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Three poetic treatments of snow: how snow is evoked in, and between, Helen Mort’s Fur, Jacob Polley’s Snow and Ted Hughes’ Snow and Snow.
When comparing three poems concerned with the same subject, the focus on that subject becomes intensified: it can undergo an additional scrutiny that is not dependent on its treatment in a particular poem. Therefore, snow will be considered is its own right, since it is the topic of Helen Mort’s poem Fur, Jacob Polley’s poem Snow, and Ted Hughes’ poem Snow and Snow. [footnoteRef:1] [footnoteRef:2] [footnoteRef:3] This will create a framework to explore how the subject is worked in the individual poems. The framework will be basic due to the space constraints of this piece, but it will allow room to consider the thoughts, unique to each poem, that lay outside such direct comparison. The framework will be formed largely from the suggestion that snow offers a new landscape to those in an overly-civilised environment, but that this landscape is somewhat heterotopian in nature: it is a space in society of otherness, that allows for comment on that society.[footnoteRef:4] However, snow as synonymous with memory, and snow as a metaphor for poetry will also come into play. [1:  Helen Mort, Division Street, (London: Chato and Windus, 2013), p.10]  [2:  Jacob Polley, The Brink, (London: Picador, 2016), p.32]  [3:  Ted Hughes, Season Songs, (London: Faber and Faber, 1975), ebook edition p. location 890 of 1009]  [4:  Heterotopia comes from the work of Foulcalt, he describes it as a physical other space, but also one of discussion/thought. It is a space that exists inside, and makes comment on, society/reality, as oppose to a space that is utopian or dystopian, either of which is an entirely separate world, and so comment on society indirectly. It is a term Lemos applies to a place changed by snow, see: Marcia Lemos, ‘In search of Contemporary Revolutionary Writing: A Reading of Ohran Pamuk’s “Snow”’, Spaces of Utopia: An Electronic Journal, 2nd series, no.3, (2014) 84-95 http://ler.letras.up.pt Accessed 3rd April 2019] 

Glyn Maxwell, in the opening chapter of On Poetry, situates early man ‘looking out over a green savannah’.[footnoteRef:5] The point he is making is that what was surveyed had begun as a set of markers for need: space to hunt, trees for hiding or climbing to escape danger, animals for food and rivers for drinking water, but this surveying of landscape became, for modern man, an aesthetic response.[footnoteRef:6] Maxwell considers this response to have engendered a need to gaze, and echoes Hughes’ certainty that as a species we all yearn for landscapes, wild ones that ‘carry us back…150 million years’, since we are ‘not quite a[t] home’ in Civilization yet.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Glynn Maxwell, On Poetry, (London: Oberon Books, 2012), p.1]  [6:  Ibid., pp.1-2]  [7:  Ted Hughes, Poetry in the Making, (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1967), p.76] 

In the poems considered here, this human need for a landscape in a manmade world could be said to be met by snow. The worlds of both Mort’s and Polley’s poems seem urban, or at least suburban: it is not necessary to recognise Mort’s references as specific to Chesterfield to know the ‘Calow Fish Bar’ [l.3], ‘Allpits Road’ [l.7], or ‘the long-abandoned Working Men’s Club’ [l.10] belong to a town; Polley is more ambiguous, yet the ‘park bench’ [l.5], the ‘old car on bricks’ [ll.12-13], and the proximity in both line and landscape of a ‘Bridle path and motorway’ [l.16], suggest the outskirts of the town or city. Even Hughes’ poem is set in a rural world made ugly by civilisation, it is ‘rubbish heaped’ [l.25], has ‘Dunghills and crumbly dark old barns’ (made more unpleasant by an alliteration of harsh ‘d’s and ‘b’s) [l.27] and ‘gruesome boggy cellars’ [l.29]. 
These manmade spaces are re-landscaped by snow in all three poems, but the poems are not unreservedly positive in their response to this. Polley admits a restoration by snow that ‘upholsters’ [l.4] and ‘lags' [l.7], adds glamour to roofs [l.11], naturalises the ‘old car on bricks’ [ll.12-13], and renders a lawn ‘flawless and enamouring’ [l.21]. Yet his poem begins with a personification of snow as a ‘rare species’[l.2] that is tempered by its silent habitat of ‘closed roads’ [l.4], hinting that there is more than rarity here, there is also something slightly unnerving, a hidden waiting; this is all held in a phrase that is closed by a full stop mid-line, like a failed attempt to hold snow away from its coming action on the landscape. Its first action is the renovation of a bench with the snow-soft sounds of the ‘o’ and ‘s’ of ‘upholsters’, but the bench is empty. The soft padding of snow continues as lagging, but the simile that this line employs is not about the snow, it is about the field which is already cold ‘like draughty lofts’ [l.7]; the breathy ‘au’ and ‘o’ of the phrase, inside words that are enclosed by harder consonants, ‘d’ and ‘t’s, lends the sound of air in places that should be sealed: the world that is covered is neglected, a wasteland.[footnoteRef:8] Yet the snow too creates ‘wastes of space’ [l.17], a reminder that, even in its ostensible renovation, this mere gentrification by snow can only cover, not replace or repair what lies beneath; the world it covers will remain in its same impoverished state once this temporary landscape recedes, the snow only serving to highlight its lack.  [8:  Mary Oliver notes these hard sounds to be mutes, they shut sound down as they shut down breath. She describes words as having a ‘felt quality…of sound’ that seems particularly clear in that phrase.  Mary Oliver, A Poetry Handbook, (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1994), p.22] 

Hughes’ snow is a dual personification, a ‘he’ and a ‘she’ of snow, involved in a dance that is initially faltering and ethereal, but that becomes steady and solid until it re-surfaces the world with its snowscape. By the third stanza it is a landscape that ‘nestles/ the sky with her warm, and the earth with her softness’ [ll.13-14], a partial and whole line of sibilance, ‘s’ after ‘s’, that evokes the sound of falling snow and the feel of its downy comfort, but it is also a hiss that lulls the senses, dulling them to its cold: there is treachery hidden in the she-snow, that had only previously been made explicit in the slyness of the ‘he’[l.9]. She-snow goes on to build a landscape like a ‘palace, till it twinkles in starlight’ [l.16], but this glamourous renovation is built of ‘fairytales’ [l.15] and is as brittle as the line full of ‘t’s suggests, a sound continued in the lines that follow where the meaning becomes overt ‘too frail for a foot/ or crumb of soot’ [l.17-18]. 
However, this new landscape takes on weight. She-snow ensures that he-snow has a structure to build on, a need the poem has previously revealed about he-snow as ‘he clings to the grass-blade tip/ getting his grip’ [ll.11-12]; ‘she’ is the seductive vanguard to his occupation as his ‘muffled armies move in all night’[l.19]. Although snow is now offering a definite landscape to be gazed upon, even the sound of it has become oppressive and heavy-handed: the onomatopoeia of ‘muffled’ is strengthened by the line’s other ‘m’s, and is coupled with the aggressive imagery of ‘army’ that is extended by ‘blockaded’ [l.20] and ‘occupied’ [l.21]. The appearance three times in two lines of ‘every’ when noting what is covered, suggests a rather relentless transformation: an overpowering male desire has laid down with this snowy landscape, snow has become dictatorial as he-snow shows ‘the white glare of his tenets’ [l.22]. The poem resolves this with a marriage. However, the ‘bridesmaid at her miracle’ [l.26] is a shaky resolution, an alchemical one for the desire between she-snow and he-snow, but more a diplomatic compromise between the snow landscape and the world that pre-exists it: it is nothing more substantial than ‘a wedding of lace’ [l.30]. Perhaps civilised man needs such landscape less than Hughes believed in Poetry in the Making.
As if to further reject Hughes’ doctrine, Mort responds to a landscape of snow covering her world with a powerfully negative personification: her snow is a creature with all the greedy desire of Hughes’ he-snow, but more pervasive and permanent. Its ‘tongue/ has found the crevices of Eastwood Park.’ [ll.3-4], it ‘licks the war memorial’ [l.5], and ‘the family dog is swallowed neat.’ [l.7]. Further, its greed extends to the speaker’s schoolfriends, its freezing touch claiming them for its own [ll.8-9], and to the buildings, even whole institutions: it claims ‘The Blacksmith’s Arms’ [l.2], digests ‘The Callow Fish Bar’ [l.3] and insatiable, still wants the ‘long-abandoned Working Men’s Club’[l.10]. It is a heavy beast too, weighing down trees [l.5], sinking and swallowing people into their lives [l.6 and ll.14-15]. This snow landscape is rejected from the start as an invader.
The trope of idealising all childhood winters as snowy (just as all childhood summers are scorching hot) is suggested and cut dead in the opening line, ‘Snow wants my childhood for itself.’ [l.1] This is not a fanciful beginning, opening out to a poetic musing on childhood. The line ends on a full stop, shutting it down to bald statement: this snow is a threat. However, despite not being a meditation on childhood, this poem is concerned with memory. The particulars of place in the poem make it seem personal. Additionally, the people in some way belong to the narrator since it is ‘everyone I knew’ [l.6], ‘the family dog’ [l.7] and ‘my schoolfriends’ [l.8], or they belong to her community, ‘a man who’s lived in the same bungalow for thirty years’ [l.14], so that all could appear to play as the narrator’s memory freezing everything in her past. 
However, an angry projection outward is felt in the poem that suggests that the snow is what imposes itself inwards, onto the poet and her community; if it is a memory, it is not theirs. It lays over their gathering places, homes and memorials, and disconnects the narrator and her neighbourhood from their communal memory, rendering it unavailable to them. The poem hints that something devastating happened 30 years ago that, bit by bit, closed the town down. This is reflected by the poet scattering those places throughout the poem like broken, discarded bits of the community. Whatever happened seems to have no focal point within the community for them to remember it by, unlike the war memorial that commemorated their dead. It seems to have been something that removed the living heart of the place, so that the snow seems more like settling dust and funerary ash, particularly with the suggestion of decay in snow that will ‘fur the driveway’ [l.13] like a furring of mould. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Often, if a community is made a dead space, the outside world will project a memory label onto it: ex-mining, ex-steelwork, ex-shipyard, ex-farming or ex-industrial maybe. Or perhaps it will reduce it to a regeneration project started with government funding, or simply offer a litany of statistics about the place, none of which has anything to do with either the personal or communal memory that is also so vital to a community’s future. That is how this poem feels, with its community sunk, frozen and trapped; it is an ex-community stuck in limbo, and the snow is an outside voice that decrees what that place is, and was, and so limits what it can be. 
To look at, Fur is a tight structure of three verses but with only one real rhyme; just as the shell of town it describes persists, but the community has become snowed under, and its voice narrowed. The rhyme lies where the first action of the snow, as ‘It licks the war memorial, weighs down the trees’ [l.5], begins to show its consequences: ‘and everyone I knew is sinking past their knees’ [l.6]. This one full rhyme in a poem of stanzas stands out, serving to highlight danger. It is an aural marker, because poetry ‘speaks to the listening mind’, but it is a visual one too, since it is our eyes that first perceive the poem laid out on the page: so that where the lines and words fall on it affects how we see and hear the poem.[footnoteRef:9] Poetry is a creature of duality, even in its visual aspect. R.T. Jones notes it suits the human since we ‘have two eyes, which continuously present us with a pair of more or less contradictory accounts’: we are designed to process duality and see ‘a more complex truth…between two contradictory statements’.[footnoteRef:10] This matches our ability to gaze on a snow-covered landscape and still see, for better or worse, our world beneath thrown into relief. Maxwell describes this visual aspect as the white and the black of poetry, the white being of particular interest when considering snow.[footnoteRef:11] The white of poetry is both the page and more than the page, and the snow landscape is more than a white expanse. Just as a poem has a white page shaped by the words and memories that precede it, the snow’s white surface is not blank: it has an underneath, and markers of another landscape shape it. Memory is a physical presence alive in the both the white page and the snowy landscape, even before their surface is marked by words, or by Polley’s ‘cat and the blackbird’ [l.19] that leave their ‘footnotes/ at dawn’ [ll.22-23].  [9:  The quote is from Oliver, p.29, but the following sentiment is shared by all the books on poetry referenced. ]  [10:  R.T Jones, Studying Poetry, (London: Hodder Headline Group, 1986), p.14]  [11:  Maxwell, chapters one and two (pp. 1-44)] 

Both snow and poetry create heterotopian spaces. The poem can hold a familiar subject out to the world it is written from, and turn it in unusual directions for that world to consider. It is a paradox that is crafted to hold differing truths: it preserves cohesion even as it displays the holes in things, or picks those things apart to present them in a new way.  Snow, like poetry, takes the familiar and defamiliarises it, it offers a strange new vista from which to reconsider the everyday world that is still lying beneath it. It is in the nature of a heterotopian space to allow for such scrutiny, but perhaps as important, is that both snow and poetry also re-imbue that picked apart world with mystery.  

Bibliography

R.T Jones, Studying Poetry, (London: Hodder Headline Group, 1986)

Hughes, T., Poetry in the Making, (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1967)

Hughes, T., Season Songs, (London: Faber and Faber, 1975)

Lemos, M., ‘In search of Contemporary Revolutionary Writing: A Reading of Ohran Pamuk’s “Snow”’, Spaces of Utopia: An Electronic Journal, 2nd series, no.3, (2014) 84-95 http://ler.letras.up.pt Accessed 3rd April 2019

Maxwell, G., On Poetry, (London: Oberon Books, 2012)

Mort, H., Division Street, (London: Chato and Windus, 2013)

Oliver, M., A Poetry Handbook, (New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1994)

Polley, J., The Brink, (London: Picador, 2016)



2

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





