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Cypress trees and the shadow of death in Birds, Beasts and Flowers
—On the notes to Trees

Haruo Sato

Abstract

The enigmatic “notes” each located at the beginning of nine different title pages of Birds,
Beasts and Flowers have never failed to puzzle the readers. These notes are substantially
more difficult to understand and challenging than the poems themselves. The present author
analyses the note put to “Trees”, with special attention to “the cypress trees” and finds that
D.H. Lawrence’s view on life stems, not from orthodox Christian cultural tradition, but from
pre-Christian pantheistic notion of the universe. He also finds at the same time that his
apparent devotion to early Greek philosophers, especially to the fragmental works of
Empedocles could be the very source of his unorthodox views on life.
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Trees

“IT IS SAID, a disease has attacked the cypress trees of Italy, and they are all dying.
Now even the shadow of the lost secret is vanishing from earth.”
“Empedokles says trees were the first living creatures to grow up out of the earth,
before the sun was spread out, and before day and night were distinguished ; from the
symmetry of their mixture, they contain the proportion of male and female; they
grow, rising up owing to the heat which is in the earth, so that they are parts of the
earth just as embryos are parts of the uterus. Fruits are excretions of the water and
fire in plants.”
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Monumental to a dead, dead race
Embalmed in you!
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Which they have taken away
And wrapt inviolable in soft cypress-trees,
Etruscan cypresses.
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2 JE3L T, Zofkic “[---plants.], and those which have a deficiency of moisture shed their leaves
when that is evaporated by the summer heat, while those which have nore moisture remain
evergreen, as in the case of laurel, the olive, and the palm ; the differences in taste are due to
variations in the particles contained in the earth and to the plants drawing different particles from
it, as in the casxe of vines, for it is not the difference on the vines that makes wine good, but that
of the soil which nourishes them.” & \» 9 XH5\» T %,
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