
THE TEMENOS ACADEMY

“Against the Nihil of the Age”
Author: Wendell Berry
Source: Temenos Academy Review 7 (2004)
pp. 81-99
Published by The Temenos Academy
Copyright © Wendell Berry, 2004

The Temenos Academy is a Registered Charity
in the United Kingdom

www.temenosacademy.org



Against the Nihil of the Age*
WeNnsrr BnnRv

Against thenihil
One candle-flame, one blade of grass,

One thought suffices
to affirm ali.

TZathleen Raine has been so lucid and indispensable a commentator
A. on the work of Blake, Yeats, and other po"tr, and so devoted a

defender and teacher of their tradition, that a reader of her own poetry
may be led astray by preconceptions. I have to admit, anyhow, that for
some time I was misled by preconceptions; probably also by my regional
American ears that have sometimes had lo learn to hear poems by
English poets more recent than Browning. But my early reading of
Kathleen Raine was made awkward mainly by -y supposition that I
would find her to be more like, or more akin to, Blake or Yeats than in
fact she is.

Of course this sort of confusion is embarrassing whenever it occuts,
because it is correctable by recognition of an obvious truth: being a

poet oneself is nothing like studying the work of other poets, closely
allied with them as one may be. However learned one may become in
the lineages of thought or faith or art that sustain one's life and work
one must approach every new work of one's own as a sort of innocent,
trying to see what truth, o1d and long-honored though it is, might be

found shining anew in the places, events, companions, and memories
of one's own life.

The Collected Poems of Kathleen Raine, more I think than most
books, is the record of the struggle of its own making. It has been a
complicated and a momentous struggle, and to say what it has involved
and accomplished may at the same time provide an accurate enough
evaluation of the book.

From early in her life Kathleen Raine's vocation pretty clearly was to
become a poet of religious vision - or, more precisely, a poet of Imagi-
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nation in the high sense in which Blake used that term: the 'Divine
Humanity', the 'Poetic Genius', the 'spirit of Prophecy', the power of
inspiration, the vision of eternal things, our means of conversing with
Paradise. The power of Imagination is to see things in their eternal

aspect; it is to know the timeless as it 'moves through time', the eternal

p."r"r." that is both in and outside time and that comprehends the

ihi.rgr we know and remember. A11 ways of expressing this power and

this presence probably are incomplete and yet they suggest to us a

.orrpl"t.r-r"Ss that the arts of imagination have always striven toward:
,Thai human mystery all arts praise'. The poet of Imagination in this

sense is divested, almost by definition, of several concerns that have

adhered to the contemporary'profession' of poetry: aft for art's sake,

fashions and schools, technical innovation and intellectual display and
,originality' as valuable in themselves. This poet seems to have relin-
quiined all of those without regret or a backward look. Her technical

virtues are economy, plain eloquence, an unostentatious command of
the prosodic and musical rleans of her art. This artistry she has put
forthrightly into the service of her calling and her subjects.

The predicament of a visionary poet at any time is difflcult. the
poems one desires to write cannot be written merely by desire, or by
intellect or learning or tvill or technical artlstry - though they also

cannot be written ttithout desire, intellect, learning, will, and artistry.

Beyond all these, inspiration must come, and when it comes one must

be ready. The readiness is everything. It involves ever)'thing listed

above, plus a life's work.
To be a visionary poet in the industrial age, in what Kathleen Raine

has called 'this post-real world', is a predicament of Sreater difficulty
than before. It is to be consigned, as a poet, to a way of images in a time
of the desecration of all images, a time nhen 'the sacred lineaments

grow faint, the outlines crumble/And the golden heavens grow dim ' ' '''
The most fundamental of these desecrations has been the reduction

of the human image, which we once understood as the image of God,

to an image merely of humanity itself as a 'higher animal' - with the

implied permission to be more bewildered, violent, self-deluded, des-

trr.tir., and self-destructive than any of the animals. From the dese-

cration of that image, the desecration of the world and all its places and

creatures follows with inexorable logic. For it appears that, having once

repudiated our primordial likening to be the maker and preserver of
the world, we don't become merely higher animals, merely neutral
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components of the creation-by-chance of the materialists, but are
ruled instead by an antithetical likeness to whatever unmakes and
fragments the world.

in this situation apoet, as a maker or perceiver of images, is by defini-
tion not capable of the modern indifference to the world of images and
its fate, an indifference which may wear either of two faces: that of a
facile and disengaged'spirituality', which is essentially unimagining, or
that of the now-dominant scientific and industrial materialism, which
destroys the material world by breaking all images into ever smaller
and more abstract parts.

Nor can she have very easily or very soon the solace of a perfect reso-
lution of personal struggle within faith, within art, that was still pos-
sible, and that seems to have ended, in the seventeenth century, when
the wandering or rebellious soul, as if by second nature, could find its
wayto rest in God:

But as I raved and grew more fierce and wild
At every word,

Methought I heard one calling, Childl
And I replied, My Lord.

Or: 'They aiso serve who only stand and wait.'We have continued to
have poets of faith and vision, but in a time of the desecration of
images, resolution has come as the result of a more and more arduous
and costly struggle, of shoring up fragments against our ruin.

This is a time also, as Wordsworth saw and said in his Preface to the
second edition of Lyrical Ballads, of 'the increasing accumulation of
men in cities, where the uniformity of their occupations produces a
craving for extraordinary incident', a'degrading thirst after outrageous
stimulation'. Our time's widespread but little acknowledged conviction
that importance and even significance increase with violence dis-
courages and obscures the paramount truths of human experience,
which come only quietly into a quieted mind.

At the time when Kathleen Raine - then studying botany, physiology,
and chemistry at Cambridge - was first publishing her poems, the most
prourinent poets of her generation had accepted scientific rationalism,
materialism, and reductionism as describing the outer boundary of
legitimate human experience. The idea that life is coextensive with its
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physical forms, and that these forms are or will be completely intel-
ligible within the terms of reductionist science, had already become an

intellectual and academic orthodoxy. This orthodoxy still prevails in

the universities and in the enterprise of science, technology, and mar-

keting which constitutes industrial culture. its insignia is the refusal to

take seriously anything that was taken seriously in the past. It is most

famously represented in poetry, I suppose, by the cocky braininess and

condescension of Auden's elegy for Yeats. The result, of which the

evidence is now inescapable, is a world in which work based on the

recognition of sanctity is less and less possible - which is to say a world

in which we are less and less able to keep from destroying even things

of economic or scientific value.
For a time, during her cambridge years, Kathleen Raine was drawn to

this orthodoxy and tried to accommodate herself to it, writing, she has

said, 'complex, tight, unfeeling, objective little poems'. But eventually

she rebelled and began the effort of 'half a lifetime' to free herself. Why

didshe do this?
She did it, evidently, because by the time she went to Cambridge her

life had already been rich in experience and influence. It was her own

past finally that instructed her to face away from the dispirited intel-

iectuality that she had encountered at Cambridge. Both of her palents

had loved poetry. Shakespeare, Milton, and the Romantic poets had

been honored, read, and quoted in her childhood home, and her

Scottish mother knew the border ballads. In her childhood also she had

spent some time in a rural part of Northumbria where she felt at home,

urd *h.." she came to know with a child's intimacy the nature and

culture of a traditional landscape, soon to come under domination by
the alien economy of the rapidly industrializing world. In Farewell

H appy Fi elds, thefirst of her autobiographical volumes, she remembers

this change; 'The Essex Maidens, the white foam of cow parsley, the

muddy lanes bordering misty ploughed fields, farms with walnut trees,

chestnut avenues, all that old slowly traced, slowly matured human

pattern of life lived from generation to generation' was replaced by a
;new pattern [that] no longer bore any relationship to shelter of hill or

fall ofstream . . .,. She had seen the old pattern being destroyed, but she

nevertheless had seen it. She never forgot it.
And so when she encountered the scientific materialism of Cam-

bridge, she encounteled it as ayoung woman with a cultural past that she

had experienced fully and had received as an influence, though she was
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not yet aware of its importance. Her later recognition of its importance
probably informs her 'Letter to Pierre Emmanuel', in which she says, 'To

be a barbarian is to have no past'. In a Iecent conversation with Grevel

Lindop, she said that, at Cambridge, 'I didn't distinguish between my
love of flowers[,] from the point of view of poetry and beauty[,] and

studying botany...,. She thus was able to escape the academic ortho-
doxy because she was never entirely in it. A friend of mine has called my

attention to a sentence from George Orwell's letter, 'What Is Science?'

which suggests that neither Kathleen Raine's dissidence nor the

reasons foi it were unique. Speaking of some unnamed British and

American physicists who refused to work on the atom bomb project,

Orwell wrote: 'I think it would be a safe Suess that all of them were

people with some kind of general culturalbackground, some acquaint-

lnce with history or literature or the arts - in short, people whose

interests were not, in the current sense of the word, purely scientific.'

She freed herself of the influence of materialism by remaining under

the influence of her past, but also by cultivating more and more

consciously the poetic kinships that would support her own work. One

can trace in this volume numerous influences that have affected

directly not only her thoughts and pefceptions, but also at various

stages her ways of shaping her poems: old English spells and riddles,

thJbalads, Milton, the Romantic poets, Hopkins; she owes a particular,

if limited, debt to Wordsworth's Immortality Ode; and of course her

most acknowledged affinities have been with Blake and Yeats.

But as I began by saying, knowledge of her long attention and service

to the work of the latter two poets can cause a reader to come to her

work with wrong expectations. Her study of their work has unques-

tionably helped her to form her own, and her debt to them (like theirs

to her) is great. Her own poems certainly belong to this tradition, and

carry it forward. But her work is also different from theirs. To make that
difference has been crucial to the development of her poetfy, and to
see it is indispensable to a reader.

On page six of the first volume of. Blake and Tradition, she wrote:

'Blake sJw nat.lre through symbol, not symbol through nature'. The

opposite, I think, is true of her. Because of her persistent remembrance

olifr" landscapes of her childhood and her intimate knowledge of

natural history, her clear perception of the natural world wherever she

has encountered it, and her affection for it, she has seen symbols (when
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she has seen them) through or in nature. For example, water in these
poems nearly always has the power of a symbol, and yet it always has
also the local character of a parlicular seashore or stream. I don't think
her poems emerge so directly from systems of symbols or beliefs as she
has shown those of B1ake and Yeats to have done. More than either of
them, because of her disposition and circumstances, she is a poet of the
world of experience. Her allegiance to the traditional wisdom that
informs their work is no less than theirs, but the underlying drama of
her work is not shaped by a systern of ideas or symbols, but rather by
archetypal stories: primarily by that of Demeter and Persephone, but
also by the stories of Eve and of Psyche and Cupid - stories of loss and
restoration.

Her fidelity to her own experience and her own way of perceiving
is one of the major qualities of her poetry. As a poet of experience, she is
without recourse either to the purity of the mystics or to the abstract
coherences of the philosophers and theologians. She may believe, as

Plato did, that the things of this world are only shadows of their eternal
archetypes, but still she loves manv of the things of this world. The
True, the Good, and the Beautiful exist immortally in their archetypal
forms - she never doubts this - but they also manifest themselves in
the creatures and works of this world, and she loves these manifes-
tations and is ever grateful for them. She grieves over their loss, and
rejoices at their recovery. Demeter, as Milton said, must seek the lost
Persephone 'through the world', not in thought or vision only.

This poet can speak confidently enough of 'unsolid matter,' but
she also confronts without flinching the fundamental ambiguities of
experience: the dream-likeness of the world, the world{ikeness of our
dreams, the dream-likeness and worldlikeness of our memories. The
poet is ever aware of the possibilities of illusion and error. She is affec-
tionate and sorrowful and delighted. She confronts her limits and failures
with remorse but also with humor, and the ovefturning of expectations,
even her own, with pleasure. Not one of the book's highest moments,
but one of its best, is this couplet:

Incredible that anything exists - this hotch-potch
World of marvels and trivia, and which is which?

With the same candor, but with something like despair, she recorded
in ry5t her failure to see, like B1ake, 'a world in a grain of sand':




























