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Introduction 

The theme of my TFG is the relation between nature and identity in the work of Moya 

Cannon. I have chosen to study this author because I am interested in her capacity to 

combine ethics and aesthetics. Her exploration of the landscape, matches her interest in 

discovering what is hidden in language. Furthermore, as I explain later, her poetry has 

been praised by some critics and contemporaries. Since Cannon’s texts reflect about 

nature, Ecocriticism seems the best approach to her work. 

Moya Cannon was born in 1956 in Dufanaghy, in Ireland. She studied at the 

University College of Dublin and at Corpus Christi College in Cambridge (“Cannon, 

Moya, 1956-.”). Cannon has written six collections of poetry to date: Oar (1990), The 

Parchment Boat (1997), Carrying the Songs (2007), Hands (2011), Keats Lives (2015) 

and Donegal Tarantela (2019). Her poems have been collected and translated to Spanish 

in Aves de Invierno (2016) by Jorge Fondebrider (Cornejo). She has received the 

O’Shaughnessy Award in 2001 from the University of St. Thomas and she held the 

position of Heimbold Professor of Irish Studies at Villanova University in 2011 and is a 

member of the Irish association of writers and artists Aosdána (Aosdána.com). 

Her poetry has been praised by her contemporaries, among which we can find 

relevant names such as Eiléan Ní Chuilleanáin and Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill: “[i]ts sterling 

qualities are manifest and manifold: a deep interiority and soaring lyricism, and an ability 

to produce what Tim Robinson has termed ‘geophany’, a showing forth of the earth” (Ní 
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Dhomhnaill). Finally, her texts have been studied under the theoretical frameworks of 

Deep Ecology, Ecofeminism and Post-pastoralism. 

 The aim of this TFG is to analyse the relation between nature and identity. For 

this purpose, the poetry of Moya Cannon should answer questions of place and 

displacement, nature and its relation to gender and the relation between history, 

mythology and the environment.  

 This TFG consists of an introduction, one chapter describing the methodology, 

another chapter of analysis and a conclusion. The first chapter discusses the relation 

between nature and identity using the theoretical frameworks of Ecofeminism and 

Postcolonial Ecocriticism. I also think about the consequences that this connection might 

have. In the second chapter, I intend to analyse the book Oar in order to find Cannon’s 

views on nature. I conclude my TFG with some considerations on nature and identity as 

depicted in the collection. 

The first chapter of this TFG is divided in four sections. The first section is 

devoted to the discussion of the Deep Ecological Movement and its ethical validity 

regarding the relation between human and non-human beings. In this part, I also delve 

into the postmodern conception of the term ‘nature’ as a social construct. In the second 

section, I introduce the question of national identity by using the theoretical framework 

of Post-colonialism. To this end, I begin this part with a reflection about the notion of 

‘wilderness’ following the ideas of William Cronon. I also debate around the theories of 

Rob Nixon and Helen Tiffin and Graham Huggan, since their works are really illustrative 

of the complexities regarding the intersections between Ecocriticism and Post-

colonialism. In the third section, I address the relation between gender and nature by 

introducing the five fundamental ecofeminist positions identified by Noël Sturges and 

summarized by Naomi Guttman. I also introduce relevant ideas by Val Plumwood and 
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Patrick Murphy in order to give an account of the current situation regarding 

Ecofeminism. Finally, I devote the fourth section to the study of the subgenre of ‘pastoral’ 

and its variants, the ‘anti-pastoral’ and the ‘post-pastoral’. I begin this part by explaining 

the origins of pastoral and the reason why some theorists assert that this subgenre is dead. 

I end the section by explaining the main points of post-pastoral poetry. 

The second chapter of this TFG is devoted to the literary analysis of some of the 

poems that appear in Oar and it is divided in three sections. The first part discusses Irish 

mythology and symbols, particularly those that are essential to understand Cannon’s 

poetry. I devote the second and the third sections to the discussion of the temporal and 

spatial axis in the texts “Eagle’s Rock”, “Blossom Viewing from the Burren”, “Hills”, 

“Annals”, “Oar”, “Thalassa” and “Dark Spring”. My intention is to discover, through the 

analysis of the poems, if the landscape is represented as a region out of history and 

unaffected by change and environmental threats. Furthermore, I give an account of 

Cannon’s view on gender and its symbolic relation to nature. Finally, I also analyse the 

idea of journey and the tension between place and displacement that pervades the whole 

collection. 

In the conclusions, I think about the findings of the second chapter under the 

perspectives of Post-pastoralism, Ecofeminist criticism and Postcolonial Ecocriticism. To 

begin with, by using Post-Pastoralism as a theoretical framework, I expect to highlight 

those aspects of Cannon’s poetry that challenge an idealized view of nature and value an 

ecological perspective of the environment. Secondly, Ecofeminist criticism should help 

to understand the relation between gender and nature that is portrayed in the poems. 

Finally, on the basis of the relation between place and nation presented under the 

theoretical framework of Postcolonial Ecocriticsm, I determine whether Cannon’s poetry 
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depicts a nationalistic idea of identity or whether, on the contrary, it embraces cultural 

diversity. 

1. Theoretical approaches to nature and identity 

1.1. ‘Nature’, deep ecology and social construction 

The traditional opposition between nature and culture is one of the main obstacles when 

it comes to identifying the intersections between the oppression of nature and the 

oppression of the human Other. Upon the basis of such antagonism, some theorists of the 

first wave of ecocriticism,1 such as Arne Naess, tried to propose a movement known as 

the Deep Ecological Movement. The movement emerged in opposition to what deep 

ecology theorists call shallow ecology, the conservationist idea that encouraged the 

exploitation of the environment as long as it took into consideration the preservation of 

natural resources (49). Actually, what deep ecologists criticised about shallow ecology 

was its approach to the environment as a resource for industrial development, that is, the 

consideration that nature deserves to be well-maintained just because it is necessary for 

human life and progress (49). The characteristics of this philosophical movement were 

stated by Naess: 

(1) The well-being and flourishing of human and non-human Life on Earth have value 

in themselves (synonyms: intrinsic value, inherent value). These values are 

independent of the usefulness of the non-human world for human purposes. 

                                                             
1 According to Ken Hiltner, first-wave ecocriticism starts in the 1960s and 1970s, when some literary and 

cultural critics such as Raymond Williams, Carolyn Merchant and Leo Marx, “began considering what 
literature can tell us about our relationship to the natural world, as well as our current environmental crisis” 

(1). However, most of these early critics were not specialized in literature (Hiltner 2). In the 1980s other 

critics such as Aldo Leopold and Lynn White, Jr. questioned the anthropocentrism underlying the Christian 

tradition, which gave place to the Deep Ecology Movement (Hiltner 2). Finally, in the 1990s there were 

some specialized literary critics that began to focus on the relation between literature and the environment 

who wrote mainly about 19th and 20th century literature such as Wordsworth, in the case of Jonathan Bate, 

and Thoureau, in the case of Lawrence Buell (Hiltner 2). William Cronon is also included by Hiltner within 

the first-wave ecocriticism, in spite of being very critical with the idealization of wilderness that pervaded 

the entire first-wave (2). 
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(2) Richness and diversity of life forms contribute to the realization of these values and 

are also values in themselves. 

(3) Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity except to satisfy vital 

needs. 

(4) The flourishing of human life and cultures is compatible with a substantial decrease 

of the human population. The flourishing of non-human life requires such a decrease. 

(5) Present human interference with the non-human world is excessive, and the situation 

is rapidly worsening. 

(6) Policies must therefore be changed. These policies affect basic economic, 

technological, and ideological structures. The resulting state of affairs will be deeply 

different from the present. 

(7) The ideological change is mainly that of appreciating life quality (dwelling in 

situations of inherent value) rather than adhering to an increasingly higher standard 

of living. There will be a profound awareness of the difference between big and great. 

(8) Those who subscribe to the foregoing points have an obligation directly or indirectly 

to try to implement the necessary changes. (50) 

 

In the enumeration of the principal points of deep ecology, the predominant system in the 

Western tradition that positions the human above the environment is subverted and nature 

becomes the focus of attention. The problem with deep ecology is, however, that it seems 

to reinforce the opposition between human and nature, privileging the latter over the 

former.  

As Lawrence Buell argues, in the first wave of ecocriticism “[i]n practice if not in 

principle, the realms of the “natural” and the “human” looked more disjunct than they 

have come to seem for more recent environmental critics” (21). Thus, while deep ecology 

is right in criticising the utilitarian and anthropocentric view that pervades shallow 

ecology, this philosophical movement still presents some problems when confronting the 
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nature and culture divide. Furthermore, issues of class, race or gender seem to be 

disregarded.2  

The second wave of ecocriticism,3 however, appeared to be sensitive to other 

social movements, which allowed for a conceptual enrichment and a more precise 

criticism of the conditions under which abuses over the environment were being carried. 

The protection of nature has been related to the politics of identity, particularly due to the 

fact that nature was used as a background for everything that was conceived as inferior to 

the subject of the Enlightenment. As Kate Soper states,  

[t]he Enlightenment acclamation of human freedom and autonomy, moreover, carries 

within it a potentially repressive legacy of the modes of thought from which it breaks in 

the form of a continued elevation of mind over body, the rational over the affective. 

Though pitted against the more puritanical suppressions of bodily appetite and ‘animal’ 

instinct sustained in Christian dogma, the rationalist element of the Enlightenment 

thinking may also be charged with fostering modes of ‘corrective’ education and 

regulation that have denied self-expression and served as the continued prop of class, 

gender and race divisions. (275) 

Therefore, the construction of subjecthood in the Enlightenment established an essentially 

rationalistic ontology causing the displacement and oppression of those who were not 

considered ‘rational’ including women, workers, non-normative sexualities and different 

ethnic groups. However, Soper also warns about the danger of emphasizing the ‘natural’: 

“Romantic conceptions of ‘nature’ as wholesome salvation from cultural decadence and 

racial degeneration were crucial to the construction of Nazi ideology, and an aesthetics 

                                                             
2 As is stated in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, “[s]ome practitioners of ecofeminism and social ecology 

accused deep ecologists of having inauthentic and superficial spirituality and not valuing issues of gender, 

class and race enough” (Peter Madsen). 
3 According to Hiltner, second-wave ecocritics were “more likely to direct themselves to sites of 

environmental devastation and texts that do the same” (131). Furthermore, “individuals, such as Robert D. 

Bullard, began to draw attention to the fact that issues like race, class, gender, and sexual preference need 

to be taken up by ecocritics, who had sometimes been oblivious to them” (Hiltner 132). Hiltner also 

highlights the roles of ecocritics such as Dana Phillips, Kate Soper or Timothy Morton, who “have 

approached environmental issues from a decidedly theoretical position” (132). 
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of ‘nature’ as source of purity and authentic self-identification has been a component of 

all forms of racism, tribalism and nationalism” (275). 

Soper also argues that the concept of ‘natural’ may be used with the aim of 

normalizing social attitudes that seek to defend the ideologies that oppress those who are 

not conceived as subjects (275). Nature has been abused, but it has also been used as a 

justification for the domination of the human Other. Soper warns about the idealization 

of nature and its consequences regarding the oppression of social groups. It is upon the 

basis of such argument that uncritical ideas of the relation between the environment and 

the oppressed Other have to be analysed and put into context. In this sense, the Deep 

Ecological Movement does not consider the ways in which the concept of nature has been 

used for the domination of the Other, and this epistemological void is exactly one of the 

reasons why deep ecology runs the risk of becoming a fundamentalist theory. 

Soper’s statement about the idealization of the environment and its relation to Nazi 

ideology shows that an analysis of the concept of ‘nature’ as a social construct is 

necessary to establish a common ground for ecocriticism and other forms of criticism. As 

Terry Gifford argues, to consider that the concept of ‘nature’ is a social construct is not 

to argue that there is no material environment, but to call the attention over the way in 

which social discourses about ‘nature’ shape the understanding of the concept (Green 

Voices 15). In this sense, the feminist theorists Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman 

denounce the logocentric tendencies of postmodern feminists to reduce the material to 

language (144). On the other hand, they also highlight the role of the material in the works 

of Gilles Deleuze and Michel Foucault criticising the readings that have given centrality 

to discourse (144). In this respect, Alaimo and Hekman are not directly rejecting the 

importance of thinking about the values attached to the material, instead, they are 

denouncing the reduction of the material to its representation (144). The assertion that 
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Alaimo and Hekman make about feminist criticism, should be transferred to the field of 

ecocriticism, if not as a reproach, at least as a warning. Accordingly, Gifford condemns 

the same attitude in the theoretical development of postmodern ecocritics, in particular 

Alan Liu´s assertion about the material inexistence of nature: “[w]hilst Liu is right to 

identify the word “nature” as “a mediation”, he is wrong to deny the general physical 

presence that is one side of that mediation” (Green Voices 15). Therefore, the 

consideration of the notion of ‘nature’ as a social construct should not distract attention 

from the existence of its materiality. 

 While the study of the construction of the term ‘nature’ may lead to an exclusive 

focus on discourse, as Alaimo and Hekman denounced (144), and therefore to inactivity 

regarding environmental issues, the direct address of nature as a material reality without 

the analysis of the values and practices attached to the meanings of this notion could lead 

to fundamentalist considerations that overlook the historical uses of the term to oppress 

human groups and non-human nature, as Soper warned (275). However, for Gifford, the 

scrutiny of the ways in which the concept of ‘nature’ is constructed does not pose an 

impediment for the preservation of the environment. In fact, he acknowledges the urgency 

with which this global problem must be addressed, concluding that the notion must be 

constructed in such a way that it can be used as a provisional tool for the problems which 

nature confronts (Green Voices 15). 

Conceiving the notion of ‘nature’ as a social construct allows for a deconstruction 

of the division between nature and culture by pointing at the artificiality of the dyad. 

Furthermore, it provides ecocriticism with the possibility of broadening its conceptual 

framework by acknowledging the role of the concept in the formation of the Western 

thought. To pay attention to the values and ideas through which we understand the notion 

of ‘nature’ is to avoid repeating the mistakes of the past. 
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1.2. Ecocriticism and Postcolonialism 

One of the myths that shape the identity of the United States of America as a nation, if 

not the foundational myth par excellence, is the idea of ‘wilderness’.4 As a form of escape, 

wilderness was thought to put humans in contact with their own nature. In this sense, it is 

worth recalling the analysis that Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands and Bruce Erickson make 

of Ang Lee’s film Brokeback Mountain (2006), in which the characters, as the critics 

state, could fully realize themselves both as men and as ‘queer’. Actually, Mortimer-

Sandilands and Erickson point to the conception of wilderness as a place where 

homoerotic relations between the characters do not threaten their virility (160). The sexual 

intercourse between the male characters depicted in the film is a subversion of the 

stereotypes attached to wilderness; the characters use the heteronormative idea of 

freedom in nature, not only as a form of expressing their own virility, but also, and 

especially, as a safekeeping for performing their homoerotic relationship (160). In this 

sense, Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson emphasize the importance of this subversive 

practice by explaining how wilderness is constructed as a place for conducting 

heteronormative practices:  

white men came to assert their increasingly heterosexual identities in the wilderness 

explicitly against the urban spectre of the queer, the immigrant, and the communist, a 

legion of feminized men who were clearly not of the same manly calibre as the likes of 

Theodore Roosevelt. (161)  

It is important, then, to call the attention upon the way in which social constructions of 

the environment can be used both as a tool for domination and as a way of resistance 

                                                             
4 The concept of ‘wilderness’ is important in the very foundation of North American ecocriticism. As 

William Cronon states, “the idea of wilderness has for decades been a fundamental tenet-indeed, a 

passion- of the environmental movement, especially in the United States” (102). 
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against oppression. In this respect, William Cronon points to two concepts upon which 

the idea of wilderness was developed: the sublime and the frontier (104).  

As Cronon argues, the notion of the sublime is important to understand the 

sacralisation of wilderness. As he states, “[i]n the theories of Edmund Burke, Immanuel 

Kant, William Gilpin, and others, sublime landscapes were those rare places on earth 

where one had more chance than elsewhere to glimpse the face of God” (104). In this 

sense, Cronon maintains that the concept of wilderness, upon which great part, if not all, 

of the environmentalist movement is founded, is deeply rooted in Christian experiences. 

Cronon highlights the role of Wordsworth in the construction of the concept of sublime, 

as his poetry is the perfect example of the way in which the religious experience was 

codified in specific landscapes (105). 

On the other hand, it was thought that a return to a primitive fundamental estate 

was needed in order to free people from social impositions on behaviour (107). This 

leaning towards primitivism came through the experience of pushing the frontier, as 

described by Frederick Jackson Turner, which Cronon summarises as follows:  

as Turner described the process, easterners and European immigrants, in moving to the 

wild unsettled lands of the frontier, shed the trappings of civilization, rediscovered their 

primitive racial energies, reinvented direct democratic institutions, and thereby reinfused 

themselves with a vigor, an independence, and a creativity that were the source of 

American democracy and national character. Seen in this way, wild country became a 

place not just of religious redemption but of national renewal, the quintessential location 

for experiencing what it meant to be an American. (107) 

As Cronon further argues, the importance of wilderness to North American identity is, if 

not the main reason, one of the causes that led to the construction of national parks and 

the need to preserve an environment void of human presence, which caused the 
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displacement of indigenous people (109).5 In this respect, Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing notes 

the disregard of writers such as John Muir concerning the indigenous use of nature. 

Following Tsing’s line, the conception of local natives as “users and therefore despoilers 

of nature” (220) would suppose an obstacle for Muir’s intention to preserve nature in its 

pristine state. Tsing, like Cronon, also highlights the displacement of native peoples as a 

result of the project of natural parks, “[a]s the national park idea spread around the world, 

parks advocacy formed even more problematic alliances with colonial heritages of 

resettlement and displacement of indigenous residents. Residents have been evicted from 

nature reserves by force; local livelihoods have been disrupted” (220). Both examples 

point to the same problem deeply rooted in the dichotomy nature/culture. The 

displacement of indigenous people caused by the implementation of this notion is yet 

another example of how a concept constructed by society may have direct effects upon 

the material world.  

The way in which the concept of wilderness has been constructed is the very 

demonstration of why a common approach between postcolonial criticism and 

ecocriticism is needed. One might argue that the attempts of bringing into dialogue both 

theories are actually doomed to failure due to their different objects of study. In fact, this 

sceptical position is reasonable, since while postcolonial criticism focuses on the 

representation of the relation between coloniser and colonised in literary texts;6 

ecocriticism attempts to study the relation between literature and the environment 

                                                             
5 There is some resemblance in the way in which this construction of ‘wilderness’ and how, according to 

Donna L. Potts, “pastoral images of Ireland” were used as “justification for British colonization” (3). 
6 According to John McLeod, post-colonialism involves “[r]eading texts produced by writers from 

countries with a history of colonialism, primarily those texts concerned with the workings and legacy of 

colonialism in either the past or the present” (33) among other reading practices. 
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(Glotfelty 122). The different objects of analysis lead to dissimilarities between the 

epistemology of both fields, as Rob Nixon has noted: 

First, postcolonialists have tended to foreground hybridity and crossculturation. 

Ecocritics, on the other hand, have historically been drawn more to discourses of purity: 

virgin wilderness and the preservation of “uncorrupted” last great places. Second, 

postcolonial writing and criticism largely concern themselves with displacement, while 

environmental literary studies has tended to give priority to the literature of place. Third, 

and relatedly, post-colonial studies has tended to favour the cosmopolitan and the 

transnational. Postcolonialists are typically critical of nationalism, whereas the canons of 

environmental literature and criticism have developed within a national (and often 

nationalistic) American framework. Fourth, postcolonialism has devoted considerable 

attention to excavation or reimagining the marginalized past: history from below and 

border histories, often along transnational axes of migrant memory. By contrast, within 

much environmental literature and criticism, something different happens to history. It is 

often repressed or subordinated to the pursuit of timeless, solitary moments of 

communion with nature. (197) 

As Nixon exemplified later, not only was the construction of wilderness possible due to 

the displacement of native peoples, but also the identification of this notion with the North 

American people has led, in some cases, to “disturbing cases of xenophobia” (199). 

Furthermore, the problem with North American ecocriticism is that it tends to fall in 

“ecoparochialism”7 rather than “bioregionalism”.8 As Nixon argues, the cases in which 

bioregionalism has tried to broaden its boundaries have led, more often than not, to 

spiritual transcendentalism rather than to transnationalism (198). Thus, there is need for 

                                                             
7 “Ecoparochialism” is a notion that involves the idealised relation between place and identity (200). These 

delusions have led to situations of bigotry towards immigrants, as previously stated. 
8 The term “bioregionalism” is coined by Jay Parini to describe the reaction to “one’s local part of the earth 

whose boundaries are determined by a location’s natural characteristics rather than arbitrary administrative 

boundaries.” (qtd. in Nixon 198). 
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an account of the socio-historical conditions which the environment of specific places has 

undergone in order to prevent such instances of discrimination.9  

However, for Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin the assertions of Nixon are not 

taking into account the “long history of ecological concern in postcolonial criticism” nor 

the fact that “any number of examples could be mustered to fend off the counter-charge 

that eco/environmental studies privileges a white male western subject, or that it fails to 

factor cultural difference into supposedly universal environmental and bioethical 

debates” (179). In the view of Huggan and Tiffin, “the proper subject of postcolonialism 

is colonialism” and therefore it should “look accordingly for the colonial/imperial 

underpinnings of environmental practices in both ‘colonising’ and ‘colonised’ societies 

of the present and the past” (179). In this sense, although Huggan and Tiffin acknowledge 

the influence of Alfred Crosby and Richard Grove in the field, they critique the vagueness 

of Crosby’s term “ecological imperialism” (180). In order to make this concept more 

precise, they give three instances in which the notion could be used. In the first place, 

they defend the position of the ecofeminist Val Plumwood, who suggests that  

any historical analysis of practices and patterns of ecological imperialism […] must 

return to this philosophical basis [that is, the critique of the reason-centered philosophy 

of the Enlightenment], acknowledging those forms of instrumental reason that view 

nature and the animal ‘other’ as being either external to human needs, and thus effectively 

dispensable, or as being in permanent service to them, and thus an endlessly replenishable 

source. (qtd. in Huggan and Tiffin 180) 

                                                             
9 Nixon provides the example of V.S. Naipaul’s The Enigma of Arrival, which “draws on his life on a 

manorial estate in Wiltshire—Thomas Hardy country, the heartland of English pastoral” (200). Naipaul 

cannot enjoy the pastoral scenery in the same way as English authors due to the fact that “Naipaul’s 

perspective is that of an uprooted immigrant whose vision of England can never be nationally self-enclosed” 

(201). Nixon uses this example to define “postcolonial pastoral” that refers to that awareness in Naipaul’s 

novel that “behind the wealth and tranquility of an English idyll, he remembers the painful, dystopian 

shadow garden of the transatlantic plantation that helped make that idyll possible” (201). 
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The second form of ecological imperialism is “biocolonisation”, Huggan and Tiffin take 

this notion from the works of Andrew Kimball and Vandana Shiva (180). They defend 

that it is a term “used by a variety of environmental and scientific scholars to cover the 

broadly biopolitical implications of current western technological experiments and 

trends” (180). Finally, Huggan and Tiffin defend the position of Deane Curtin in 

highlighting the connection between the oppression suffered by the environment and the 

oppression suffered by non-occidental ethnic groups (180).10 

1.3. Ecofeminism 

The opposition between nature and culture also has intersections with the opposition 

between woman and man. Carolyn Merchant has analysed the forms in which nature is 

depicted as a woman. She highlights how the capacity of nature to give life has been 

compared to the “reproductive and nurturing capacity” of the female (21). However, she 

has also emphasized the role that mining industries have had in transforming the picture 

of “gentle mother” to “evil stepmother” (26). As she argues, mining industries of the 

sixteenth century spread the image of nature as a capricious parent that concealed her 

treasures from her deserving children (26). 

The connection between women and nature has been, in fact, used by some 

ecofeminists to encourage environmental awareness. Naomi Guttman has summarized 

the theoretical positions of ecofeminists previously identified by Noël Sturges. According 

to her, one initial position highlights the role of a feminist analysis of the environmental 

degradation in relation with the traditional association between nature and women. A 

second position, in a way related to the first one, states that such association leads to the 

                                                             
10 One of the examples they provide is the use of domestic animals in order to impose a ‘civilised’ behaviour 

in natives, as they state: “[t]he domestication of animals—the discipline required by animal husbandry—

as seen to exert civilising (Christianising) influences on the native populations” (Huggan and Tiffin 183). 
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consideration of women as inferior and, therefore, feminist activism is intrinsically 

environmentalist. A third position considers that the association between women and 

nature is, in fact, a universal bond that overlooks differences of class and race. A fourth 

position considers that women are more attuned to nature due to the fact that their 

biological processes resemble the processes of the Earth (41). Finally, the last position 

relies upon nature-based religions to develop an ‘ecofeminist spirituality’ (Guttman 42).11 

According to Guttman, the first two positions have to do with socialist ecofeminism and 

the remaining ones are related to cultural ecofeminism (42). As the author explains, 

cultural ecofeminism seems to rely upon the nature/culture divide, which seems 

problematic due to the anthropocentrism underlying the dyad (44). 

Within the field of ecofeminism, we find several notions that become useful when 

it comes to criticising and analysing the ecological import of literary texts. Margarita 

Estévez-Saá and María Jesús Lorenzo Modia, for example, highlight Plumwood’s 

concept of the “expanded relational self” in which, rather than a division between oneself 

and the Other, there is a continuum in which the Other is the extension of oneself. In this 

sense, the role of the environment, both social and natural, is emphasized without denying 

the individuality of the Other and oneself (qtd. in Estévez-Saá and Lorenzo Modia 129). 

Taking into consideration that “ecofeminist philosophers’ reconceptualization of the self 

goes hand in hand with the reformulation of the concept of nature”, the conception of the 

notion of ‘nature’ as a social construct becomes essential for its reconstruction (Estévez-

Saá and Lorenzo Modia 130). 

The problem remains, however, of how we should approach such an important 

and delicate concept without falling into easy fundamentalisms. In this respect, Patrick 

                                                             
11 The spiritualization of nature is important to deep ecology as well.  
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Murphy has proposed that one option could be to conceive nature as a speaking subject. 

For Murphy, the role of the artist is not to try to speak for nature, but to render to the 

reader the voice of the environment (qtd. in Estévez-Saá and Lorenzo Modia 130).12 

The foundational trope of the Irish nation as a woman has been used to denounce 

the loss of Irish territory.13 According to Guinn Batten, one of the figures that has 

criticised this tendency is the Irish poet Eavan Boland, who condemns that the role of the 

male poet is equalled to that of the hero who must regain possession over the feminine 

“maternal body”, Ireland as a woman, who has been seized by a “foreign father” (170). 

As Batten states, “such repossession, a restoration of family property, allegedly offers to 

the (male) poet not only a lost land but also, more importantly, a previously thwarted 

vision of ‘Ireland’ in its totality” (170). 

1.4 Pastoral, anti-pastoral and post-pastoral 

The dissolution of the divide between nature and culture has prompted the followers of 

Raymond Williams, John Bull and John Burrell, to claim the supposed death of the 

pastoral medium. For them, the fact that there is no pure, virgin nature, since all nature 

has been affected by human presence, has meant the death of pastoral poetry (Gifford, 

“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 51). However, in Gifford’s view, the 

pastoral medium is still alive, as he has noted in the poetry of R.S. Thomas, Norman 

Nicholson, John Montague and George Mackay Brown (Green Voices 26-51).  

                                                             
12 In this respect, Murphy´s statement seems to recall the theory of John Keats about poetic creation. José 

Ángel Valente argues that in Keats’ theory “el poeta tiene que vaciarse de su yo … porque mientras sus 

supuestos sentimientos ocupen su interior, él no da paso al universo” (00:07:41-00:08:03). 
13 Potts provides an account of this practice when she states that a certain “generation of poets mourned 

Ireland’s colonization by means of portraying a woman weeping for the loss of her four green fields” (7). 
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According to Donna L. Potts, Theocritus of Syracuse’s boukoulika and Virgil’s 

Eclogues, written around the mid-third century and the fourth decade B.C. respectively, 

are the origin of pastoral poetry. As she states, “[a]fter Theocritus and Virgil, bucolic 

poetry gradually became pastoral poetry by emphasizing certain aspects of this tradition: 

the relation between nature and human nature, and between the present and the 

mythicized past; the “pathetic fallacy”, and a rural inhabitant, who served for later poets 

as a substitute for the herdsman of classical pastoral” (2).  

The pining for a lost relation with the environment, with its implicit rejection 

towards a civilising society, suggests that pastoral poetry relies in the insurmountable 

separation between nature and human. Theocritus of Syracuse wrote his boukoulika in a 

tone of longing for a rural past that had been interrupted by the urban development of the 

Alexandria of Ptolemy II of Philadelphus (Potts 1).  In this view, pastoral, since its very 

origins, has been pervaded by a nostalgic vision of the past that concurs with the 

consideration that there is something irrecoverable in the relation between humanity and 

the environment.  

There has been a longstanding debate about the characteristics that make a poem 

belong to the pastoral tradition. Paul Alpers, for example, leans towards a more formalist 

view of pastoral in which “the central fiction of pastoral […] is not the Golden Age or 

idyllic landscape, but herdsmen and their lives” (Alpers x). However, this definition 

overlooks the historical context in which the pastoral subgenre is circumscribed and the 

intention with which pastoral poetry is written. In fact, it denies the evolution of this 

medium in favour of a more static category which seeks to delimit pastoral to few 

elements. Nonetheless, it is not only the fact that there has been a replacement of the 

classic herdsman, as Potts states, by the rural inhabitant; according to Richard Eversole, 

pastoral poets of the Roman and Georgic elegy attempted to substitute the shepherd 
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character with the poet himself (20). The historical evolution of pastoral proves that the 

medium is more dynamic than it might be thought.  

One of the subgenres that has more incidence when it comes to shattering the 

conventions of the classic pastoral is “anti-pastoral”, which is mostly represented in Irish 

literature by Patrick Kavanagh’s The Great Hunger. Anti-pastoral, according to Jonathan 

Allison, “suggests a poetics of undermining, in which pastoral conventions are deployed 

or alluded to, in order to suggest or declare the limitations of those conventions, or their 

downright falsity” (42). However, for Gifford, the anti-pastoral depiction of the 

environment in The Great Hunger does not present, accurately enough, the human 

connection with the “cycles of creation and destruction of nature” (“Towards a Post-

Pastoral View of British Poetry” 57). Gifford argues in favour of a notion that can be used 

to depict human relation with nature without falling in essentialist conjectures about the 

‘goodness’ or ‘badness’ of the environment. He highlights the need for a concept that 

allows for a description of the relation between nature and human that does not rely upon 

dualistic oppositions and that is pervaded by an environmentalist awareness. This term is 

what he has called “post-pastoral” (“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 57). 

 Gifford’s notion of post-pastoral is diachronic and in fact he states that post-

pastoral “is not necessarily postmodern. It has been written by Shakespeare, Blake and 

Wordsworth” (“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 57). Therefore, although 

the concept is contemporaneous, the phenomenon in itself is integral to the history of 

English literature. Gifford defines the notion of post-pastoral under six maxims. 

Firstly, the sense of awe that pervaded the pastoral medium, leads, in post-

pastoral, to a position of humility regarding the relation between humanity and the 

environment. For Gifford, this step is crucial to understand how human actions are 

harming nature. In the second place, post-pastoral relies upon a conception of the universe 
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as a “cycle of creation and destruction” (“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 

58). In Gifford’s words, “the perspective of pastoral is static and anthropocentric. A 

biocentric view accepts that what grows is decay that in turn feeds growth; but neither 

growth nor decay dominate” (“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 58). In 

the third place, he highlights the connection between the inner experience of humanity 

and the actions that take place in the “exterior”, “[o]ur inner processes have a continuum 

with the outer world ” (“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 59).14 

Regarding the fourth maxim, Gifford seems to directly address the consideration of the 

notion of “nature” as a social construct and states that “we cannot name anything in nature 

without the word carrying our cultural construction of that natural object” (“Towards a 

Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 60). The fifth point focusses on the reason-centred 

philosophy of the Enlightenment according to which “consciousness” “elevates us” over 

the “rest of nature”; however, as he states, “with consciousness comes conscience and the 

exercise of choice to reverse some of our alienating conceptions” (“Towards a Post-

Pastoral View of British Poetry” 61). Finally, the author highlights the intersectional 

nature of the notion of post-pastoral by stating that “crimes against Humanity are Crimes 

against nature” and vice versa. Gifford emphasizes in this section the theory of Merchant, 

which establishes parallels between the common mind-set that justified and reproduced 

the simultaneous exploitation of nature and women (qtd. in Gifford 62). 

 The concept developed by Gifford proves really useful when it comes to analysing 

colonial discourses in literary texts.15 Post-pastoral does not rely upon essentialist notions 

of nature and, in avoiding doing so, makes room for criticism and dialogue. Furthermore, 

                                                             
14 This idea is a constant in the history of poetry and I would go as far as to defend that it is one of the 

basic principles regarding poetic creation. 
15 In this respect, I find the notion of post-pastoral more useful than Nixon’s concept of postcolonial 

pastoral, since the former provides more space for intersectionality. 
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it becomes useful for the description of and confrontation with global pollution in places 

that have different social, political, cultural and economic situations. 

 In this respect, the notion of post-pastoral poetry becomes essential to understand 

contemporary Irish poetry due to the role that pastoral has played in the colonization of 

Ireland. According to Potts, “[p]astoral constructions of Ireland provided the means for 

justifying its colonization but also a critique by the Irish themselves not only of British 

colonialism but also its inevitable companions: modernization and industrialization” (3). 

Pastoral fulfils in Irish literature the same function that it met in every other culture, a 

retreat from modernity, but their relation is more ambiguous in the sense that pastoral has 

also played a role in British colonization. In this respect, post-pastoral writing would take 

into account the position of Ireland as a former British colony in its description of the 

environment. 

2. Literary Analysis 

2.1. Mythology, symbols and nature 

One of the main characteristics of Oar is the use of Celtic and Greek mythologies. The 

first indicator of the importance of Greek myths in the collection is the excerpt from The 

Odyssey at the beginning of the book. This quotation provides the reader with a hint about 

the general theme that pervades the whole collection, the return home after a long 

experience, a debate between place and displacement which, in this case, is both temporal 

and spatial. I will argue about this theme and its relation to nature in later sections, but 

first it is worth paying attention to the significance of a number of symbols in the general 

frame of Celtic and Greek mythologies. 

According to Daragh Smyth, Irish mythology consists of a number of ancient 

sagas divided in four cycles: The Mythological Cycle, The Ulster Cycle, The Fenian 



 Díaz 22 

 
 

Cycle and The Historical Cycle or Cycle of Kings (Smyth 11). The Ulster Cycle refers to 

the first century A.D. and describes the adventures of Cúchulainn16 and The Fenian Cycle 

revolves around the figure of Finn mac Cumall and the Fiana (Smyth 12).17 

A considerable part of Irish mythology is related to the Otherworld, which 

represents the reign of gods and spirits (Smyth 144). According to Smyth, the Otherworld 

was accessed through the Mag Mell, or plain of honey, which consisted in a golden path 

coming from the horizon and through the sea to the land (144). The voluntary journey to 

the Otherworld, or imram, is an important part of Irish mythology appearing in the oldest 

tales. The Otherworld could be compared to the Paradise of Christian tradition in its 

pastoral tropes such as “inexhaustible food” and “sensuous delights” (Smyth 144). 

However, it has also been compared to the Scandinavian Valhalla and Smyth 

explains how Alfred Nutt  

has seen a connection between old ideas concerning the Otherworld’s location and their 

resemblance to the land of Falga. This seems to have been an old name for the Isle of 

Man, home of Mannanán, lord of the Otherworld. Nutt states that the notion of the 

Otherworld as a Western isle harks back to the time when the Gaels inhabited Britain and 

the isle of Man was to their West. (145) 

                                                             
16 Cúchulainn, whose original name was Sétanta, is one of the most important figures of Irish Mythology. 

He was son of Sualdam mac Roich, the king of Cualigne, and his mother was Dechtire, a druidess sister of 

Conchobar mac Nessa, high king of Ireland, and daughter of the druid Cathobar. During his youth, 

Cúchulainn killed the hound of the king’s smith, Culann mac an Gabhann, causing a struggle between the 
blacksmiths and the knights. Sétanta, in order to avoid the bloodshed, submitted himself to Culann 

becoming the “dog of Culann” or Cúchulainn. Many feats are attributed to this hero, among them stopping 

a barbed dart with his foot and using it to stab his opponent (Smyth 41). 
17 According to the legend, Finn was the son of Cumall, general of the Fiana, and Muirne, druidess and 

daughter of the druid Tadg of the Luminous Side. In response to Cumall’s absence at an important meeting, 

the high king of Ireland, Conn of the Hundred Battles, promised the leadership of the Fiana to Goll mac 

Morna. Refusing the high king’s decision, Cumall went to battle with Goll, not before getting Muirne 

pregnant. The affair between Cumall and Muirne infuriated Tadg, who condemned Cumall to die in the 

battle murdered by Goll (Smyth 65). The Fenian Cycle describes the confrontation between Finn, Cumall’s 

successor, and the Clann mac Morna (Smyth 66). 
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As Smyth argues, the Otherworld is also connected to the Greek Elysium, since both 

mythologies use the mounds or síde as the place where the gods live (145). Although the 

gods have disappeared, on some occasions, there remains a belief in fairies. According to 

Smyth, this belief is shown in two main elements: in the worship to natural elements as 

if they were conscious beings and, secondly, in the belief that in mounds reside forces 

that are superior to humans (145). 

 It is not strange then that the fauna and flora of Ireland have strong mythological 

connotations. As Potts argues, birds were connected to the Otherworld and, particularly, 

ravens were thought to perform “prophetic roles” (147). According to Smyth, “the druids 

interpreted omens from the flight and cries from the birds. They decided which days were 

good for carrying arms from these interpretations” (54).  

 Not only birds are related to the Otherworld, the most archetypical symbols are 

also reinterpreted in the context of Irish mythology. According to Potts, “[i]n Irish myth, 

wells and springs are closely identified with goddesses, and depicted as originating in the 

Otherworld—that parallel dimension whose inhabitants have the power to control the 

natural forces of this world” (133). The symbolism attributed to wells spreads also to 

beings related to them. For example, “[s]upernatural fish, especially salmon or trout, are 

still said to appear in a well’s depths to those seeking omens for the future” (Potts 133). 

The symbolism of the salmon stems from that of the hazel. As Potts argues, “the hazel 

was considered a fairy tree, its nuts a source of wisdom and its wood sacred to poets” 

(169). Furthermore, as Potts’ paraphrase of Anne Ross suggests, “Connla’s Well, 
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reputedly located under the sea, had hazels of wisdom that dropped into the water to be 

fed upon by salmon who thereby gained their supernatural wisdom” (169).18 

The seed can be considered an emblem of divinatory capacities. As Potts argues, 

seeds were used for auguries in “the Celtic festival of Samhain, whose modern incarnation 

is Halloween” (130). Therefore, seeds are used as an emblematic omen, in the same way 

that fish are. 

Flowers possess a broad range of allusions depending on their species and colour. 

According to Potts, flowers are symbols of sexuality (132), and heather, specifically, is 

associated to protection and magic: “[h]eather, considered a “feminine herb,” was 

traditionally used for protection against violence and rape, and supposedly opens the 

portals between the mortal world and fairy world” (133). Furthermore, flowers are also 

related to transformation (Potts 91).   

One of the most important tropes of Irish literature is the story of Suibne Geilt, 

son of Colmán Cuar the head of the Dál nAraide.19 According to the legend, he went mad 

due to the bells of the priests in the battle of Mag Rath, between his step father, Domnall 

the king of Ireland, and Congal Caetch, the king of Ulain (Smyth 158). Another version 

explains that, when he discovered the intentions of Saint Ronán of building a church at 

Drumiskin he threw Ronán’s psalter into a lake and, had he not been summoned to the 

battle, he would have thrown the Saint as well. As a punishment, Saint Ronán laid a curse 

upon him by which he would spend his days wandering naked, as he had entered the 

church, and would die by a wound of spear (Smyth 158). In this version he also became 

                                                             
18 Salmon is important in the Fenian Cycle because it grants Finn the knowledge about the happenings at 

the courts of Eain Macha, Naas and Tara (Smyth 66).  
19 According to Smyth, the Dál nAraide, also known as the Cruthin, “were the earliest inhabitants of these 

[British] islands” (50). The Cruthin lived at the east of Lough Neagh, or Horse Lake, and “practiced 

divination by means of the flight and cries of the birds” (Smyth 50). 
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mad and “imagined himself as a bird wandering about Ireland for seven years” (Smyth 

159). Suibne spent some time resting at Tech Moling in the County of Carlow and Moling 

“began to write down his story” (Smyth 161). Requested by Moling, Muirgil, the cook, 

would feed him some milk periodically. The sister-in-law of Muirgil would use this to 

make him jealous, eventually driving him to kill Suibne by hurling a spear against the 

king. Suibne was buried at Tobar na nGealt, the madman’s well, near Saint Mullins 

(Smyth 162).  

Celtic and Greek symbols and myths are integrated in the collection as relevant 

elements to convey a vital journey in Cannon’s poetry. Their inclusion suggests a 

temporal juxtaposition in which only mythical explanations are valid answers to spiritual 

questions. The symbolism in Oar contributes to the expression of a cycle of creation and 

destruction that affects both human and non-human beings, which is suggestive of an 

irreversible connection between both categories. 

2.2 Time and Nature 

Cannon’s poetry represents a cyclical conception of time in which experience, memory 

and history are intimately related to nature. In “Eagle’s Rock” Cannon describes the birds 

as “feather arrogant” (21) and as knowing “their strong corner of the sky” (9). The use of 

“their” suggests possession, as if the birds were the owners of the rock. This infuses the 

tone of the poem with a strong sense of place that leaves the poetic voice in a position of 

humility in relation to the animals. The lines “have swung against this face—/ feather 

arrogant against stone” could remind the reader of the habit of birds to expose their beauty 

in order to attract mates to reproduce (Cannon 20-21). This allusion to fertility is 

reinforced in the fourth stanza by pastoral images such as green slashes, wells and cattle 

and contrasts this stanza with the sterility of the stone and the skull depicted in the first 
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stanza. Potts has noted the importance of the stone as a biblical emblem in this poem: 

“[h]er description of streams emerging from limestone—that is, water from stone—is 

likewise a biblical allusion to Moses’ striking of the rock in order to get water for the 

Israelites during their sojourn in the wilderness in flight from the Egyptians” (166). 

However, Cannon’s description of the beauty of the birds and their dominance over the 

hills suggests a connotation of mastery that the young eagles at the end of the poem do 

not possess, “this summer’s prey tumbles already / out of perfect eggs” (Cannon 29-30). 

Potts has also interpreted this stanza as hope arising “from an apparently desolate setting” 

and states that “the poem’s central irony is that the predators from whom the rock gets its 

name have been hunted” (166). Indeed, this final hope would act in the poem as a relief 

from the atmosphere of desolation described in the hills. Nevertheless, the strong contrast 

between the clumsiness of the eagles and the perfection attributed to the eggs, might yield 

a further irony. How can a clumsy animal come from perfect eggs and why is perfection 

attributed to them? One possible response is that the author might see conception as the 

highest point in life in which, after a journey that provided experience, the subjects can 

give new life. The image of the eggs also suggests vulnerability, since, in spite of nature’s 

capability to create perfect eggs, this is not a guarantee that life can prevail. Furthermore, 

the description of the young eagles contrasts with the dominance of the ravens and 

annunciates a life of difficulties.  

Again, the second poem, “Blossom Viewing from the Burren” uses “perfection” 

to describe conception and surfacing of life, which contrasts with the allusions to death. 

The first stanza shows a pastoral image in the second line that is quickly replaced by an 

image of wildness. The cattle have connotations of docility, the calmness of tamed nature. 

However, the same stanza suggests wildness through the image of the thorn trees, creating 

a strong contrast condensed in just one stanza. The image that is created afterwards is that 
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of an execution, as shown by words related to justice, such as “gallows” and “judgement”. 

On line fourteen the author uses irony to reinforce the tension between death and life: 

To the top of the wall 

the oldest tree grows, as thick as a man’s neck, 

then it withers to the east, 

a black stick, 

a seed’s fragile gallows. (Cannon 13-17) 

The use of the velar unvoiced sound /k/ at the end in the words thick and neck highlights 

the contrast between strength, represented by the thickness of the tree, and the fragility of 

the neck, around which the rope is placed in executions. The attribution of fragility to the 

gallows in line seventeen, seems to diminish the impact of this image. This line collects 

the tone of death described along the poem and, by attributing fragility to the gallows, 

gives expectations of hope. However, these expectations are replaced by a strong 

statement, “[l]ife here is unredeemed” which establishes a strong contrast which is graded 

in the stanza: 

Life here is unredeemed 

unless, in bitter winter, 

a tree can know again in its still sap 

these weeks of blossoming, 

this perfect unfolding. (Cannon 18-22) 

The fragment starts with a strong statement lightly softened by the next line, adding a 

note of hope, and follows through the next lines, “blossoming” and “perfect unfolding”. 

In this stanza the verbal tense also changes gradually, from past participle “unredeemed”, 

creating an impression of an unchangeable fate, to a verb in present continuous that is 

nominalized, retaining the impression of a process. The final stanza is in future tense 
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which, combined with the emblematic nature of the seed, provides the poem with a 

prophetic tone. 

About the fourth stanza, Potts has argued that Cannon  

brilliantly ascribes to a natural process the same kind of consciousness traditionally 

attributed to the divine intervention that resulted in the “perfect unfolding” of a plan for 

the salvation of humanity. Cannon’s rendering of nature’s own extraordinary power to 

“redeem” itself recalls the veneration and worship of nature that existed in many ancient 

cultures. (166)  

The poem establishes a contrast between idyllic images, such as “young bushes clump 

together in the sun” (Cannon 8) or “[the limbs of the trees] are white and drunk with 

summer” (Cannon 12), and images of hostility and decay, such as “limbs, dragged east 

by prevailing winds” (Cannon 11) or “it [the oldest tree] withers to the east” (Cannon 15). 

The continuous succession of the seasons threats not only the idyllic picture of the 

summer, but nature itself. The solution to an irrevocable death, represented by images 

such as the “gallows”, lies in the latency of the landscape, as indicated in line twenty. 

This immanence alludes to the ecological properties of the burren. Potts has noted how 

the burren, apparently a hostile environment, is nonetheless a region populated with 

unique species of wildflowers (164). This contrast between the image of the burren and 

its real ecological value has also been pointed out by Tim Robison, as Paul Clements 

argues, “[he] stated that there was no way of showing what was remarkable about the 

field in his map ‒ it was just a grey emptiness “with wind-shorn shaggy thistly stuff”.” 

(qtd. in Clements). Therefore, we can deduce that it is the reader who misjudges the region 

on the basis of its hostile appearance. The last line emphasizes the hidden ecological value 

of the burren through an oxymoron, implying that even if the earth is deceiving due to its 

exterior aspect, it is generous because it allows biodiversity.  
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 The poem that best represents the intimate relation between the memory of the 

author and the environment is “Hills”. The theme of the text is, ironically, the change of 

theme for the poet. The poem is organized in two stanzas, the first one consists in a series 

of rhetorical questions that suggest self-doubt and the second one contrasts strongly with 

the first one by means of short declarative sentences, whose tone of determination is 

emphasized by the use of anaphora: “I know these hills better than that. / I know them 

blue, like delicate shoulders. / I know the red grass that grows in high boglands /” (Cannon 

11-13). We find again in this poem the latent nature of life that ensures that “in the murk 

of winter, / these wet hills will come howling through my blood, / like wolves, ||” (Cannon 

17-19).  The image of wolves and the simile “like delicate shoulders” are both used to 

describe the hills, which emphasizes the idea that for a complete understanding of nature, 

the human has to accept its dualistic aspect, the fragile and the ferocious. The association 

of the heather with the feminine, suggests also that she is rejecting the traditional 

submissive feminine role, in favour of a more natural behaviour. 

The poem “Annals” inscribes the time of the author in mythological time by using 

the myth of Buile Suibne. Parting from the engraved representation of Moling and 

Fiachra, the poet alludes to the mythological tale by attributing memory to the stone 

figures. The author imagines the construction of the cathedral in the first stanza, which 

contrasts strongly with the decay alluded to in the following stanza, in which “Moling 

and Fiachra/ [were] blurred by twelve centuries” (Cannon 6-7). Furthermore, in this 

stanza there is a strong tension between absence and presence; the poet describes the 

engraved representation of Moling and Fiachra and attributes consciousness to the saints, 

which renders them as present in comparison to the figure of Suibne, who is just a 

memory. The third stanza follows with the atmosphere of decay in the handball alley. The 

handball alley cannot escape the pass of time and it is fixed in it, since the construction 
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“stands derelict within the century” (Cannon 20). The next stanza acts as a destructive 

force by referring to the human protagonists of the poem, the monks, the king, and the 

handball-players, and declaring their death: 

But now that the tree king, 

and the monks, and the handball-players are dust, 

the last lay recited, 

the last malediction lifted, 

the last protest contested, 

 

A thrush nesting in the doorway 

shifts slightly on her eggs, 

and awaits the millennium. (Cannon 23-30) 

The last three lines of the penultimate stanza allude to key points in the tale of Buile 

Suibne, these being the reciting of the lays by Suibne and the curses of Saint Ronán 

(MacKillop). The use of anaphora provides rhythm to the poem, but it is also used to 

insist upon the end of the mythological conflict and functions as point of connection to 

the last stanza, in which the king, transformed into a bird, can finally live his life. 

2.3. Space and Nature 

As I have explained, the allusion to The Odyssey might suggest a journey, in which the 

protagonist travels around the world and comes back home after all the experiences that 

have shaped his new self. The strong contrast between the clumsiness of the young eagles 

and the dominance of the ravens in the first poem of the collection suggests that, as I have 

stated, a life of obstacles awaits the new-born birds, but this temporal process has also its 

spatial representation in a vertical axis in which images relating to death are positioned 

on the upper side: 
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Predators and carrion crows still nest here, 

falcons, and this pair of ravens 

that I first heard when I reached the cairn 

and noticed a narrow skull among the stones. (Cannon 1-4) 

And images relating to life and fertility correspond to the lower part of the axis: 

There are green slashes down there, 

full of wells and cattle, 

and higher places, where limestone, fertile, 

catacombed, breaks into streams and gentians. (Cannon 15-18) 

The union between space and time is represented in the circular flight of the ravens. In 

fact, since the druids used the flight of birds as a means of divination, the movement of 

the ravens might suggest the union of the end and the beginning of experience. The 

repetition of the adverb “once” in the third stanza, not only represents the repetitive 

movement of the birds, but also adjusts the image to the reading process.20 This adverb 

is used again at the beginning of the sixth stanza: 

Once Colman
21

, the dove saint, 

Lived under this cliff, 

Left us his oratory, his well, 

And his servant’s grave. (Cannon 23-26) 

                                                             
20 If the poet had written, for example, that the birds flew four times, the reader would have to interrupt 

the reading in order to imagine the birds doing four circles, or he would have to accept that the ravens 

flew four times, although he only imagined them circling once. By doing this, the rhythm of the image, 

matches perfectly with the rhythm of the reading. 
21 Saint Colman, also known as Colman mac Lenine, was the founder of the diocese of Cloyne at the 

County of Cork in Munster. Although his relevance as a monk is notorious, the Saint started by writing 

poetry. In fact, he was called the ‘royal poet of Munster’ by his contemporaries due to his abilities. As a 

bard, he spent 48 years in the court of Cashel until he encountered the lost shrine of Ailbe of Emly.  After 

this discovery, Saint Brendan blessed him with the name of Colman and the poet spent the rest of his life 

as a monk (catholic.org). 
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However, the meaning of the word changes into a historical conception of time, which 

contrasts profoundly with the use of “once” in the third stanza to describe the precise 

moment of movement.  

The poem that gives title to the collection, “Oar”, is intimately related to the Greek 

myth, The Odyssey. In this text, ideas of journey and place are explicitly present. The oar 

seems to be the object that motivates expression, “For only then will you need to tell and 

know” (Cannon 6). The oar is also the object that allows for transmission of experience 

and handling of scales that surpass human control; “the sea is immense and 

unfathomable” (Cannon 7), but the oar can be carried. Taking into consideration that the 

oar motivates the expression of different and sometimes contradicting, “against the wave/ 

and with the wave” (Cannon 9-10), experiences condensed in an object, it could be 

possible to interpret it as a symbol for symbols, even more if we keep in mind that it “is 

everything” (Cannon 11). This interpretation, leads us to think about the capacity of the 

word to represent the environment, in which language would allow to impose a 

constructed order upon a chaotic nature. The need to make sense of the surroundings and 

control the unrestrained forces of nature is generally satisfied by either scientific 

knowledge or mythological explanations. In this case, Moya Cannon would seem to 

choose the latter over the former given that the poem is an allusion to The Odyssey.22 

Regarding the form of the poem, there are three sentences organized in such a way that 

each sentence makes a stanza. The first and third stanzas are long sentences distributed in 

several lines by means of enjambment and end-stops. The shortness of the second stanza, 

“[t]hen build your house||” (Cannon 5), creates a strong contrast between this and the 

                                                             
22 This sceptic position regarding scientific knowledge’s capacity to explain everything has also been 

noted by Eóin Flannery who, reflecting about “Exuberance” in Carrying the Songs, has argued that “[t]he 

historicism and rationalism of such thinkers [Plato, Locke, Mill and Marx] fails to provide answers to 

more affective, even urgent questions, and Cannon’s experience seems far from the ‘exuberance’ of the 

poem’s title.” (79). 
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other ones, causing an impact on the reader. Furthermore, it highlights its position as the 

central stanza of the poem in the same way that the poet creates the image of a journey 

towards the centre, “walk inland and inland” (Cannon 1).  

 The next poem of the collection is “Thalassa” which refers to “the Greek 

personification of the sea, the mother of Aphrodite, and in some stories, the mother of us 

all” (Potts 168).  The sea seems to be again the point for the convergence of apparently 

contradicting conditions: 

Having got up, decided to go home, 

how often do we find ourselves 

walking in the wrong direction. 

 

Some echo under the stones 

seduces our feet, 

leads them down again 

by the grey, agitated sea. (Cannon 1-7) 

On the one hand, the use of the adjective “agitated” to describe the sea, suggests 

connotations of life and movement, in the same way that the allusion to the mother of 

humanity, Thalassa, does. This interpretation is also sustained by the continuous 

appearance of the sea in Cannon’s poems and, particularly, in “Thirst in the Burren” in 

which, according to Eóin Flannery, “the passing reference to ‘sea-deep’ and the second 

simile’s reference to ‘a fish’s fin’ are both suggestive of further linkage in terms of the 

deep time evolutionary origins of humanity in the sea” (79). On the other hand, the image 

of being “seduced” by a dangerous sea, suggests an omen of death. Furthermore, the use 

of the word “seduced” implies certain eroticism that adds to the ambiguous nature of the 

poem. Conceiving the sea as a place of origin and destruction, almost fate as hinted by 
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the automatic response depicted in the second line, conveys a sense of return. In this 

poem, the poet uses one of the tropes of medieval religious poetry, the union with God, 

in this case with a goddess. Another poem in Oar that represents this fusion is “Eros”, in 

which the lyric voice compares her lover and herself to hazelnuts, “[l]ike hazelnuts/ we 

sleep” (Cannon 4-5), that fall in a stream, “and we all fell down, / rattled down cold 

streams,” (Cannon 11-12). Although both texts use this Christian trope, the latter has more 

allusions to Celtic mythology than the former. The reference to hazelnuts, suggesting 

wisdom, and a water source, suggesting divinity exemplify this pagan context. However, 

Cannon also relies on earthly suffering, suggested by the frantic movement of the current, 

as a provider of knowledge. 

 The sense of return is also mirrored by one of the most recurrent symbols in the 

collection: the nest. There are three poems in which the nest appears: “Eagle’s Rock”, 

“Nest” and “Crow’s Nest”. It is in the latter that the meaning of the symbol is more 

explicit: “or is there no place too poor or wild/ to support, / if not life, / then love, which 

is the hope of it,” (Cannon 17-21). Although in “Eagle’s Rock” and “Crow’s Nest” the 

centrality of the nest is in conflict with the relevance of the birds, in “Nest” the “brown 

wheel of reeds and broken willow” is the focus of the poem (Cannon 1). In this text, the 

rubbish around which the nest is constructed, “two coke cans and a fast-food carton”, 

shows how animals try to adapt to a world in which human influence has affected severely 

the environment (Cannon 5). The first line of the poem mirrors the first line of the second 

stanza, since both are a coordinated Subject, which creates a contrast between nature and 

the rubbish of a consumerist society. The description of the nest as a wheel may refer to 

a cyclic conception of time,23 which is reflected in the image of a symbol of life and love 

                                                             
23 In the same way that, in “Eagle’s Rock”, the birds fly in circles. 
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moving towards its destruction. However, the poem ends by alluding to the continuity of 

life process, almost depicting it as a machine: “[o]ut of habit, / god goes on making nests. 

||” (Cannon 7-8). This stanza also evokes resignation, suggesting the inevitability of this 

cycle of creation and destruction. 

 The initial tension of the previous text is also suggested in the poem “Dark Spring” 

in which the poet laments the death of Feilimí Ó hUallacháin. In this text, there is a tension 

between what can and cannot be perceived, emphasized by the rhyme “light/ night” in the 

first and second lines of the poem. This conflict is also reflected in the difference in 

quickness of response between humans and nature: 

We did not hear it 

But, incredulous, saw in our grief 

The dark birds falling out of every tree 

And after the birds the falling dead dark leaves. (Cannon 7-10) 

The reaction of the birds and the trees is caused by what happens in the fourth line of the 

poem, “in the bone the dark cracked” (Cannon 4). Contrary to other poems in which the 

poet would imagine the heart as centre24 of everything, here the core is the interior of the 

bone, which is less likely to be in a central position. The reason for this, might be that this 

part of the body is regarded as the structural support, not only for the dead person, but 

also for his or her surroundings. Thus the dark cracking in the bone would be the cause 

of the falling of the birds and the leaves. This relation interior/exterior comes together 

with the expansion of darkness acting as a symbolic translocator25 in which the darkness 

                                                             
24 In Crow’s Nest she would call the nest “a great tangled heart” placed “into the crown of the ash” 

(Cannon 8-9). 
25 This term is taken from Arcadio López Casanova’s analysis of Juan Ramón Jimenez’s “La Verdecilla” 

in El Texto Poético: Teoría y Metodología (1994). In this study he would assert that this process 

generates, via attributive contagion, an intense visionary process or process of symbolization (170). 
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inside the bones mirrors the darkness attributed to the birds reinforcing the sense of death 

that pervades the poem. The rejection of reason to explain the facts of the most intimate 

relations, appears again in the last lines of the first stanza of this text: 

We were not led to expect, 

Back when the thin bone knit to close the sky, 

Inside the skull-cave when we etched our myths 

And later made our compacts with the ogre 

We had no thought of this, 

Nor could we have schooled our hearts for this absurd 

And sudden sorrow. (Cannon 12-19) 

The historic scale is depicted in line fourteen, not only by the use of the image skull-cave 

as an allusion to pre-historic times when human beings lived in caves, but also by the fact 

that this expression could be classified as a kenning, a rhetoric device that has its origins 

in Anglo-Saxon poetry (“Kenning”). The last stanza ends the poem with a bitter irony: 

Yet even 

As we leave you 

The sun flies down 

To strike the dark hills green. 

Defiant, it drives the pulse of summer 

Through this most desolate spring. (Cannon 25-30) 

The poet is unable to enjoy the coming of the summer due to the sorrow produced by the 

death of the addressee, thus the description of the spring as desolate. The violence of this 

intromission is reflected in the adjective “defiant”; the sun disturbs the mourning of the 

poet and forces her to live her life as if nothing had happened. The fact that this final 

counterpoint is condensed in just one stanza emphasizes its contrast with the previous 
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tone. The poet slowly paces an atmosphere of desolation that is inverted in just one stanza, 

in the same way that the focal point of the final image, the sun, dissipates the ambience 

of despair in an instant. In this poem, Cannon uses the pathetic fallacy in order to highlight 

the harmony between human and nature;26 however, this harmony is broken in the last 

stanza and the poetic voice no longer finds her feelings represented in nature. Thus, it 

could be concluded that, against the lyric voice’s own wishes, the environment gets rid 

of its role as a canvas for the poet to express herself and recovers its own value as an 

independent subject.  

Conclusion 

Moya Cannon’s Oar can be approached from different perspectives, among which, we 

can find Ecofeminism, Post-colonialism and Post-pastoralism. While Post-pastoralism is 

important to understand the conditions of the pastoral refuge created by Cannon in the 

context of environmental degradation, Ecofeminism and Post-colonialism are useful to 

address the relation between identity and nature depicted in her poetry. 

To begin with, the view of nature as a cycle of growth and decay and the sense of 

awe that leads to humility in poems such as “Eagle’s Rock”, and the relation 

interior/exterior in poems such as “Blossom Viewing from the Burren” and “Hills” are 

the characteristics delineated by Gifford that allow a post-pastoral interpretation of 

Cannon’s poetry (“Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry” 58). The reflection 

about the ecological properties of the burren in “Blossom Viewing from the Burren” 

implies a position that values nature for its own sake apart from its beauty or symbolic 

                                                             
26 Paraphrasing Helena Feder, Potts states that “[i]n the intervening centuries since “Lycidas,” the poet’s 

use of pathetic fallacy has come under attack for anthropomorphizing nature; however, recent ecocritical 

theorists contend that the form must be reconsidered given that the human disconnection from nature is 

precisely the cause of our current ecological crisis” (60). 
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meaning.27 Furthermore, Cannon’s poetry acknowledges the influence of a consumerist 

society on the environment, as shown in “Nest” through the images of the cans and the 

fast-food cartons. The allusion to contamination and mythological figures, such as Buile 

Suibne, suggests that the pastoral refuge is sensitive to human action and integrates Irish 

history and mythology within the universal cycle of growth and decay.28 

 Cannon’s poetry seems to fit within the fourth ecofeminist category delineated by 

Sturges and collected by Guttman according to which women would be related to the 

environment due to the resemblance between their biological cycles and the cycles of 

nature (41). This idea is suggested in the poem “Thalassa”, in which the allusion to a 

goddess who performs the role of “mother of us all” (Potts 168) relies on the traditional 

thinking that defines women’s identity on the basis of their reproductive capacities. This 

philosophical standpoint should be taken with care, since the use of biology to justify any 

theoretical view is typically essentialist and reproduces the logic of the oppressor. 

However, the collection also depicts the cruel side of a nature that ignores human 

suffering, as in the case of “Dark Spring”. Both the interruption of the pathetic fallacy in 

“Dark Spring” and the menacing aggressiveness of the sea in “Thalassa” contradict the 

traditional image of the environment as a “gentle mother” (Merchant 26). In this sense, 

while Cannon’s poetry seems to agree with the fourth ecofeminist position mentioned 

above, her relation with the environment seems more complex than a thorough 

identification. 

 Regarding Post-colonialism, there is in the collection a strong tension between 

place and displacement. On the one hand, many of Cannon’s poems are “set in the burren 

                                                             
27 As Potts has noted, Cannon considers that the ecological properties of the burren are “worthy of 

celebration quite apart from their religious significance for either Celts or Christians” (165). 
28 By universal, I mean that it affects all living beings and goes beyond human history. 
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region of western Ireland” (Potts 164) and this continuous reference to the burren suggests 

a strong sense of place that promotes a deepening in Irish history, mythology and 

landscape, as shown in poems such as “Eagle’s Rock”, “Annals” or “Blossom Viewing 

from the Burren”. On the other hand, the idea of journey that pervades the book provides 

room for experience and variety. As we have seen, Nixon attributes a strong sense of 

place to ecocriticism, which contrasts with the idea of displacement, typical, in Nixon’s 

view, of postcolonial texts (197). The poem “Oar” seems to use this tension to suggest 

that a particular culture can achieve self-appreciation through dialogue with other 

cultures.  

Cannon’s poetry integrates change and variety and does not rely on fundamentalist 

ideas about identity or nature. The author seems to understand the complexity of the 

environment and how experience can shape the relation between human beings and 

nature. In conclusion, Oar is a hopeful approach to the relation between human beings 

and the environment in the context of climate crisis. 

  



 Díaz 40 

 
 

Works Cited 

Alaimo, Stacy and Susan Hekman. “Emerging Models of Materiality in Feminist 

Theory.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 143-153. 

Allison, Jonathan. “Patrick Kavanagh and Antipastoral.” in Matthew Campbell (ed.), 

2003, pp.42-58. 

Alpers, Paul. Preface. What Is Pastoral?, by Alpers, Chicago, The University of Chicago 

Press, 1996, pp. ix-xi. 

Aosdána. “Moya Cannon.” Aosdána. The Arts Council, 

www.aosdana.artscouncil.ie/members/cannon/. Accessed 06/11/2020. 

Batten, Guinn. “Boland, McGuckian, Ní Chuilleanáin and the Body of the Nation.” in 

Matthew Campbell (ed.), 2003, pp. 169-188. 

Buell, Lawrence. The Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental Crisis and 

Literary Imagination. Blackwell Publishing, 2005. 

Campbell, Matthew, editor. The Cambridge Companion to Contemporary Irish Poetry. 

Cambridge University Press, 2003. 

 “Cannon, Moya 1956-.” Contemporary Authors, New Revision Series. 

Encyclopedia.com, 9 June. 2020, www.encyclopedia.com/arts/educational-

magazines/cannon-moya-1956. Accessed 06/08/2020. 

Cannon, Moya. Oar. The Gallery Press, 2000. 

Clements, Paul. “In Praise of Tim Robinson, Map-Maker Extraodinaire.” The Irish 

Times, 19 May. 2020. www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/in-praise-of-tim-

robinson-map-maker-extraordinaire-1.4256448?mode=amp. 

http://www.aosdana.artscouncil.ie/members/cannon/
http://www.encyclopedia.com/arts/educational-magazines/cannon-moya-1956
http://www.encyclopedia.com/arts/educational-magazines/cannon-moya-1956
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/in-praise-of-tim-robinson-map-maker-extraordinaire-1.4256448?mode=amp
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/in-praise-of-tim-robinson-map-maker-extraordinaire-1.4256448?mode=amp


 Díaz 41 

 
 

Cornejo, Sandra. “Moya Cannon: Pienso que la Vida Misma Es el Gran Misterio”, La 

Pecera, Editoral Martín y O. Picardo, www.lapecerarevista.com/moya-cannon. 

Accessed 06/10/2020. 

Cronon, William. “The Trouble with Wilderness: or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.” 

in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 102-119. 

Erickson, Bruce and Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands. “A Genealogy of Queer Ecologies.” 

in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 159-163. 

Estévez-Saá, Margarita and María Jesús Lorenzo Modia. “The Ethics and Aesthetics of 

Eco-caring: Contemporary Debates on Ecofeminism(s).” Women’s Studies, vol. 

47, no. 2, 2018, pp. 123-146, doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.2018.1425509. Accessed 07/02/2020. 

Eversole, Richard. “Collins and the End of the Shepherd Pastoral”. Survivals of Pastoral, 

edited by Richard F. Hardin, University of Kansas 1979, pp. 19-32. 

Flannery, Eóin. Ireland and Ecocriticism. Taylor & Francis Group, 2016. 

Gifford, Terry. Green Voices: Understanding Contemporary Nature Poetry. Manchester 

University Press, 1999. 

---. “Towards a Post-Pastoral View of British Poetry.” in John Parham (ed.), 2002, pp. 

51-63. 

Glotfelty, Cheryll. “Literary Studies in an Age of Environmental Crisis.” in Ken Hiltner 

(ed.), 2015, pp. 120-130. 

Guttman, Naomi. “Ecofeminism in Literary Studies.” in John Parham (ed.), 2002, pp. 37-

50. 

http://www.lapecerarevista.com/moya-cannon


 Díaz 42 

 
 

Hiltner, Ken, editor. Ecocriticism: The Essential Reader. Routledge, 2015. 

---. “First-wave Introduction.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 1-2. 

---. “Second-wave Introduction.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 131-134. 

Huggan, Graham and Helen Tiffin. ““Introduction” to Postcolonial Ecocriticism: 

Literature, Animals, Environment.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 178-195. 

“Kenning in British English.” Collins English Dictionary, HarperCollins Publishers Ltd. 

Collins Dictionary, Collins, 

www.collinsdictionary.com/es/diccionario/ingles/kenning. Accessed 

06/14/2020. 

López Casanova, Arcadio. El Texto Poético: Teoría y Metodología. Ediciones Colegio 

de España, 1994. 

MacKillop, James. “Buile Suibhne.” A Dictionary of Celtic Mythology, Oxford 

University Press, 2004. Oxford Reference, Oxford University Press, 

www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-

9780198609674-e-690#. Accessed 04/15/2020. 

Madsen, Peter. “Deep Ecology.” Encyclopaedia Britannica, Encyclopaedia Britannica, 

Inc. 16 May 2016, www.britannica.com/topic/deep-ecology. Accessed 

11/02/2020. 

McLeod, John. Beginning Postcolonialism. Manchester University Press, 2000. 

Merchant, Carolyn. “Nature as Female.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 10-34. 

Naess, Arne. “The Deep Ecological Movement: Some Philosophical Aspects.” in Ken 

Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 47-61. 

http://www.collinsdictionary.com/es/diccionario/ingles/kenning
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-690
http://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780198609674.001.0001/acref-9780198609674-e-690
http://www.britannica.com/topic/deep-ecology


 Díaz 43 

 
 

Ní Dhomhnaill, Nuala. “Moya Cannon.” Carcanet,  

www.carcanet.co.uk/cgi-bin/indexer?owner_id=860. Accessed 05/08/2020. 

Nixon, Rob. “Environmentalism and Postcolonialism.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 

196-210. 

Parham, John, editor. The Environmental Tradition in English Literature. Ashgate 

Publishing Limited, 2002. 

Potts, Donna L. Contemporary Irish Poetry and The Pastoral Tradition. University of 

Missouri Press, 2011. 

Smyth, Daragh. A Guide to Irish Mythology. Irish Academic Press, 1998, 

www.archive.org/details/guidetoirishmyth00smyt 0. Accessed 03/30/2020.  

Soper, Kate. “The Discourses of Nature.” in Ken Hiltner (ed.), 2015, pp. 267-277. 

“St. Colman of Cloyne.” Catholic Online, 

www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=342. Accessed 06/23/2020.  

Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt. “Natural Universals and The Global Scale.” in Ken Hiltner 

(ed.), 2015, pp. 211-231. 

Valente, José Ángel. “Rincón Literario: Poetas Españoles Contemporáneos: José Ángel 

Valente.” Youtube, uploaded by UNED Documentos, 1 April 2013, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=nhZf-vKco_g&feature=youtu.be. Accessed 02/14/2020. 

http://www.carcanet.co.uk/cgi-bin/indexer?owner_id=860
http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=342
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nhZf-vKco_g&feature=youtu.be

