes. The massive ecological impact of this activity lends an even 

greater urgency to the vulnerability and mortality proposed by a creaturely poetics. By pointing 

towards the interrelated systems that occur within such habitats Spahr shows how her poem can act as 

a cultural expression for the Anthropocene 
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Age. The poem illustrates the ever-changing positions of the human and nonhuman through a more 

personal and embodied poetic form. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
With “If You Were a Bluebird” I would argue that Spahr has succeeded in writing a poem that is 

exemplary of the “anthropocene poetry” she was still missing in the world. Whilst Spahr does not 

explicitly state what she means by Anthropocene poetry, a close analysis of this poem has offered 

several handholds as to what it might pertain. It is poetry that is informed by and responds to the 

challenges of the Anthropocene epoch. In order to understand humanity’s place at this crucial time, we 

need poetry that can makes us aware of our complex entanglement with the world. Ultimately, we, 

too, cannot continue to be in this world without acknowledging the interrelations that exist between 

the vast diversity of systems, beings and places that make up this world. 

According to Jonathan Skinner, it is exactly the attention to “what happens off the page, in 

terms of where the work is sited and performed, as well as what methods of composition, or 

decomposition, precede and follow the poem” (760) that are important to ecopoetry. The title of the 

poem, “If You Were a Bluebird”, already hints that the work wants to reach beyond the pages on 

which it was written. The title seems to speak directly to the reader and expresses a wish for 

something imagined. Similarly to the omission of the subject throughout the poem, the clause that 

explains what would happen is left out. The poem that follows is thus framed by the subjunctive mood 

of the title. With its emphasis on entanglement, sameness and becoming-with, however, the poem does 

not literally imply that it wants anyone to become a bluebird. Rather, it wants us to be aware of the 

many connections and shared systems that make it almost as if you were a bluebird. The were-

subjunctive places the title in the past tense and shows that this process was always already occurring. 

It conveys 
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the hope that we will eventually come to realize this. The liminal position of the poem, furthermore, 

gives it an urgency that seems to be missing from the traditional nature poetry that Spahr reacts 

against. The human cannot be seen as a singular entity, it is always shaped by other entities and the 

systems which they co-inhabit. Merola argues that Spahr’s work shows how it is not enough to 

“merely represent or think the effects of the Anthropocene. Rather we have to performatively 

embody them in ways that materialize our vulnerabilities, whether shared or particular” (43). “If 

You Were a Bluebird” can, as such, serve as a companion poem in these vulnerable times, showing 

us that we are, and never were, truly alone. 
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