Simon Armitage’s Dwell reawakens Lost Gardens of Heligan with poetic environmental call
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Simon Armitage’s latest poetry collection, Dwell, takes root in the enchanting settings of the Lost Gardens of Heligan—a historic estate nestled on the south coast of Cornwall. The gardens, which date back to the mid-18th century, have a rich and tragic past; they fell into neglect following World War I when many of the workers vanished, leaving nature to reclaim the land. This blend of history and biodiversity provides a fertile backdrop for Armitage’s reflections on the interconnectivity of life, urging a contemplative stance toward our environment.
During a recent visit to the gardens, Armitage shared insights about his work, particularly how his poems celebrate the often unnoticed homes of various wildlife. He explained that while his poetic focus may appear whimsical, it serves a greater environmental message. “You often hear that word in relation to being told not to dwell on something,” he remarked. “But I wanted to invert that… asking people to dwell on ideas and to be contemplative and to think more deeply.” In a world overshadowed by rapid digital consumption and fleeting moments, Armitage's work acts as a gentle reminder to recognise our impact on nature and to slow down—a sentiment echoed in the broader discourse on environmentalism today.
Through rich imagery and forms inspired by riddle and folklore, Armitage invites readers to explore the habitats of creatures found within Heligan. His poems highlight a "twig-and-leaf crow’s-nest squat" of a squirrel, a beaver lodge depicted as a “spillikin stave church,” and the comical impressions of Heligan’s notable “bug hotel,” touted as the largest in the UK. One poem creatively features inhabitants leaving enthusiastic Tripadvisor-style reviews, offering a light-hearted yet poignant commentary on the earthy delights that surround us.
As part of the garden's immersive experience, Armitage's work is integrated into the landscape itself. Three new installations, including a slate boulder and an oak wood tunnel, feature lines from Dwell, creating an engaging literary trail for visitors. This approach not only emphasises the gardens as a sanctuary for diverse ecosystems but also positions poetry as a form of exploration within nature—an invitation to engage with the living landscape in a contemplative manner.
Reflecting on the gardens' restorative journey, which commenced in earnest during the 1990s, Armitage remarked on the “naturally poetic” essence of the location. "It’s exotic here, it’s otherworldly,” he said, highlighting the blend of manicured spaces and untamed wildness that characterises Heligan. This juxtaposition captures the essence of both the poetic and the natural worlds—an intricate dance between cultivation and wilderness.
Moreover, Armitage’s work is not merely confined to the aesthetic but is steeped in a call to action. The gradual restoration of the Lost Gardens of Heligan exemplifies the potential for rebirth and renewal. Armitage's poetry serves as a bridge, connecting readers to the vital narratives of resilience and co-existence that landscapes like Heligan offer. With the poet's childlike curiosity and wonder woven into his lines, Dwell encourages an engagement with nature that transcends mere observation, inviting us to participate actively in its preservation.
In a time when the environment faces unprecedented pressure from human activity, Armitage’s poetry emerges as both an artistic pursuit and a rallying cry for change—a poignant reminder of the beauty and fragility of the world around us.
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