A quick mapping of Nature in U.S. poetry

Emerson, 1844, see especially his essays “The Poet” and “Nature”
Nature as God’s second book of revelation (the Bible being the first)
Nature => human mind => God’s mind
Forms in nature change: creation is not fixed.  Though because Emerson publishes his essays before Darwin’s 1850 Origin of Species, Emerson like others assumed species forms were fixed, though species could die out and be replaced by others.  
But studying Nature’s many other changes over time can become a way for humans to understand how new social and artistic eruptions and formations also occur, like democracy and artistic creations including new kinds of poetry that don’t sound like British poetry.  
For Emerson’s key statements regarding how form in Nature is metamorphic and transformational, see the excerpts from Emerson’s “The Poet” (Moodle)
Earth time is by the 1840s understood by many to be vast, millions rather than 6,000 years (reflects the influence of new geological science on 19th c. thought).
For a more recent poem that asserts strong parallels between natural forms and human culture (both good and bad forms of human activities), see Audre Lorde’s “Coal,” from the 1970s.

Stevens and Frost, 1910s-1950s
Stevens, with special reference to “The Idea of Order at Key West,” “Plain Sense of Things,” and “The Snow Man”
Nature does not equal Mind, human or divine; it’s fundamentally different (though it may inspire human creation, the sea in “Idea of Order” doesn’t speak in words but in “meaningless” plungings of water and wind and sound)
“Gasping wind” does not equal words
Human creations (such as a woman’s song) can be inspired by nature’s sounds and forms, but:  we invent meaning and impose it on the world in an Adam-like “dominion” asserting the power of naming over the natural world (compare Genesis)
Our “origin” is in language, in culture, and in making (the Greek word that gave us poet in English means maker):  this activity defines our species.  This is why “Idea of Order” stresses “for she was the maker…”
Our love of order and invention is not merely intellectual; it is a “rage,” a need & a necessity because that’s the way we’re made:  “oh, blessed rage for order….”
Human invention is imitative:  listening to a woman singing, the speaker and Ramon Fernandez in “Idea of Order” become inspired to do their own creation, not song but a visual invention using harbor lights and stars.  (Compare Gary Snyder’s “Axe Handles.)
All human-invented orders or meanings are provisional, not fixed:  this is why the imaginary constellations sketched in the last 2 stanzas of “Ideas of Order” begin with “fiery poles” and imaginary lines creating “emblazoned zones,” but end with a much blurrier and more mystical geometry of “ghostlier demarcations” and “keener sounds” (perhaps ideas of song have crept back into the men’s visual virtual world-making!).
“Provisional, not fixed” point #2:  Stevens imagines a cycle of invented beliefs (spring and summer) and then seasons of disbelief and clearing away before beginning again (autumn and winter).  In “the mind of winter,” supposedly, we “see” the thing itself, objectively, with no invention whatsoever (“Snow Man”).  But this is false: such apparent objectivity is itself an exercise of the Imagination’s powers:  “the absence of the imagination/ Had itself to be imagined” (“Plain Sense”).  This cycle continues infinitely: there are no absolute truths.  Poetry, better than any other human invention, allows us to understand most fully this new God-like power of the Imagination, infinitely creating worlds, erasing or revising them, then creating others anew.

Frost, with special reference to “Birches,” “After Apple-Picking,” “The Oven-Bird,” “Design,” and “Fire and Ice”
Inheriting a long New England tradition of Protestantism, Frost is even more skeptical regarding religion than Emerson was.  Frost never entirely renounces—as Stevens does—the New England Puritan heritage of intimating God’s possible presence in Nature and beyond it.  Some of his most powerful poems, however, are profoundly skeptical.  In “Design” he suggests that philosophical “arguments from design” (using Nature’s order to “prove” the existence of a Creator beyond Nature) gets us into trouble:  is the God who created the spider necessarily a benevolent deity?  “Fire and Ice” re-stages two visions of the end of time (compare Judgment Day in Revelations) and finds either one appalling.
Frost’s idea regarding religion is “what to make of a diminished thing,” the brilliant phrase from the ending of “Oven-Bird” that describes not just that species’ beautiful but subtle song (it’s much less flamboyant than its cousin’s, the Wood Thrush; you can listen to both kinds of birdsong via the Internet), but also the “diminishment” of Frost’s religious faith.  
Frost doesn’t give up an interest in spiritual and moral values and maybe even religious quests, though:  consider his playful “After Apple-Picking” and “Birches,” which (among many possible allegorical readings) can be interpreted as a poem about a quest for the proper balance between earthly and practical and grounded forms of experience vs. wild and aspiring, playful and visionary (or maybe even spiritual and/or Christian?) risk-taking impulses and quests for transcendental meanings.
Frost also wrote an ironic sea poem that you might say is the polar opposite of Stevens’:  “Neither Out Far Nor Deep.”  It’s another fine example of the special skepticism and irony Frost brought to religious/nature poetry.

For Nature/Culture poems somewhat similar in spirit to Frost and Stevens, see Mary Oliver’s “The Lilies”; Niedecker’s “Paean to Place,” Bishop’s “At the Fishhouses,” Snyder’s “Riprap.”  Oliver’s poem, for instance, suggests that Nature is “devoid of meaning”; the lilies do what they are impelled to do by their genetic code year after year.  In a twist at the poem’s ending, though, she suggests that some human emotions are like lilies after all, especially “sorrow,” our response to mortality and the losses time inflicts; like Frost, she is very skeptical of metaphors that equate natural forms with human emotions, yet she can’t do without them in the end.  Bishop’s “Fishouses” ends with the famous, somewhat Stevens-like assertion that Nature is not our home and all our “knowledge” is “historical, flowing, and flown.”  

A. R. Ammons, early 1960s, with special reference to “Corsons Inlet”
Revising Stevens, for Ammons Nature once again is reconnected to Mind and “mirrors” it.  Nature gives us infinite forms through which we may understand how human inventions like language also evolve and change, incorporating order and chance.
Like Stevens, Ammons takes God out of the equation; “Overall is beyond me”
[bookmark: _GoBack]A hypothesis:  Ammons’ understanding of Nature, however, reflects developments in mid-20th century science and is fundamentally different from that of earlier or other poets, including Frost, Stevens, and Emerson.  Consider scientific system analysis that emphasize the mix of order and chaos, predictability and unpredictability in equilibrium in large systems or patterns to be found in the natural world, via ecological science in biology, chaos and fractal systems in mathematics, etc.  (Both ecology and fractal mathematics had significant breakthroughs in the 1960s, and we know from Ammons’ “Essay on Poetics” that he was closely following developments in biology, especially the study of ecosystems.)  Essentials from all of these are modeled in “Corsons Inlet,” both its ideas and its form (its mix of free verse random lineation yet orderly and order-seeking syntax and argument).

If you want a name for these three groupings, here there are:
Transcendental, Modernist, and Postmodernist.

A final point:  don’t see the “mapping” above as implying a steady “progress” or evolution towards Ammons’ way of understanding Nature.  Modes of thought in the arts don’t displace either other; new ones may coexist with older ones.
Emerson’s Transcendentalist way of seeing is arguably remains quite active in contemporary poetry; so too does Frost’s and Stevens’ versions of Modernism.   
In short, think of these 3 categories or “territories” of Nature poetry in the U.S. as somewhat fluid and overlapping, and as changing, not fixed.  
Niedecker’s “Paean to Place” is so brilliant and moving in part because it ultimately in uncategorizable by my 3-part schema:  it powerfully mixes together Emersonian, modernist, and postmodernist ways of seeing and understanding Nature, while adding a powerful lament that with the rise of urbanization and technology fewer and fewer people will live as closely to Nature and be able to understand it as she does…).


—P.S.
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