


 
What I love about this poem is the way it carries me into the heart of its matter with such 
energy, fluency and precision.  It begins simply with a moment in time and describes a sense 
of loss and outrage at a beautiful, familiar tree being cut down: there’s a sense of violence 
and close identification between the poet and body of the tree. So far, so good — but, 
perhaps, familiarly so. What makes this a winner is the transformation that takes place at a 
more intimate level as the tree rots into a different and strange thing full of extraordinary 
resonances and comparisons. The poem casts a spell over the broken body of the tree not 
to mask it but to reveal what it might tell us. It does so through language that sings and 
flows, but which is tempered by the use of gaps to break the flow. I love the description of 
mould as ‘white rot angels’; or the months worrying the bones of split wood in their 
mouths. I like the careful use of the technical term ‘spalted' and the craft knowledge of the 
process of sanding down. What gets revealed is a moment of re-orientation, a re-appraisal 
of the death, decay and the transformation of energy in a natural thing. What might be 
consider disgusting, even fearful, from the perspective of the human body and its mortality, 
becomes something beautiful and consoling. The body of the tree is cared for with great 
tenderness and carried through something akin to a funeral rite. Through this preparation of 
the body of the wood the poem beckons us into the heart of the natural world, acting with 
(and wondering over) its process and timescales rather than against them.  What the soul of 
the tree might be we may never know, but the map left by its passing made by the poem 
stimulates the desire to go into the hidden worlds it contains.  
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