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1. Crit ical Per spect ives

1.1. Zo opo et ics and en chant ment

In its own way, po etry–po etry being read and also being writ ten—
takes part in the struggle against global threats to life forms, human
and non- human; this is why this paper fo cuses on po etry. This
paper’s per spect ive is broadly speak ing eco crit ical, more pre cisely
zo opo etic. While eco criti cism ex am ines the gen eral links between
the arts and the en vir on ment, eco po et ics nar rows down to how nat‐
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ural ele ments may ex press them selves and to the links between this
ex pres sion and human lan guage 1. Both are bio centric in their out‐ 
look, find ing all life forms, human and other, to be in ter re lated and to
share a com mon value and le git im acy in in hab it ing the planet.

The zo opo etic ap proach ad op ted here shares this out look and the
poems ad dressed spring from eco poesis since they “en gage ima gin at‐ 
ively with the non- human”, in the words of Jonathan Bate. (Moulin
2018� 2) In this en gage ment, po etry brings know ledge about life forms
and their in ter re la tions which no other source may bring 2. With lan‐ 
guage, writers help us “in habit the world”, a world com pris ing human
polit ics as well as the non- human; to help us un der stand and re spond
to the dam age done by human polit ics, writers can put them selves in
the po s i tion of all human and non- human an imal life forms, per haps
be cause of the com mon or ganic ori gin of all an im als — mak ing for a
“hy brid com munity” of un der stand ing — and of the or ganic roots of
writ ing 3. (Simon 2011, 2015) In deed, lit er at ure can com mu nic ate the
af fect and em pathy which are miss ing in a di cho tomic world view
sep ar at ing nature from hu man ity and ascrib ing to the former the
mere role of an ex ploit able re source. It is cap able too of pro mot ing a
hol istic view of life forms and, in Jane Ben nett’s phrase, of help ing to
focus on the ever- open pos sib il ity of ex per i en cing “en chant ment”,
even at the heart of this (post-)in dus trial urban world. (Ben nett 2001)

2

How ever, in the present per spect ive, en gage ment with non- human
life (here, an urban fox’s) does not mean pre tend ing to enter the field
of sen sa tions and thoughts ex per i enced by other spe cies, which
could lead to in ter spe cies un dif fer en ti ation 4. Rather than rep res ent‐ 
ing what the other spe cies them selves feel or think, the pro cess of at‐ 
ten tion to an other life form means en ter ing the “hy brid com munity”
of un der stand ing men tioned and ad apt ing form ally to the other spe‐ 
cies’ move ments, paces, at ti tudes, af fects. Verbally, this means a trop‐ 
ism to wards an imal at ti tudes thanks to “rhythm, style, points of view,
dra matic con struc tion”: then “an thro po morph ism is no obstacle to
un der stand an imal life and vi tal ity, quite the con trary” 5. (Simon 2015 :
119, 121–122) Thus I do not seek to find whether po etry rep res ents
non- human thought, feel ing or sen sa tion and “trans lat[es an] alter- 
species se mi ot ics into human dis course” 6 (Gan non 2014� 91) but I will
fol low Bate’s idea ac cord ing to which “eco poesis knows that things
have a life, but it also has to re cog nise that it can only com mu nic ate
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that know ledge in the form of pro pos i tions by using the di vided
Cartesian lan guage of sub ject (‘we see’) and ob ject (‘the life of things’)”.
(Bate 2000� 149) Fi nally, in ad dress ing fox poems, not only formal fea‐ 
tures (rhythm, etc.) are im port ant but also the situ ations re ferred to
and their dramat iz a tion 7.

In po etic cre ation, the way of “en ga ging with the non- human” is
through at ten tion, which makes po etry es pe cially well- suited to this
end: “A poem is the lan guage of an act of at ten tion” 8. (Hart man: 1996,
12) Whether the poem is sup posedly promp ted by the con tem pla tion
of a con crete ob ject which ap par ently fills out the scope or whether
the ref er ent of the poem is ex pli citly ab stract and men tal, the con‐ 
cen tra tion is the same in nature and in tens ity. Po etic cre ation is a
pur suit in the ety mo lo gical sense, a chase or reach ing out for. As a
poem may rep res ent an outer ob ject gazed at, so it also ac counts for
the work of the ‘mind’s eye’ (ac cord ing to the age- old cor rel a tion
between sight and thought). The or ganic func tion and the scopic im‐ 
pulse form a dual mat rix for the men tal im pulse ex er ted in po etic
cre ation. This paper will later refer to the ana logy made by the his‐ 
tor ian Carlo Gin zburg and by the poet Ted Hughes between hunt ing
(which needs the hunter’s scopic im pulse) and nar rat ing or writ ing.

4

We can also con nect the in tense (phys ical and) men tal glance at work
in po etic cre ation and the “en chant ment” stud ied by Jane Ben nett.
Her defin i tion of it fits ex actly the po etic glance: a “tem por ary sus‐ 
pen sion of chro no lo gical time and bod ily move ment […] a mo ment ar‐ 
ily im mob il iz ing en counter”; the im mob il isa tion is also men tal: Ben‐ 
nett quotes Philip Fisher’s ex plan a tion that

5

[T]he mo ment of pure pres ence within won der lies in the ob ject’s
dif fer ence and unique ness being so strik ing to the mind that it does
not re mind us of any thing and we find ourselves delay ing in its pres ‐
ence for a time in which the mind does not move on by as so ci ation
to some thing else. (Ben nett 2001� 5)

“Not move on by as so ci ation”: Fisher pin points a change in men tal
func tion ing. In stead of work ing along chains de pend ing on con trolled
ideas and logic (such as defin i tions of the ob ject or uses for it), the
mind ‘stops in its tracks’ and ab sorbs it self in the oth er ness of the ob ‐
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ject; phys ic ally, the eyes fix ate and men tally, move ment is ar res ted as
if spin ning in place.

Oth er ness is es sen tial. Ben nett in cludes “cross ings” in her defin i tion
of en chant ment; her second chapter, “Cross- Species En coun ters”, ex‐ 
plores “the en counter with be ings, in clud ing ourselves, who morph
from one cat egory of being to an other.” (Ben nett 2001� 13) In my read‐ 
ings of (urban) fox poems, scopic im pulse and po etic im pulse are of
equal im port ance with the idea of a “cross ing”, not an inter- species
one though there is trop ism to wards the an imal, but an inner cross‐ 
ing into a new ex ist en tial phase ac com pa ny ing the cross ing from im‐ 
mob il ised won der to poetry- writing. This con flu ence of lan guage and
act of at ten tion is poin ted out by Ben nett’s re mark that to “en chant”
is “to sur round with song or in cant a tion”, i. e. lan guage. (Ben nett
2001� 6).

7

1.2. Dis en chant ment

En chant ment also has so cial and eth ical in volve ments (as poin ted out
by Ben nett’s sub title: At tach ments, Cross ings, and Eth ics). In deed, at‐ 
ten tion and won der ment stim u late a be ne vol ence to wards the world
at large which be ne fits other be ings (wit ness for in stance the par al‐ 
lel ism of Whit man’s equal it arian, demo cratic hu man ism and of his ad‐ 
mir a tion and re spect for nature in Leaves of Grass or Wordsworth’s
“acts of kind ness and of love” owed to nature in “Tin t ern Abbey”).

8

Eth ics are aptly ap proached via the no tion of dis en chant ment ori gin‐ 
at ing in Max Weber; he in ter preted the his tory of west ern so ci et ies in
terms of a “dis- enchantment” des troy ing the sense of re lated ness
with, and agency upon, the world around:

9

Cent ral to Weber’s con cep tion of Dis en chant ment of the World is the
re jec tion of the sac ra mental me di ation of sal va tion [which] is magic
[…], since it im plies that hu mans can have in flu ence on the will of
God like an cient ma gi cians in flu enced the will of the gods […]. (Car ‐
roll 2011� 119)

West ern ers thus moved away from ma gical think ing, in which nature
was part ner rather than ex pend able re source. Weber in sisted on ali‐ 
en a tion as in volving

10
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a self- alienation which ef fi ciently re lays and per petu ates im posed
ali en a tion. He traced this mod ern de sac ral isa tion of the world to the
rise of the “Prot est ant ethic” and the suc cess of cap it al ism and ex ‐
plained how the key to es trange ment from nature was an ali en at ing
be lief in the om ni po tence of hu mans and their sci entific and tech no ‐
lo gical tools. (Mazuir 2004� 120–121)

Weber ana lyses both pub lic and private life as an im ated by a com plex
set of var ied modes of ra tion al isa tion, each hav ing their val ues and
modes of rep res ent a tion (Mazuir 2004� 120–121) and showed, in Wis‐ 
senschaft als Beruf [Sci ence as a Vo ca tion], that

11

“the in crease in in tel lec tu al isa tion and ra tion al isa tion, far from in ‐
creas ing our gen eral know ledge of our life con di tions”, rather meant
be lief in our mas tery of things thanks to pre vi sion and an ti cip a tion,
inas much as we de cided to mas ter things. (Mazuir 2004� 120-121.
Mazuir’s em phasis re pro du cing Webers’. My trans la tion.) 9

Weber fam ously coined the phrase ‘iron cage’ (stahl hartes Gehäuse).
Be lief in the val ues of ra tion al ity and pro gress, along with all the im‐ 
ages and cul tural pro cesses con nec ted with these, form the ‘cage’ of
(self-)ali en a tion. Such a cul ture le git im ates the ex ploit at ive mind set
in which hu mans are to dom in ate other life forms and nat ural re‐ 
sources and non hu man life may be used as a re source, as well as the
human life of so cially vul ner able classes. The ‘iron cage’ severs hu‐ 
mans from the nat ural world and from one an other; it warps the in‐ 
tel lect, the af fects and even the psyche. In deed, in the ali en at ing pro‐ 
cess the psychic life im pulse it self is weakened, for the col lab or at ive
sense in which it lives gets bogged down by isol a tion, ex ploit a tion
and profit being pre ferred to col lab or a tion and shar ing. Res ult ing in
mul tiple loss of agency and dis em power ment, this is direly un eth ical.
Cit izens are pushed to pur sue ob jects which are not chosen out of
de sire but out of con sumer pres sure and cul tural goods are no ex‐ 
cep tion 10. In this anti- dynamic en vir on ment, in di vidu als may end up
in tel lec tu ally inert, un able to un der stand and alter their life con di‐ 
tions; ex ist en tially empty, de pend ent on val ues which are the mar‐ 
ket’s, and psych ic ally static, pass ive and dis cour aged from cre ativ ity
and bond ing.

12
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This is why sec tion 3.3 below ad dresses a psychic pro cess (sub lim a‐ 
tion) as con nec ted to po etic cre ation and en chant ment in an ex per i‐ 
ence of both psychic and men tal em power ment triggered by an en‐ 
counter with the urban fox. I will draw on psy cho ana lytic the ory to
try and demon strate that urban fox poems res ult from and re veal an
ex per i ence of psychic dy nam isa tion, as out lined below in 1.3 and de‐ 
veloped in 3.3.

13

1.3. Cor pus
The works con sidered break down into three cor pora, the focus being
more dis tant on the first.

14

Due to space lim it a tion, the se lec tion has to be small but I would be
pleased to provide more in form a tion 11.

15

The first set (2.2 An thro po morphic fox char ac ters) con cerns fox char‐ 
ac ters which are most an thro po morphic and often por trayed as
human be ings with some fox char ac ter ist ics. I focus on cases which
func tion best as counter examples to the second and third cor pora; in
par tic u lar, be cause the third cor pus is strictly con tem por ary and
urban, in 2.2 I picked some ex amples of con tem por ary urban cul ture,
in clud ing songs and com ics.

16

The second cor pus (2.3 Fox dy nam ism in con tem por ary po etry) is
used to point out the sur vival and re newal, over the last dec ades, of
cer tain fea tures as so ci ated with the fox (elu sive ness, beauty, sig ni fic‐ 
ance and the re cur rent motif of the mir ror situ ation, in ter preted as
an avatar of the myth ical and agen t ive value of fox spir its or deit ies).

17

Fi nally, the urban fox cor pus of sec tion 3.1 al lows to ex am ine a point
of ar rival and trans form a tion of the fox’s lit er ary his tory. This cor pus
is fur ther dis cussed here below.

18

1.4. “A site of in vest ig a tion”

The cor pus of sec tion 3.1 was pro duced in the urban world where ali‐ 
en a tion is so clearly felt. Not all the au thors would con sider them‐ 
selves poets, some work in cul tural pro fes sions, some do not. In any
case, “[e]co po et ics is a site where all dif fer ent kinds of po etry are
prac ticed in com mon, with non- poets as well. It’s a site of in vest ig a‐

19
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tion”: thus the eco critic Jonathan Skin ner in sists on turn ing audi ence
(or an ab sence thereof) into au thors, for po etry is known to a tiny
minor ity and makes little im pact. (Skin ner: 2013) This ex per i mental
qual ity test i fies to the abil ity of eco po etic themes (or rather zo opo‐ 
etic, in the present case) to trig ger writ ing and open a path to
(re-)en chant ment and to a more eth ical con sid er a tion of the world.

The cor pus is by con tem por ary Brit ish urbans: in Bri tain, the fox has
a high so cial im port ance, wit ness fox hunt ing and the highly po lar‐ 
ised re sponses to urban foxes 12, which have at trac ted at ten tion for
about fifty years now 13.

20

Emu lat ing Skin ner’s ap proach, I find that the writ ing of the poems
con sidered has some thing ex per i mental and demo cratic in ori gin at‐ 
ing from an un sought, now com mon oc ca sion, an urban fox sight ing,
avail able to any one in today’s cit ies; the ‘iron cage’ is very nar row
there, but the chance en counter trig gers a gra tu it ous, un- marketed,
lib er at ing po etic re sponse.

21

2. Rep res ent a tions of the fox in
lit er at ure
This sec tion aims to present the soil out of which cur rent re sponses
to the urban fox have grown; these re sponses be ne fit both from the
nov elty of en coun ter ing the an imal in the urban en vir on ment and
from an an cient cul tural her it age.

22

2.1. Myth ical her it age
Foxes have been a com mensal an imal 14 from pre his tory; there may
even have been pre his toric pet foxes. (Bat ter man 2018) Com mensal
spe cies are “an im port ant so cial and edu ca tional re source”, while
“human at ti tude to com mensal an im als will ob vi ously be highly
culture- specific.” (O'Con nor 2017� 536) Thus there ex ists a “com plex
cul tural his tory of human- fox in ter ac tions in Eng land” (Bat ter man
2017): “urb an isa tion and in dus tri al isa tion […] in flu enced en gage ment
between hu mans and foxes and re- shaped at ti tudes”, mak ing foxes “a
proxy for human en gage ment with the en vir on ment”. (Bat ter man
2019)

23
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The urban fox there fore takes its place in a long his tory of culture- 
bound re sponses to foxes. The Dic tion naire des Sym boles of Che va lier
and Gheer brant (Che va lier and Gheer brant 1982 : 805) provides ori‐ 
ent a tion amid the jungle of an cient fox ref er ences: the fox emerged
as a myth ical cul ture hero, al tern ately mis chiev ous and be ne vol ent,
oc ca sion ally con nect ing hu mans with the Oth er world, and dis play ing
both in tense en ergy and lusty, ir res ist ible se duc tion; in myths world‐ 
wide, the fox is an image of dy nam ism.

24

A no tori ous shape- shifter and trick ster, the fox thus em bod ies dy‐ 
nam ism of change. This in vari ant is di versely dram at ised thanks to
phys ical move ment, meta morph osis or re versal of situ ation through
tricks phys ical or verbal. Fox prot ag on ists of em power ment or dis em‐ 
power ment chal lenge es tab lished ex ist en tial and / or so cial statuses
and can use lan guage po tently, wit ness Reynard’s renardie 15.
(Scheide g ger 1989� 19–20, 81) The pos ter ity of renardie, too mul ti far i‐ 
ous to de tail, con firms the con nec tion between the fox and lan guage,
a con nec tion re appear ing in fox poems.

25

2.2. An thro po morphic fox char ac ters

In Chris ti an ised cul tures, the change ful fox was de mon ised as em‐ 
body ing satanic treach er ous ness 16. Heav ily an thro po morph ised fox
char ac ters (Reynard has clothes and a sword) lost the magic agency
they had in myths but their dy nam ism of change sur vived in their
roles as break ers of so cial rules. They have kept em body ing charm,
elu sive ness and the joy of in de pend ence, and, in harsher ver sions,
venge ful re tali ation against ab users or op press ors.

26

In twenty- first cen tury urban cul ture too, we can trace ele ments
from the in vari ant dy nam ism of change. In France, where La Fon‐ 
taine’s an imal fable “Le Cor beau et le renard” (The Crow and the Fox”)
was learnt by heart by gen er a tions of school chil dren, par od ies of the
fable serve to bridge the cul tural gap between pop u lar cul ture and
the clas si cism of the ori ginal, thus break ing cul tural hier archy 17.
Among artists de noun cing the dif fi cult life con di tions in de prived
urban areas, the rap per Guizmo, aka Renard, re leased with the album
Renard a video clip whose hero crosses class and eth ni city bound ar‐ 
ies 18. (Guizmo 2018a, 2018b) In such ex amples, the fox is used to ad‐ 
dress so cial in justice and al lows the audi ence to identify with a hero

27
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cross ing socio- cultural bound ar ies. How ever, this ima gin ary com‐ 
pens a tion does not en vis age a pos sible change in the so cial sys tem or
in its re la tion with the en vir on ment, and the lyr ics even claim the
thirst for money: “we all want dol lars” (« tous on veut des dol lars »).
(Guizmo 2018c). The fox char ac ter’s dy nam ism is here lim ited to
swap ping power less and power ful po s i tions around.

Such fox rebels in teri or ise the laws of con sumer ism, turn ing the
Weberian ‘iron cage’ into a snug plush shell in side which to curl up,
eyes shut 19.

28

In some con tem por ary fic tions, change of situ ation is re duced to vi‐
ol ent re tali ation, fox char ac ters just emu lat ing the vi ol ence of the
world around them. On the glob al ised cul tural mar ket, Amer ican
com ics are symp to matic of this. The char ac ters Fox and Vixen, from
dif fer ent com ics series, exert vi ol ence in crim inal re venge or with the
ex cuse of being a crime fighter. 20

29

2.3. Fox dy nam ism in con tem por ary po ‐
etry

This brief per usal of the evol u tion of the fox char ac ter shows a move
from dy nam ism to stati city — from the dy nam ism of fox spir its to
com pli ance with con sumer life, the fox char ac ters being ab sorbed by
mass cul ture. How ever, an other branch of evol u tion is less bank able
and pre serves some of the fun da mental fea tures (charm, elu sive ness,
en joy ment, verbal cre ativ ity and the break ing or re- setting of rules),
adding to them the motif of the mir ror re la tion.

30

Par al lel with Ro man ti cism rose en vir on mental sens it iv ity and the cri‐ 
tique of mod ern cap it al ist so ci ety; the me di eval de mon isa tion of the
fox sub sided and the sym met rical pro jec tion of af fects onto the fox as
en dear ing creature rose, as in the great Ro mantic poet John Clare’s
“The Fox” (Clare 2004� 245) 21 No longer phys ic ally an thro po morph‐ 
ised nor a mere fig ure for human cun ning, the an imal be came in ter‐ 
est ing as such.

31

The fol low ing ex amples are from the later 20th cen tury, when en vir‐ 
on mental con scious ness was rising. Without be liev ing they can enter
the an imal’s inner life, poets pay in tense at ten tion to it. An imal mo‐ 
tions ap peal to the ima gin a tion and lead poets into an ima gin ary
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meta morph osis in which they cross out from the still ness of the writ‐ 
ing desk to dy namic ex ist ence in the outer world.

Nor man Mac Caig’s “Move ments” is a good il lus tra tion: “I think these
move ments and be come them, here, / In this room’s still ness, none of
them about, / And rel ish them all”. The poem de lin eates the mo tions
of an im als, from lark to eel. As for Mac Caig’s fox, it is ex plos ive: “Fox,
smoul der ing through the heather bushes, bursts / A bomb of grouse.”
The com par ison to fuel in com bus tion and ex plod ing mat ter cor res‐ 
ponds to the fea tures of change ful ness and dy nam ism. Com bus tion,
not a sub stance but a pro cess (a trans fer of elec trons, i. e. mo tion),
sym bol ises dis em bod ied en ergy; the ele ment of in sub stan ti al ity will
re appear in urban fox poems. The border- crossing between an imal
move ment and human writ ing is clear when a snake’s crawl ing is
com pared to an act of hand writ ing: “the curs ive adder writes / Quick
V’s and Q’s in the dust and rubs them out”. (Mac Caig 1990 [1965]:
131) 22

33

In Mar garet At wood (At wood: 1995), the fox is “a lean vixen”, guile ful
but strongly driven. The lines en hance wil ful ness as well as the pull
for iden ti fic a tion: “The red fox crosses the ice / in tent on none of my
busi ness” – “my” re pla cing the ex pec ted ‘its/her’. The speaker gazes
in vulpine stealth: “pre tend ing to watch birds, / but really watch ing
the fox”. Sym met ric ally the vixen “knows I’m there” and speaks in her
turn: “To sur vive /we’d all turn thief / and ras cal, or so says the fox”.

34

The sym met ric al ness and the theme of sur vival high light the ex ist en‐ 
tial nature of the en counter, the vixen’s vital quest being sensed by
the poet. The en counter is both con front a tion with an imal oth er ness
and union in in tim acy.

35

The poet ab sorbed in out ward con tem pla tion and in ward con cen tra‐ 
tion, like the fox which “[s]tarts at his own alert ness” (Mitchell 2003�
84), have their senses so tensely open that ex cite ment pro duces ex‐ 
ist en tial open ness to pos sible trans form a tion.

36

The fox image is a cor rel ate of po etic at ten tion: “Does not sleep /
Com pletely / or for long. Sleeps on the run” (Mitchell 2003� 84). It is
also a cor rel ate of vital mean ing and beauty, which Mitchell loc ates in
the tail just glimpsed: “a long, / bushy, sig ni fic ant tail which it holds
out like a reason for being” (Mitchell 2003� 84; my em phasis). As will
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be ex plained in sec tion 3.2, dis ap pear ance of the ob ject is key to the
writ ing pro cess. Mitchell nar rows in from gen er al isa tions in the
present simple (“starts […] sleeps […] knows […] loves”) to a sin gu lat‐ 
ive face- to-face meet ing told in the preter ite. The poem ends in mu‐ 
tual ap proach and final sus pen sion of in di vidual iden tity, as if the sur‐ 
face of the mir ror had been touched: “[The fox] Came once, when
called, halfway / across the field. Al most / for got what we were,
where. / The two of us, stand ing there.” (Mitchell 2003� 84) The un‐
like li hood of hav ing a fox come like a dog when called un der lines the
mu tual at trac tion and iden ti fic a tion while the eye con tact and sym‐ 
met rical glances so ubi quit ous in fox poems mani fest the scopic im‐ 
pulse in volved in the work of the mind’s eye (Cf. 1.1) and in de sire (Cf.
3.3).

As seen above (1.2, 2.1), an cient fox deit ies or spir its were in ter cessors
between be liev ers and the world, mak ing it pos sible to es tab lish with
the world a sym bol ical agen t ive re la tion which al lowed to hope in and
/ or act in keep ing with the dy nam ism of change sym bol ised by the
fox spirit and thus to ac quire psychic en ergy and so cial self- 
assurance.

38

This ma gical ges ture, as Weber the or ised, was des troyed by sec u lar‐ 
isa tion and dis en chant ment. The ori ginal, myth ical pos sib il ity for hu‐ 
mans to exert agency through the fox spirit has there fore been long
lost, but the leg acy of fox im ages has evolved into a new human / fox
en counter. Poems re veal this in sens ing the im port ance of unit ing
non- human and human in a sphere, not of real iden tity with an an‐ 
imal, but of equal ity. In the mir ror situ ation, the cop res ence of an imal
and human sets the gaz ing human won der ing, lead ing to in tro spec‐ 
tion and to a psychic and ex ist en tial reach ing out to wards the an imal
which sparks and fuels po etic ex pres sion — the un con scious being
en gaged in the po etic pro cess.

39

In this way, Alice Os wald’s subtle dream poem “Fox” (Os wald 2016� 3)
in tro duces a “she”— el eg ant as she is “step ping across / the grass in
her black gloves”. Not only does she have beauty, like a poem, but also
self- expression, like a poet: she is a “woman with a man’s voice”. The
image is strik ingly oxy mor onic: the fox is out side on the grass but
clings like an outer lin ing to the poet’s own mind (“out side my sleep”),
so close that her breath (or is it the poet’s?) can be heard in “a sharp
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in take of air”. Like po etry, she con veys emo tion: her “bark” be comes
lan guage speak ing of her “chil dren” in “the heart’s thick ac cent”. The
twenty- first cen tury poem re vives en chant ment; the fox’s “ab rupt
and odd […] tres pass” ar rests the human as in Jane Ben nett’s defin i‐ 
tion of en chant ment: it “im mob ilis[es]” the mind which keeps work ing
but re mains fixed on the ob ject of fas cin a tion. Os wald’s “tres pass” is a
sig na ture of the in stant when “be ings, in clud ing ourselves, […] morph
from one cat egory of being to an other.” (Ben nett 2001� 13)

The poets con sidered above con firm the con tinu ing strength of fox
sym bol ism in gen eral, but in the urban con text fox poems in volve
more deeply the so ci olo gical and the psychic situ ation of the human.

41

3. Po etic cre ation and sub lim a ‐
tion in urban fox en coun ters

3.1. Fea tures of the urban fox en counter

The min eral, tech no lo gical urban land scape and the socio- economic
and cul tural con straints of the cap it al istic world deeply con trast with
the tra di tional, rural image of the fox. With the fox be com ing more
di urnal and city- dwellers more noc turnal, foxes en croach upon
human ter rit ory and meet ings recur. As the fox’s phys ical elu sive ness
di min ishes, its prox im ity arouses the ima gin a tion. City- dwellers
com pare them selves with it 23 and grow curi ous of its inner life. This
stim u lates men tal dy nam ism and helps to a slip out of the ‘iron cage’
into psychic activ ity and po etic cre ation.

42

Nu mer ous con tem por ary Brit ish poets pub lish urban fox poems, in
paper form or in blogs and other web sup port. 24 In com par ison to
the ‘bank able’ foxes of sec tion 2.2, this po etic ex pres sion is less mar‐ 
ket able, more gra tu it ous and more spon tan eous; in com par ison with
the con tem por ary fox poems of 2.4, the fas cin a tion for the fox and its
fea tures re curs, aug men ted with puz zle ment and ex ist en tial ques‐ 
tion ing.

43

The dis turb ance of real fox screams of ex cite ment is added to the ex‐ 
press ive ness evoked in 2.4. So Kel ley Swain is startled by “[w]ild pig- 
squeals” (the alien- species com par ison re in for cing the shock) from
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foxes mat ing in broad day light in her garden (Swain 2009), Ian Dun lop
is dis turbed by “eerie screeches” (Dun lop 2016) and David Bot tom ley
is

woken in the middle of the night 
by an orgy of wild an imal cries 
that would wake the dead, 
a sym phony of cry wolf dra mas, 
over the top, op er atic, com munal bal letic 
dance, fight, play, dis play, cir cus, ga votte, 
punch up, for nic at ing noc turnal nup tials. (Bot tom ley 2018)

With the hu man isa tion of fox cries into mu sical genres, vulpine self- 
expression be comes a more in tense equi val ent of human cries — of
joy or dis tress: to Dave King, “Weird sounds the foxes make/like ba‐ 
bies cry ing”. (King 2011)

45

When hu mans stop talk ing and pay at ten tion, they hear “fox claws
scratch ing at/the brain’s back door” 25 (Mooney- Singh, 2021) and get
ready to wel come new creatures as their equals in the build ing up of
an altered world view, even tu ally mak ing place for them in lan guage.
Thus Ger ard Roch ford ap pre ci ates his small grand daugh ter’s fa cing
her first urban fox as a found a tional event in life and lan guage. Child
and fox equally look and sniff at the Glas gow night to make sense of
the world around when the child spots the an imal and

46

[…] 
feels 
some thing is en ter ing her forever 
to settle down in the red lair of her brain.

She then learns the word ‘fox’ and joins us now in a city of words, the
city we build to gether,  
where we can sleep with foxes and call out their name”. (Roch ford
2018)

Ac cept ance of the non- human en larges the shared do main of human
and non- human, push ing back the lim its of the “city of words” thanks
to which we es tab lish our and the an im als’ place in the world.
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A fre quent as pect of the en counter, com bined with hu man isa tion, is a
hes it ant form of com pet i tion: Ian Dun lop (Dun lop 2016), en trenched
in a “man sion block” in “non des cript Earls Court”, feels chal lenged by
vulpine “street wise […] hood ies”, full of “dis dain”, re fus ing to “bow be‐ 
fore au thor ity”. The speaker’s “an cest ors” would have “saddled up and
fol lowed the hunt” but he starts on a hunt for en chant ment:

48

all I can do 
is stand and stare and mar vel at 
the an imal’s in solence. […] It looks at me with evid ent dis dain.

Bot tom ley stands up to his fox, ad dress ing it in the second per son:
“[S]izing up the enemy, / you look me straight in the eye” but he fi‐ 
nally ends up re lat ing half- enviously the foxes’ nights of “guf faw ing”
and “for nic at ing”. (Bot tom ley 2018)

49

Sim il arly, Simon Zon en blick’s “Mid night Fox” pads through “a frosty
Wan stead Flats, which veer into the spider web of sli proads / pre- 
empting the M11” when, the speaker says,

50

Turn ing down the High Road, into a block of build ings tightly tucked 
into the bricked in ghetto of east Lon don, I am startled by his stare
[…] 
What I caught last 
was […] its shoot- back glance, 
two amber eyes half an swer ing, 
half ques tion ing. (Zon en blick 2019)

“[H]alf an swer ing, / half ques tion ing”: the in stant of com pet i tion in
eye con tact shifts to self- awareness and men tal activ ity, as when
Dun lop grows puzzled: the fox is a po ten tial ques tion mark whose ap‐ 
peal drowns the com pet it ive spirit.

51

Shed ding the I / you enun ci at ive po s i tion, Jenny Don nison 26 uses the
first per son to cross into the fox’s po s i tion and try the other place:

52

sky's eye lid is shut 
I scav enge pick ings of light 
pin pricks and thin shine 
torn in the world's tarp
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swift lope over glit ter cold clods 
wriggle through hedge roots to hard black 
white startle 
metal lic an imal roars past 
trails mi asma of burn

brisk trot along grass path 
ig nore swoop of flat- faced owl 
out back all quiet 
nose through heady stink 
mould and rot 
bread and fruit 
manna of fried chicken 
par celled in plastic 
carry home to den (Don nison 2017)

The poem, densely im aged, tries to share the an imal’s per cep tions as
it gets “pick ings” of light to move by from the stars. Im ages are con‐ 
crete (“tarp” for the starry sky) to render the phys ical points of ref er‐ 
ence. Ob jects which make no sense to the an imal are de fa mil i ar ized
(the as phalt road is “hard black”), re- building a world image from
sens ory data. The dy namic vocab u lary (“lope”, “wriggle”) and el lip ted
de term iners and pro nouns in crease con cen tra tion on move ment and
ob jects. The lack of cap it al isa tion evokes a re duc tion to the es sen tials
of life: per ceiv ing, mov ing, sur viv ing. El liptic syn tax speeds up pace,
mim ick ing the beast’s quick, vital quest and de tailed sen sa tions: “nos‐ 
ing” into garbage con cludes with a tri umphant isol ated noun group,
“manna of fried chicken”.

53

Don nison’s fox feels the car to be a “metal lic an imal”, at tempt ing to
make sense of it in ad apt ive in stinct, but jumps in fear at the head‐ 
lights and roar. The di vide between ad apt a tion and fear of alien
danger pin points a lim inal ex per i ence of find ing sig ni fic ance for the
un known, which the speaker emu lates from the fox and passes on to
the audi ence.

54

Writ ing this mi metic piece means fo cus ing on an imal ex per i ence and
loc at ing the com mon ground of sur vival im pulse and per cep tion of
the en vir on ment where human and non- human an imal meet. See ing
and hear ing a car pass is no longer part of dis en chanted routine, nor
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is leftover fried chicken con sump tion residue: it is di vine “manna”
sent by a be ne vol ent cos mic magic.

Such poems dis solve routine by chan ging the per spect ive; they re- 
enchant the urban world, fuel ling it with life im pulse and dy namic
change, garbage turn ing into “manna”. Emu lat ing the an imal’s self- 
determination, they renew self- consciousness and help to break away
from hu mans’ iden tity as work ers and con sumers.

56

The break away is vital, as seen in Christie- Luke Jones’ “Urban Fox”. It
be gins in bathetic, sterile self- pity after sen ti mental breakup:

57

The soupy June air weighs heavy on my shoulders, 
A cruel curse be fit ting of a cruel hour. 
I snarl and thrash and seethe. 
I pray for a swift end.

Life is at stake (“a swift end”) — or is it? The ri dicule of the hy per bole
shows the poor human has lost sense of the mean ing of death and of
the value of life. Jones’s speaker en vies posh “Highg ate lov ers,
swathed in crumpled bed sheets” and piles on clichés (“her cas cad ing
onyx locks […] her sculp tur esque face”), stifling the reader under syr‐ 
upy mawk ish ness, when sud denly the shal low pathos is sus pen ded:
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[…] But lo, wrapped in my in ternal struggle I have omit ted an other.  
One who neither pines, nor la ments, nor re grets. 
A weight less as tro naut, he skulks through the night air with a
humble grace. 
His sinewy frame, that rest less, twitch ing muzzle, 
An op por tun ist cat burg lar, thriv ing in his con crete wood land. 
He slows as I ap proach. A cau tious arc. His marble eyes re flect ing the
street lights above. 
What does he see?  
We halt in uni son, we share the still ness.

His keen nose ana lyses my scent, his poin ted ears flinch at my slight ‐
est move ment. 
Such de vo tion to the senses is some thing I’ve long for got ten.

Sud denly I feel my heavy feet be neath me, no tice my short, agit ated
breaths.  
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This wild an imal has coaxed me out of my own head, made me liv ing
again. […] (Jones 2019)

The human has lost trace of the true mean ing of life but the fox
knows and shows him. The human is en meshed in a net work of so cial
ob lig a tions—hav ing a girl friend, envy ing snug lov ers in fine apart‐ 
ments—while the urban fox, con cen trated on his “keen nose […]
poin ted ears”, lives in the sen sa tions of real life. A ce les tial “as tro naut”
free from human bur dens, it “neither pines, nor la ments, nor re grets”.
It is “humble”, not seek ing to shape re la tion ships to its lik ing but just
to live freely. The eye con tact asks an ex ist en tial ques tion: “What
does he see?” asks about what “I” am. The an imal’s “de vo tion to the
senses” re- sets the man’s proprio cep tion: sud denly he feels his body
weight and his breaths. Re con nect ing with sens ory life, he is freed
from his ego centric pre oc cu pa tions (“out of my own head”). From an
in tel lec tual and emo tional en trap ment in his dis en chanted role as an
over grown spoilt boy, he has crossed into pos sible self- redefinition, is
made “liv ing again”.

59

The in sub stan ti al ity con noted by the fox’s dis em bod ied as pect
(“weight less as tro naut”) echoes the abil ity for dis em bod i ment im plied
by shape- shifting fox myths, but also points to the psychic pro cess
which will come under focus in sec tion 3.3.

60

3.2. De sire and po etic cre ation
Whereas the an thro po morphic fox char ac ters of com ics and raps
(2.2) only offer com pens at ory fantasy for an audi ence op pressed by
dis en chanted urban life, and fi nally guar an tee ad apt a tion to that life,
the fox poems above con front dis en chant ment by ac cept ing the pres‐ 
ence of the real fox as an in spir a tion for artistic cre ation, in the mar‐ 
gins of main stream cul ture.

61

I will pro pose an in ter pret a tion of the mo ment of in spir a tion as con‐ 
nec ted both to the very nature of po etic writ ing and to the human /
an imal re la tion ship.

62

As Anne Simon points out 27 (Simon 2011� §4, §20), both read ing and
writ ing in volve a cor poral di men sion, the reader mov ing across a text
as across a land scape, and writ ing being ana log ous to, and ac cord ing
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to Carlo Gin zburg per haps de rived from, the hunt ing pro cess 28.
(Simon 2011� n49)

An im als were once both prey and ma gical in ter cessors, as evoked
above (1.2). Po etic writ ing im ple ments a psychic and men tal agen t ive
pro cess ana log ous to the agen t ive value of the animal- spirit be liefs of
our past. In both cases, em power ment is at stake, as con firmed by
Simon’s as ser tion that the very “elu sive ness” of an im als re veals as‐ 
pects of the human con di tion, trig gers writ ing and al lows lit er at ure
to en gage polit ics 29 (Simon 2011� §25), in deed a mat ter of em power‐ 
ment and dis em power ment.

64

The fox ex cel lently plays this role which, Simon points out, Bailly calls
“ab sented pres ence” 30, as in Der rida’s cat con front a tion (Der rida
2006) and Cap tain Ahab’s chase of Moby- Dick, the writ ing whale —
not be cause it holds a pen with its fin, but be cause its ab sent ing
pres ence makes you write, cre ates the se mantic void for new mean‐ 
ing to be gen er ated. As the white whale is the “paradigm of an im al ity
and of man’s de sire for oth er ness” (Simon 2011� §7) (my trans la tion) 31,
its white ness fig ur ing the blank page of the un writ ten and the at trac‐ 
tion for the im possible mas tery of mean ing, so also the fox, with its
an cient as so ci ations of shape- shifting and elu sive ness, stands for an
ig niter of the de sire for self- expression — the spirit fox a shape- shift
of the whale’s “spirit- spout”. 32
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Gin zburg’s hy po thesis about nar ra tion is strik ingly par alleled in the
work of an im mense prac ti tioner of po etry, Ted Hughes, as he sheds
light on the im puls ive di men sion of the pro cess.

66

Hughes’ elder brother being a poacher, the poet spent his own child‐
hood cap tur ing an im als, later real ising that when he star ted writ ing
po etry, he only re sumed the former activ ity:

67

[…] it oc curred to me that my writ ing poems might be partly a con ‐
tinu ation of my earlier pur suit. Now I have no doubt. The spe cial kind
of ex cite ment, the slightly mes mer ised and quite in vol un tary con ‐
cen tra tion with which you make out the stir rings of a new poem in
your mind, then the out line, the mass and col our and clean final form
of it, the unique liv ing real ity of it in the gen eral life less ness, all that
is too fa mil iar to mis take. This is hunt ing and the poem is a new spe ‐
cies of creature, a new spe ci men of the life out side your own.
(Hughes 1967 : 17)
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“Life out side your own”: the hunt ing im pulse is after alien life but in
the po etic fox ex per i ence this is also one’s own life, whose lim its are
pushed back to in cor por ate a meas ure of ali en ness. At stake is the
gen er a tion of new “life” in the “gen eral life less ness”, a fit defin i tion for
po etic re- enchantment in the dis en chanted urban world. The “mes‐ 
mer ised and quite in vol un tary con cen tra tion” an swers the men tal
im mob il isa tion noted by Ben nett (Cf. 1.1). We note, too, the oxy mor‐ 
onic image of gest at ing some thing which is both in tensely ours and
totally alien (“the stir rings of a new poem in your mind […] a new spe‐ 
ci men of the life out side your own.”) Hunt ing, as a de vel op ment of the
scopic and nar rat ive im pulse of the hunter, be comes a mat rix for po‐ 
etic cre ation. The fu sion of self and oth er ness is to re- emerge in my
final in ter pret a tion of the po etic pro cess, read as psychic sub lim a‐ 
tion, in which de sire for an outer ob ject and self- desire com bine.

68

Hughes’ mar vel lous poem “The Thought- Fox” dram at izes the dia‐ 
lectic between an imal elu sive ness and writ ing. The poet cap tures the
mo ment of cap ture when the fox goes men tal and trig gers human
dis course:

69

I ima gine this mid night mo ment's forest: 
Some thing else is alive 
Be side the clock's loneli ness 
And this blank page where my fin gers move.

[…] A fox's nose touches twig, leaf;  
Two eyes serve a move ment, that now 
And again now, and now, and now

Sets neat prints into the snow […]

Till, with a sud den sharp hot stink of fox 
It enters the dark hole of the head. 
The win dow is star less still; the clock ticks, 
The page is prin ted. (Hughes [1957] 1995 : 3)

This strik ingly im ages the cros sover between phys ical real ity and
men tal life: “forest” is the ac tual woods (ety mo lo gic ally the “out side”
of con trolled spaces) as well as the depths of the mind’s activ ity,
evok ing spir itual Dantean dis or i ent a tion and per haps the psychic at ‐
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trac tion of Freud’s scary ‘dark con tin ent’, fem in ine sexu al ity. This is
not the place to start a broad in ter pret a tion but simply to point out
the dy nam ics of change ex pressed. From phys ical an imal de scribed in
sens ory de tail, the fox hy brid ises with the poet’s activ ity (it leaves
“prints” in the snow and the page is “prin ted”) be fore col lapsing into
in sub stan ti al ity: it turns into an idea “enter[ing] the dark hole of the
head” as sym met ric ally the head, seat of dis em bod ied ideas, it self
turns into the earthy “dark hole” of a den.

As in urban fox poems, here the fox’s eyes, move ments and sens ory
per cep tion are the an chors of an imal pres ence in the ima gin a tion
(the “nose touches”, the “eyes serve a move ment”), a pres ence felt in
sens ory terms in turn by the human in due ex change of ex per i ence
(“sharp hot stink of fox”). As in poems like Christie- Luke Jones’ and
Jenny Don nison’s, a com mon ground of sens ory ex per i ence is es tab‐ 
lished.

71

Like a phys ical hunt, the po etic hunt im plies mo tion and a reach for
an ob ject. How ever, it does not kill but ef fects vital meta morph osis. A
good poem cap tures im ages from phys ical life and turns them into
verbal sig ni fic ance, but more than this, the scopic im pulse and the
men tal po etic im pulse func tion ana log ously, and, in poems ac count‐ 
ing for a real glance on a real ob ject or a being, dia lect ic ally.

72

3.3. The urban fox and sub lim a tion

Most of the urban fox poems I have found are the out come of a real
mu tual fox / human glance. Poets then find strength to res ist the
proxy liv ing tendered by mass cul tural goods—an es sen tial part of the
dis en chant ment which sup press ing our agen t ive re la tion and af fect‐ 
ive in volve ment with the world—and they re spond in po etic cre ation.

73

While dis en chant ment severs one from one’s sense of con nec tion
with the world, re- enchantment means re pos sess ing one’s in di vidual
value while be gin ning to share again in the world’s value. The urban
fox, a cor rel ate for the life im pulse in its ad apt ive ness and dis in hib‐ 
ited en joy ment (wit ness mat ing cries and other vulpine pleas ures), is
a per fect goal for po etic iden ti fic a tion and for dis placed nar ciss istic
de sire. 33

74



Poetic dynamism, the fox and the urban fox

Licence CC BY 4.0

Freu dian the ory is psy cho dy namic, it stud ies the psyche as a sys tem
of move ments or im pulses: “move ment is the prim or dial prop erty of
the psyche” 34. (Man cini 2004� 289) This is why ab sence is the con di‐ 
tion of de sire: “ab sence and depriva tion are the very con di tion and
locus of de sire”. 35 (Péruchon/Or giazzi 2005� 230) As in Hughes’s al‐ 
legory, the elu sive ness of the goal trig gers mo tion.

75

In de sire for a loved per son, our psyche con structs this per son not as
pres ence but as a goal to be reached, even should we hold the per son
in our arms. In artistic cre ation, sub lim a tion re places the ob ject of
erotic im pulse by a sec ond ary ob ject hav ing greater so cial value: thus
art is an “avatar of sexu al ity”. Be sides, de sire is nar ciss istic since it
aims at self- satisfaction. 36 (Péruchon / Or giazzi 2005� 227, 231) In
these con di tions, “the ego re moves the li bido from the sexual ob ject,
turns it to wards it self and fi nally ascribes the li bido a new, non- 
sexual goal […] it is the artist’s nar ciss ism which con di tions and fa cil‐ 
it ates the cre at ive activ ity of his sub lim ated im pulse”. (Nasio 2001�
129–130) (my trans la tion) 37

76

In the con tem por ary city, the life of urban hu mans is sat ur ated with
in form a tional over load and goods forced on con sumers as the an swer
to their de sires, smoth er ing the scopic im pulse which could lead to
de sire. In its oth er ness, the fox’s sud den, un sought, un planned ap‐ 
pear ance opens a new space for this im pulse and when it slinks away,
depriva tion is felt as at trac tion to wards a de sir able ob ject. Sub lim ated
de sire then de vel ops, seiz ing and cap it al ising on the cul tural value of
the fox image. The en countered fox is turned into the sec ond ary ob‐ 
ject of de sire in the nar ciss istic self- loving cre at ive im pulse, mak ing
the fox a pur veyor of self- love.

77

In the urban fox poems that I have ex amined, the dy nam ism of
change is twice act ive. The au thors carry out their verbal hunt, turn‐ 
ing the en counter into words ex press ing the beauty, sig ni fic ance and
vi tal ity of non- human life and of the human / non- human meet ing,
and the fox makes vital change pos sible as poets cross into re newal of
self- narration: urban hu mans can now start hunt ing again, after new
selves.
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1  Bénédicte Meil lon et Mar got Lauwers, « Lieux d’en chante ment : ap‐ 
proches écocritiques et écopoét(h)iques des liens entre hu mains et non- 
humains », Cross ways Journal, N° 2.1 (2018) https://cross ways.lib.uoguelph.c
a/index.php/cross ways/art icle/view/4686/4659  

2  « Les écrivains ap portent sur le vivant, et sur les an imaux en par ticulier,
des per spect ives que nulle autre dis cip line ou activité ne peut faire
apparaître. » (Simon 2015 : 118)

3  «  Les écrivains nous aident avec la langue à habiter le monde. Et leur
manière de rendre compte du côté ter ri fi ant de ce que l’on est en train de
faire au jourd’hui à la planète, ainsi qu’à ces vivants de toutes sor tes que sont
les hu mains, les an imaux et les plantes, c’est de se mettre dans la peau des
premi ers, et de renouer avec les éléments. » (Simon 2015 : 122)

4  «  Tout se passe comme si l’ap proche d’une autre espèce, pour être
opérante, devait s’ef fec tuer non pas dans l’ab ol i tion de la dis tance entre le
sujet hu main et l’« an imal sin gulier », mais grâce à elle et avec elle. » (Simon
2011 : § 3-4) Foot note 7 to « l’an imal sin gulier » refers to (Lestel 2004).

5  «  […] je ne pense pas qu’on puisse vraiment avoir accès aux
représentations des autres espèces, ou alors par trans pos i tion […] se mettre
dans la peau d’une bête, dans ses tem pos, dans ses af fects, dans ses al lures,
est pos sible. Je pense donc que c’est au niveau formel, rythmique, syn‐ 
taxique, phrastique, que la littérature peut don ner à en tendre ces êtres
réputés muets que sont les an imaux. » (Simon 2015 : 121–122)

6  Gan non ex plains that Aaron Moe’s Zo opo et ics wor thily grapples with dif‐ 
fi cult ab strac tions such as Kristeva’s pre verbal “se mi otic chora” to argue for
an in ter spe cies se mi ot ics mani fes ted in Whit man’s poems but that, in de‐ 
pend ently from the value of the the ory in it self, in ter pret ing zo opo etic
pieces in terms of an imal se mi ot ics is risky, given the vari ety of an imal spe‐ 
cies and of func tions of an imal mo tion: “As ad mir able as the goal of Moe and
oth ers is, of bridging the spe cies gap, ac know ledging the real ity of that bar‐ 
rier may often be the best way of giv ing other an im als their true due.” (Gan‐ 
non 2014 : 95)

7  My per spect ive being nar rowed to fox poems, es pe cially urban fox poems,
I have not found much ma ter ial which is both sig ni fic ant and form ally ex‐

https://crossways.lib.uoguelph.ca/index.php/crossways/article/view/4686/4659
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cep tional (Don nison stand ing out) (Don nison 2017). Form is more var ied if
the scope broadens to all an imal poems.

8  Charles Hart man’s defin i tion of po etry “will provide a reas on able basis
for a the ory of pros ody: A poem is the lan guage of an act of at ten tion”. This
act mo tiv ates a poem, and the poem “in this sense ‘rep res ents’ it”. The writ‐ 
ten poem be comes the “cue” to the reader’s own act of at ten tion, its “op‐ 
por tun ity”. (Hart man 1996 : 12)

9  « ‘l’in tel lec tu al isa tion et la ra tion al isa tion crois santes ne sig ni fi ent [donc]
nulle ment une con nais sance générale crois sante des con di tions dans
lesquelles nous vivons’, mais plutôt notre croy ance en la maîtrise des choses
par la prévision, l’an ti cip a tion et ce pour autant que nous le voulions. »
(Mazuir 2004 : 120-121) Mazuir’s em phasis re pro du cing Weber’s em phasis.

10  In sec tion 2.2, I dis cuss the un- emancipating value of cul tural goods such
as cer tain com ics.

11  For de tails about au thors (in clud ing the artists of 2.2), cul tural net works,
sources and poems not in cluded here, read ers may write to guil‐ 
laume@univ- perp.fr.

12  While nu mer ous cit izens pro tect and ad mire foxes (the Na tional Fox
Wel fare So ci ety fore most), “fox con trol” com pan ies “cull” (des troy) urban
foxes “hu manely”, e. g. the com pany En viron https://www.en viron pest con tr
ol.co.uk/fox- removal-london/.

13  For a re cent pop ular isa tion of stud ies on fox- related cul tural phe nom‐ 
ena, see for in stance the Brit ish nature writer and journ al ist Lucy Jones’s
Foxes Un earthed: A Story of Love and Loath ing in Mod ern Bri tain and htt
p://lucy f jones.com/

14  In rural or urban zones, com mensal spe cies share liv ing space and re‐ 
sources with hu mans.

15  The me di eval scholar Jean Scheide g ger stud ies renardie  (fox i ness), the
verbal art which, moth er ing rhet oric, re verses power re la tion ships, as re‐ 
flec ted by the text of the Roman de Ren art [The Ro mance of Reynard the
Fox]: the text sub verts ideo lo gies, demon strat ing the law less ness of writ ing
and its abil ity to set its own laws (Scheide g ger 19–20).

16  In the Bes ti aire of Pierre de Beauvais, “[T]he fox stands for the Devil, for
the lat ter feigns death in order to de ceive those who live ac cord ing to the
flesh.” I trans late from «  Le renard représente le Di able, car celui- ci feint

https://www.environpestcontrol.co.uk/fox-removal-london/
http://lucyfjones.com/
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d’être mort pour tromper ceux qui vivent selon la chair. » (Bi an ci otto 1995 :
33)

17  The French comedian Félix Tout Court [Félix Djhan] uses La Fon taine’s
fox to mix elite cul ture with street cul ture in a You Tube rap pas tiche: La
Fon taine, the crow and the fox sing and dance with a crowd of urban teen‐ 
agers from a de prived area. (Djhan 2018)

18  Guizmo (Lam ine Diakité, born 1991 to a black im mig rant fam ily in Paris)
fell into drugs and served time in prison be fore sav ing him self through
music. The video clip Renard (Guizmo 2018b) mixes car toon and gam ing cul‐ 
ture foxes with em blems of high brow cul ture and gath ers eth nic ally di verse
act ors. The lyr ics (Guizmo 2018c) tell of the fath er less Renard, grow ing up in
a poor area and turn ing crim inal. He finds safety in his own gang of “foxes”,
com pens at ing in di vidu ally for so cial in equal ity while sym bol ic ally bridging
the gaps between blacks and whites and between street cul ture and elite
cul ture. Guizmo may be pay ing trib ute to the his toric band IAM, whose 1993
album con tains the track “Fiz dou” (slang for “fox”) and elab or ates on the
motif of the foxy crim inal rebel. (IAM 1993) Many sim ilar ex amples exist.

19  A Brit ish ex pres sion of this in teri or isa tion is found in the album of Phill
Vidler, Urban Foxes. The ex ist en tial theme ap pears in dis sat is fac tion with
con sumer life, but in the per sona speak ing, the hes it a tion to truly “live”
over comes re bel lion against con sumer ist ali en a tion: “Do you wanna live
free, do you wanna live free? / Do you want a nice house in the city? […] /
Get friends, get love, get what you need / Or get money, get clothes, fill
your self with greed / Our gen er a tion is fucked in deed / We’re urban foxes
/ Try ing to re mem ber how to be wild / We are para doxes / So don’t ex pect
us to smile […] / We’re urban foxes / Try ing to learn how to sur vive / We
are para doxes / There’s more to liv ing than being alive […]” (Vidler 2018)

20  The fe male Fox from Wanted (adult com ics pic tur ing sex and vi ol ence) is
a selfish su pervil lain in spite of her po ten tial for so cial re bel lion (a ghetto
child, she chose crime to sur vive). (Mil lar and Jones: 2003). Vixen, a crime‐ 
fighter, is African and chan nels an imal powers into her body thanks to the
spider Anansi. She and other DC Com ics theri o morphic char ac ters (Beast
Boy, Horse woman…) are an thro po morphic in psy cho logy and ac tion. They
sup posedly de fend nature but the simplistic themes and style pre cludes
ser i ous re flec tion on so ci ety and on the en vir on ment. (Con way 1981) The
audi ence may read the series on the second level as de rid ing false en vir on‐ 
mental dis course or find a cath artic out let for ag gres sion, but this is does
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not allow in tim ate real isa tions about so ci ety and one’s place in it and in the
en vir on ment.

21  “The plough man ran and gave a hearty shout, / He found a weary fox
and beat him out. / The plough man laughed and would have ploughed him
in / But the old shep herd took him for the skin.” (Clare 2004� 245)

22  Cf. Alas dair Mac rae’s study of the poet (Mac rae 2011).

23  Laura Ford’s sculp ture Home less Fox il lus trates the human/an imal fu‐ 
sion in urban derel ic tion (Ford 2009). Cf. https://www.laur a ford.net/

24  Of abund ant web res ults and au thors’ de tails, I must se lect only a few
here but would be pleased to com mu nic ate more, Cf. note 11.

25  In “Where they roam”, Chris Mooney- Singh por trays a crowd of foxes
pop ping into view and romp ing around the neigh bour hood like “ad oles‐ 
cents” or “hobos” be fore “scratch ing at the brain’s back door”. (Mooney- 
Singh 2021)

26  Jenny Don nison, a clin ical psy cho lo gist and aca demic, is in ter ested in
“creaturely ex per i ence”, in Les Mur ray’s phrase, after read ing Thomas Nagel
on sub jectiv ity and con scious ness. (Nagel 1974) With the poets Noel Wil li‐ 
ams, An gelina Ayers and Helen Cad bury, she par ti cip ated in the writ ing and
read ing of fox poems promp ted by the ex hib i tion “12 Heads and the Reynard
Diary,” by Susan nah Gent at the Bank Street Arts centre at Shef field. http://
bank streetarts.co.uk The read ings in turn promp ted a video and a mu sical
score, to be found at https://mov ing poems.com/film maker/mark- gittins/

27  « La lec ture, autant que la fuite de la bête qui veut sauver sa peau en re‐ 
cour ant à la mètis, est ainsi de l’ordre d’un in stinct où prédation,
déchiffrement et mise en récit se découvrent comme ayant partie liée ». I
trans late: “Read ing, as well as the an imal’s flight when it tries to save its skin
by im ple ment ing metis, there fore de rives from an in stinct in which pred a‐ 
tion, de ci pher ing and nar ra tion in ter con nect”. Simon refers in par tic u lar to
Michel de Cer teau and Carlo Gin zburg and to the op posed her men eut ics,
Gin zburg’s “Ga lilean paradigm” versus “In di cial paradigm” (Simon 2011� §4
note 11). 

28  Gin zburg hy po thes ises that pre his toric hunters de veloped a con scious‐ 
ness of ab sence while read ing the tracks of game; piecing to gether tracks
and beast is a con struc tion of se quen tial ac tion, the basis of nar ra tion. (Gin‐ 
zburg 1980)

https://www.lauraford.net/
http://bankstreetarts.co.uk/
https://movingpoems.com/filmmaker/mark-gittins/


Poetic dynamism, the fox and the urban fox

Licence CC BY 4.0

29  « [L]’an imal, en tant qu’il est précisément être d’es quive, peut pointer la
souf france hu maine et en clencher le pro ces sus d’écriture. Il est en effet un
usage poli tique de l’animalité en littérature ». I trans late: “An im als, pre cisely
in being elu sive, may high light human suf fer ing and trig ger a writ ing pro‐ 
cess. For lit er at ure may use an im al ity to polit ical ends.”

30  « présence absentée » (Simon 2011 : n10, re fer ring to Bailly 2007 : 24, 27).

31  « Moby Dick […] représente le paradigme de l’animalité et, pour l’homme,
du désir d’altérité ».

32  Melville, Her man Moby- Dicķ chapter 42 “The White ness of the Whale”,
chapter 51 “The Spirit- Spout”, etc. (Melville  : [1851] 1988). See Claude
Richard, « La lettre blanche de la baleine ». (Richard 1987).

33  I am in debted to con ver sa tions with the psy cho ana lyst Mo nique Prieur- 
Bertrand for con firm a tion of my in tu itions and for pre ci sions in the present
psy cho ana lytic in ter pret a tion.

34  « Le mouvement est la première propriété du psych isme. »

35  « [L]’ab sence, le manque se trouvent être la con di tion et le lieu mêmes
du désir. »

36  « La cul ture est donc un avatar de la sexualité, détournée et modifiée au
profit de la civil isa tion. […] si le désir, mû par la pul sion de vie, con tient bien
une di men sion nar cissique et régressive (il a pour ob jec tif la sat is fac tion de
soi), il est aussi haute ment objectalisé puisque c'est grâce à l'objet que le
désir s'ac com plit. »

37  «  Pour se produire, la sub lim a tion re quiert l’in ter ven tion du Moi nar‐ 
cissique […] Le moi re tire d’abord la li bido de l’objet sexuel puis la re tourne
sur lui- même et as signe enfin à cette li bido un nou veau but non sexuel. […]
C’est bien le nar ciss isme de l’ar tiste qui con di tionne et fa vor ise l’activité
créatrice de sa pul sion sublimée. »

English
Start ing from the no tion of en chant ment in eco po et ics and its so cial and
eth ical in volve ment, this paper con nects them with Weberian dis en chant‐ 
ment (which im plies loss of agency) and with psychic life (which dis en‐ 
chant ment im pairs) and con nects these three ele ments to gether by tak ing
the en counter with the urban fox as a com mon de nom in ator. In myth o logy,
the fox em bod ied a dy nam ism of change thanks to which, sym bol ic ally, be‐ 
liev ers en ter tained an agen t ive, em power ing re la tion with the world. The
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sense of em power ment was then lost but fea tures of the fox image sur vived.
Cer tain pseudo- rebellious fox char ac ters have some what in teri or ised so cial
hier arch ies and power re la tions. Con trar ily, in con tem por ary Brit ish po etry,
the ori ginal fea tures of the fox image have been re tained and have gradu ally
led to a new space of cre ativ ity and ex ist en tial lib er a tion. The paper then
fo cuses on urban fox poems and on the pro cess of artistic sub lim a tion
which they re veal. This pro cess ac com pan ies the an imal en counter and the
en su ing act of po etic cre ation. Restor ing the self- love miss ing from a dis en‐ 
chanted world, it en cour ages hu mans to re- empower them selves and re‐ 
con nect em path ic ally with the world.

Français
Cet ar ticle part de la no tion éco poé tique d’en chan te ment et de ses im pli ca‐ 
tions so ciales et éthiques pour les re lier au désen chan te ment wé bé rien (qui
af fai blit l’agen ti vi té hu maine) et au psy chisme (al té ré par le désen chan te‐
ment) et prend la ren contre poé tique avec le re nard ur bain comme point de
ren contre de ces trois élé ments. Dans la my tho lo gie, le re nard in car nait un
dy na misme de trans for ma tion grâce au quel, sym bo li que ment, les croyants
en tre te naient avec le monde une re la tion où ils étaient des agents liés à une
puis sance. Ce sen ti ment agen tif a dis pa ru mais les traits ca rac té ris tiques de
l’image du re nard ont sur vé cu. Cer tains per son nages de re nards pseudo- 
rebelles ont in té rio ri sé en par tie les hié rar chies so ciales et les re la tions de
pou voir. Au contraire, dans la poé sie bri tan nique contem po raine, les ca rac‐ 
té ris tiques an ciennes ont gra duel le ment évo lué vers un es pace nou veau de
créa ti vi té et de li bé ra tion exis ten tielle. L’ar ticle s’in té resse alors aux poèmes
sus ci tés par les ren contres avec le re nard ur bain et au pro ces sus de su bli‐ 
ma tion ar tis tique qu’ils ré vèlent. Ce pro ces sus ac com pagne la ren contre et
l’acte de créa tion qui s’en suit. Res tau rant l’amour de soi qui manque au
monde désen chan té, il en cou rage les hu mains à re prendre pos ses sion de
leur puis sance et à re nouer des liens em pa thiques avec le monde.
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