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Abstract 

 

This PhD is comprised of two elements – a portfolio of previously published creative work 

and a critical commentary in the form of a thesis. The portfolio consists of three poetry 

collections: The Seer Sung Husband (Smokestack Books, 2010), Leásungspell (Smokestack 

Books, 2016) and Civil Insolencies (Smokestack Books, 2019).  These collections bear a 

commonality of approach which represents a coherent body of work contributing to the field 

of contemporary poetry. The Seer Sung Husband explores the turbulent years of the Henrician 

Reformation and the Pilgrimage of Grace of 1536. Leásungspell, set in 657, describes a 

journey across the border from the Kingdom of Bernicia into Deira by an Anglo-Saxon monk 

named Oswin. Civil Insolencies reflects upon historical events within the North of England 

during the British Civil Wars, focussing primarily upon the Battle of Guisborough in 1643. 

The compositional methodology, language choice and poetic principles within the works 

represents an experimental approach in combining the archaic and the modern, employing 

extensive use of dialect and contrasts traditional verse patterns with organic form. The thesis 

asks to what extent the poetry collections can be viewed within the context and continuum of 

epic poetry. To answer this question, the study discusses the continued, although often 

marginal, production of epic verse since the early modern period within the Western literary 

tradition before identifying the role, function, influence and key conventions of the epic, and 

its development and adaptation due to socio-cultural dynamics, thereby highlighting the 

versatility of the form. The analysis of the portfolio focusses upon three closely related 

compositional strategies. Firstly, it identifies the principles and intended effects of the 

‘historio-mythographic’ approach employed. Secondly, it explores the overt use of 

intertextual allusion to increase the ‘pan-temporal’ resonances within the work. Lastly, it 

investigates the linguistic and syntactic experimentations within each work paying attention to 

the dynamic between form and content and how, when and why they embrace an aesthetics of 

fragmentation. By situating The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies 

within the evolving tradition of epic poetry, with a recognition of its origins in bardic and pre-

literate tribal societies and a consideration of the continued effect of ‘mythopoeic thought’ 

within contemporary culture, the study reveals the enduring relevance of the epic’s ability to 

articulate ongoing and recurring fractures within the symbolic narratives of collective 

cohesion.  
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Chapter One: Unearthing the Epic - An Introduction 

 

This PhD submission comprises three published works of poetry: The Seer Sung Husband 

(2010), Leásungspell (2016) and Civil Insolencies (2019) along with a critical commentary.1 

The poetry collections and supportive materials span ten years of research by creative practice 

and the development of thematic, structural and stylistic experimentation within the form of 

epic poetry. While I have authored and published several other collections of poetry during 

this period2, the three submitted collections bear a commonality of approach which represents 

a coherent body of work contributing to the field of contemporary poetry.  

 

The Seer Sung Husband presents a continuous narrative, told through a sequence of poems 

adopting, through an act of narrative ventriloquism,3 the voice of Tobias Shipton, husband to 

the legendary Yorkshire witch and prophetess Old Mother Shipton, born Ursula Sontheil 

(circa 1488). Set largely during the turbulent years of the Henrician Reformation the story 

coincides with the Northern rebellion of 1536, known as the Pilgrimage of Grace, against the 

crown’s radical restructuring of the church and the imposed restrictions on religious, social 

and cultural life.  Leásungspell, similarly, consists of a sequence of poems presenting a 

continuous narrative, set in the year 657AD. It describes, through a first-person account, the 

 
1. In addition to the three written texts the submission also includes audio-visual materials connected 

to them and evidence of live performance work, which was intrinsic to the development of the texts, 

representing a process of fine tuning; testing the aural qualities and level of comprehension on part of 

the audience and their impact prior to publication and as promotional tools post-publication. This is 

included for contextual information but is not for assessment. 

2. Other full-length poetry collections I have published during this period are: Glass Characters 

(Morpeth: Red Squirrel Press, 2012), Sampo: Heading Further North - written with Andy Willoughby 

(Morpeth: Red Squirrel Press, 2015), This Game of Strangers – written with Jane Burn (Durham: 

Wyrd Harvest Press, 2017), Remnants – written with Jane Burn (Merseyside: Knives Forks & Spoons 

Press, 2019) and When We Wake We Think We’re Whalers from Eden (York: Stairwell Books, 2021).  

3. In her rethinking of the ventriloquist metaphor within Neo-Victorian literature Helen Davies 

critiques the assumed hierarchy between ‘originals’ and ‘copies’ and suggests the relationship can be 

viewed as a dialogue between the nineteenth century and contemporary fiction. She notes Heilmann 

and Llewellyn’s assertion that narrative ventriloquism “must in some respect be self-consciously 

engaged with the act of (re)interpretation, (re)discovery and (re)vision…” This revisioning of narrative 

ventriloquism can be applied to literature beyond Neo-Victorian fiction and used to illustrate the self-

reflexive approach to the ‘historio-mythographic’ dialogue with the ‘imagined’ past within the 

submitted texts. See H, Davies. Gender and Ventriloquism in Victorian and Neo-Victorian Fiction: 

Passionate Puppets, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012) 2. 
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journey across the border from the Kingdom of Bernicia into Deira4 by an Anglo-Saxon monk 

named Oswin. Civil Insolencies consists of sixty-three poems which collectively produce a 

metafictional narrative inspired by events within the North of England during the British Civil 

Wars, focussing on the lead up, conflict and aftermath of the Battle of Guisborough on 16th 

January 1643. The representation of these historical periods across the three collections 

involves the rendering of vernacular voices through experimental approaches to lexis, syntax 

and dialect, most notably within Leásungspell. 

 

The commentary examines the underpinning historical and aesthetic research from which the 

poetry developed, identifying common poetic strategies and differences, underlying 

intentions, as well as key influences and comparable works. The analysis reveals how each 

collection conforms to and adopts the conventions of the epic and how, where and why they 

deviate from the stylistic and structural norms of the form. It explores how such deviations 

represent an expansion and development of epic poetry, highlighting its historical relevance 

and aesthetic flexibility as a literary form within contemporary poetic praxis. Through an 

‘unearthing of the epic’ I investigate the complexities around the application of historical and 

mythological elements within the submitted works and their relation to heritage and identities 

of the North East of England.   

 

Key to this discussion is the term ‘historio-mythography’, which I have coined to describe the 

creative approach underpinning their self-conscious representation of historical periods and 

the interweaving of historical evidence with folklore and mythologies. The rationale behind, 

and the intended effects, of this strategy will become apparent through the analysis of specific 

examples of its application within each text. Similarly, the technique of ‘pan-temporal 

parallelism’ (my own coinage) is identified as an asychronic literary device that operates in a 

similar manner to ‘zeugma’5 in that it modifies and disrupts the sense of meaning within a 

 
4. Bernicia and Deira were the two Anglo Saxon Kingdoms which united to become Northumbria 

during the Heptarchy. Bernicia stretched from the River Fife down to the River Tees while Deira 

stretched from the Tees to the Humber. 

5. See Martin Malone, ‘“Something like Zeugma”: Silkin, Soldier-Poets, and the Great War 

Centenary”. Moderne Sprachen 60.2 Article (July 2017).  Definition from A Dictionary of the English 

Language – “ZEU'GMA. n.s. [from ζεῦγμα.]. A figure in Grammar, when a verb agreeing with divers 

nouns, or an adjective with divers substantives, is referred to one expressly, and to the other by 

supplement, as lust overcame shame, boldness, fear, and madness reason. (Johnson 1795: 246).” 
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figure of speech, in this case the temporal anchoring of its subject, thereby suggesting 

parallels across different historical epochs. 

 

The creative work and this commentary are founded upon a principle summed up by T.S. 

Eliot’s claim that a poet must develop an understanding that the conscious present is derived 

from an awareness of the past:   

 

This historical sense, which is a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of 

the timeless and of the temporal together, is what makes a writer traditional. And it is 

at the same time what makes a writer most acutely conscious of his place in time, of 

his own contemporaneity.6 

 

Eliot argues that in modern critical thought it is the elements of individuality and difference 

within a poet’s work which makes the poet distinctive and unique. However, he further asserts 

that “the most individual parts of his work may be those in which the dead poets, his 

ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously.”7 As such, the discussion begins with 

Chapter Two, Reflections on the Epic Tradition and its Legacies which provides a selective 

overview of the development of epic verse since the early modern period. There follows an 

analysis of the conventions and structural features of ‘epic poetry’, discussing how the three 

submitted texts utilise and subvert these conventions. It goes on to consider the underlying 

literary and political purposes of these approaches in the representation of the respective 

historical periods: the Henrician Reformation (1530s), the Anglo-Saxon conversion to 

Christianity during the seventh century and the British Civil Wars (1642 -1651). Chapter 

Three, ‘The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell & Civil Insolencies: Literary and Critical 

Contexts’ places each work in a literary and cultural framework, drawing upon traditional and 

contemporary influences and comparisons to works of a similar nature. On the one hand it 

investigates and highlights their distinctiveness and on the other positions the works in a 

 
6. T. S. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” in Strong Words: Modern Poets on Modern 

Poetry. ed. W.N. Herbert & Matthew Hollis, (Hexham: Bloodaxe Books, 2000), 32. Eliot’s 

observations of the ‘mythic method’ used in James Joyce’s Ulysses and in the poetry of W.B. Yeats, as 

a technique in “manipulating a continuous parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity” have also 

been a key influence on the development of the more precise terms ‘historio-mythography’ and ‘pan-

temporal parallelism’. See T.S Eliot, 'Book Reviews: Ulysses, Order, and Myth', (Chicago: Jansen 

McClurg, November 1923). Accessed 19th January 2021. https://pdfcookie.com/documents/ts-eliot-

ulysses-order-and-myth-3lkz6489gelk  

7. Eliot, “Tradition and the Individual Talent” in Strong Words: Modern Poets on Modern Poetry, 33. 

https://pdfcookie.com/documents/ts-eliot-ulysses-order-and-myth-3lkz6489gelk
https://pdfcookie.com/documents/ts-eliot-ulysses-order-and-myth-3lkz6489gelk
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continuum with the Bardic and epic traditions. It compares the subject matter, thematic 

similarities and key differences between the three collections and draws upon literary and 

cultural theory to analyse the narrative, dramatic and poetic strategies employed throughout. 

The analysis focuses upon three key compositional characteristics. Firstly, it examines the 

‘historio-mythographic’ approach employed and how the texts use historical representations 

as an analogy for contemporary socio-political forces and cultural dynamics. Secondly, the 

study highlights the use of explicit and implicit intertextualities and the intended effects on 

interpretation. Finally, it examines aspects of poetic form and the linguistic and syntactic 

experimentation within the works, particularly focussing on how ‘heteroglossia’,8 

‘polyphony’9 and ‘xenoglossia’10 feature in the work, as well as the ‘palimpsestual’11 layering 

through the use of ‘pan-temporal’ synchronicities.  Consideration is also given to the effects 

of the Magical Realist elements incorporated throughout the narratives and their effect in 

subverting rationalist, post-Enlightenment perspectives of the world thereby rendering more 

authentic historical sensibilities.  

 

It is necessary to note that within the Bardic and associated traditions, from which epic poetry 

developed, such notions of individual uniqueness and difference were not considered 

indicators of quality; rather what was praised was the poet’s capacity to instil and inspire a 

sense of collective continuity through prescribed ‘highly structured’ formal conventions and 

 
8. Heteroglossia: the simultaneous use of different and often conflicting discourses within a text. See 

M, Bakhtin, Discourse in the Novel. In The Dialogical Imagination: Four Essays. ed. Caryl Emerson 

and Michael Holquist, trans. 259-422, 428. (Austin: University Press, 1981).  

9. Polyphony: the existence of multiple voices and worldviews within a single text. See T. Bartlett, 

Hybrid Voices and Collaborative Change: Contextualising Positive Discourse Analysis. (London and 

New York, Routledge, 2012). 

10. Xenoglossia: the incorporation into the text of foreign (Old English, Middle English and dialect) 

words.  See Steve Ely, Tales of the Tribe: Modern epic, guerrilla-pastoral and utopian yeoman-

anarchism in Oswald’s Book of Hours and Englaland. A thesis submitted in the Faculty of Music, 

Humanities and Media at the University of Huddersfield, in fulfilment of the requirements for the 

degree of Doctor of Philosophy. April, 2016.  

11. Palimpsest: “Written over again; of which the original writing has been erased and superseded by 

a later”, Oxford English Dictionary. See Sarah Dillon, The Palimpsest: Literature, Criticism, Theory. 

Continuum Literary Studies Series, (London & New York: Continuum, 2007). Moreover, Janet 

Donohoe argues that “Place, memory, and body function as palimpsests, written upon repeatedly from 

differing perspectives at different moments with different salient themes and values layered one upon 

the other. Some of those layers can be uncovered and viewed again from a new perspective while 

others are forever covered over or erased.” Janet Donohoe, Remembering Places: A Phenomenological 

Study of the Relationship between Memory and Place, (Minneapolis: Lexington Books, 2014). 
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phraseology. On the whole, poets within pre-literate societies were regarded not as inspired 

creative individuals but as custodians of lore characterised as ‘tribal wisdom’. Bergin Osborn 

points out this significant difference in regard to Irish Bardic poetry: 

 

…the Irish file or bard was not necessarily an inspired poet…. He was, in fact, a 

professor of literature and a man of letters, highly trained in the use of a polished 

literary medium, belonging to a hereditary caste in an aristocratic society, holding an 

official position therein by virtue of his training, his learning, his knowledge of the 

history and traditions of his country and his clan.12 

 

Given that The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell & Civil Insolencies draw upon and explore 

world views from three different historical, pre-enlightenment periods there is a need to 

consider them from the dual perspective of the pre-Romantic poetic traditions with their 

emphasis upon continuity and collective representation as well as from a modern perspective 

as products of individual inspiration. As such, this study raises questions as to what extent the 

submitted works embody the older conception of the epic as an attempt to rearticulate 

histories and traditions of clan, community and country, and to what purpose.  

 

 

  

 
12. Osborn Bergin, “Irish Bardic Poetry”, Bardic Poetry: a lecture delivered in 1912 (Dublin: Dublin 

Institute for Advanced Studies, 1912),  Journal of the Ivernian Society, Vol. V. 153-66, (April-June, 

203-19, July-Sept. 1913). Accessed 5th January 2022. http://www.tadubois.com/varying-course-

materials/Celtic-Scand-materials/Bergin_Irish_Bardic.pdf 

 

 

 

http://sources.nli.ie/Search/Results?lookfor=&type=AllFields&submit=Find&filter%5b%5d=periodical_title_Str:%22Journal%20of%20the%20Ivernian%20Society%22
http://www.tadubois.com/varying-course-materials/Celtic-Scand-materials/Bergin_Irish_Bardic.pdf
http://www.tadubois.com/varying-course-materials/Celtic-Scand-materials/Bergin_Irish_Bardic.pdf
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Chapter Two: Reflections on the Epic Tradition and its Legacies 

 

Initially, the epic as a literary form appears relatively unpopular and anachronistic within the 

context of contemporary Western poetry, with much of its operational purposes, narrative 

functions and structural devices having been assimilated first into the novel and later by film. 

As Georg Lukács noted in The Theory of the Novel (1962): “The novel is the epic of an age in 

which the extensive totality of life is no longer directly given, in which the immanence of 

meaning in life has become a problem, yet which still thinks in terms of totality.”13 Lukács 

argues that the novel, in becoming the modern replacement of the epic, attempts to recapture 

some of the qualities of epic narration, although in a mode reconfigured to represent the 

increased dominance of individual subjectivity. The function of the true epic, according to 

Lukács, is to connect "an individual destiny to a totality"14 and he identifies Dante (1265 – 

1321) as representing the transition from the classical epic toward the novel. The loss of what 

Lukács terms ‘immanence’ corresponds to the intellectual and cultural developments of early 

modern Europe, which Max Weber described as ‘Entzauberung der Welt’. Weber’s phrase 

has come to be generally translated as “the unmagicking of the world”15 and “the 

disenchantment of the world”.16 Along with many other discursive practices the increased 

secularisation, rationalisation and intellectualisation of modernity heralded a crisis for 

traditional epic poetry, which, in response, underwent a process of reconfiguration and 

transformation.  

  

However, the epic since Dante, largely due to its inherent mutability, has continued to occupy 

a vital, if at times peripheral, position within literature, one which provides poets with an 

adaptable model with which to tackle what Lukács terms, “…the extensive totality of life”17 

and to articulate and investigate some of the overarching societal concerns of a particular 

 
13. Michael McKeon, Theory of the Novel: A Historical Approach. (Baltimore: John Hopkins 

University Press, 2000), 186. 

14. Georg Lukács, cited in Graham Good, Review of Lukács’ Theory of the Novel, by György Lukács and 

Anna Bostock. NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 6, no. 2 (1973): 175–85. 

15.  Jason Crawford. “The Trouble with Re-Enchantment”. Los Angeles Review of Books,  

(September 7, 2020.) Accessed 2nd December 2021. https://www.lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-

trouble-with-re-enchantment/  

16. See Richard Jenkins, “Disenchantment, Enchantment and Re-Enchantment: Max Weber at the 

Millennium.” Max Weber Studies 1, no. 1 (2000): 11–32. 

17. Georg Lukács, cited in Graham Good, Review of Lukács’ Theory of the Novel, by György Lukács and 

Anna Bostock. NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 6, no. 2 (1973):186.  

https://www.lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-trouble-with-re-enchantment/
https://www.lareviewofbooks.org/article/the-trouble-with-re-enchantment/
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time, place and / or demographic of people. By doing so the form has allowed them to step 

beyond individual subjectiveness and the purely personal, modes with which Lukács 

characterises the novel. 

 

John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) fully exploits the epic form and I discuss later how 

Milton’s revision of the tropes recast and renewed the epic. Augustan poetry embraced the 

traditional epic with a return to classicism and the imitative translations of Ovid, Homer and 

Virgil by John Dryden, Alexander Pope and Samuel Johnson among others. While its 

popularity decreased due to the Romantic era’s emphasis upon interiority, thereby marking a 

retreat from the traditional external, socio-historical focus of the epic, there remain key 

examples which demonstrate a revision of the genre’s tropes. These include Robert Southey’s 

Madoc (1805), George Gordon Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812), Don Juan (1819) 

and William Wordsworth’s The Prelude (1799), which draw self-consciously upon the 

tradition whilst redefining the heroic form. Matthew Leporati argues these revisions to the 

genre were to suit the “developing contours of British imperialism” and better express 

“British missionary enterprise”18 and to articulate the resulting cultural anxieties. This is 

evident in ‘Elegy on Captain Cook’19 (1780) by Anna Seward, regarded as the ‘inventress of 

epic elegy’,20 a pioneer of long-form Romantic poetry who casts James Cook as a hero of 

patriotic nationalism during a period of crisis in national identity. Poets writing in the 

Victorian age such as Alfred Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King, (1859 – 1885), Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh (1856), and W.B. Yeats, The Wanderings of Oisin 

(1889), further utilised the versatility of the epic’s long narrative-driven form and 

mythological tropes to comment upon the conditions and cultural anxieties of their age. 

Throughout the 20th century epic poetry’s structural and stylistic conventions continued to be 

adopted, undergoing radical transformation, while maintaining a marginal although important 

strand of aesthetic practice. Burton Hatlen asserts that for Ezra Pound, in The Cantos (1925), 

“the epic mode became […] a means both to critique the heroic code traditional to epic and to 

 
18. Matthew Leporati, "Romantic-era epic poetry and the mission of empire" (2014). ETD Collection 

for Fordham University. AAI3643382. Accessed 2nd December 2021.  

https://research.library.fordham.edu/dissertations/AAI3643382  

19. Digital Archives and Pacific Cultures.  (University of Pittsburgh, 2012). Accessed 2nd December 

2021. http://pacific.obdurodon.org/CookElegy1780.html  

20. See Melissa Bailes, "The Evolution of the Plagiarist: Natural History in Anna Seward's Order of 

Poetics." Eighteenth-Century Life 33, no. 3 (2009): 105-126. Accessed 2nd December 2021. 

muse.jhu.edu/article/315593.  

https://research.library.fordham.edu/dissertations/AAI3643382
http://pacific.obdurodon.org/CookElegy1780.html
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/315593
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explore alternatives to this code as a possible basis for post-war cultural reconstruction”.21 

Significant contributions and transformations of the form include Eliot’s The Wasteland 

(1922), William Carlos Williams’ Paterson (1946), The Walls Do Not Fall, H.D (1944), 

Charles Olsen’s The Maximus Poems (1953), arguably Dylan Thomas’ Under Milkwood 

(1954), Allen Ginsberg’s Howl (1956),  Robert Hayden’s Middle Passage (1962) and Edward 

Dorn’s Gunslinger (1968). 

 

While remaining relatively uncommon within more contemporary poetry the epic continues to 

offer a pliable model for the articulation of collective experience, investigating issues of 

identity and cultural heritage. War Music by Christopher Logue (1981) employs anachronistic 

juxtapositions between mythic and contemporary perspectives and imagery in its translation / 

adaptation of The Iliad. Brendan Kennelly's comic-grotesque epic Cromwell (1983) 

deconstructs perceptions of self and nation within post-colonial Ireland through a 

reconsideration of the controversial historical figure. Derek Walcott’s Omeros (1990) 

reconfigures the Homeric epic within the post-colonial setting of St Lucia. Amiri Baraka’s 

Wise Why’s Y’s: The Griot’s Song (Djeli Ya) (1995) employs a jazz aesthetic that combines 

the contexts of Classical epic traditions, early twentieth-century American modernism, and 

the griot traditions of West Africa to create what Kathy Lou Schultz claims is an Afro-

Modernist epic.22 Ann Carson’s Autobiography of Red (1988) blends the modern with the 

archaic, mythic with the mundane in a prose poem with stanzaic verse featuring Herakles 

and the monster Geryon in what Amelia Brown describes as “a part queer coming-of-age 

novel, part reimagined fragmentary poem by the Greek poet Stesichorus”.23 Seamus Heaney’s 

Beowulf: A New Verse Translation (1999) brought the first English epic to a new readership 

and renewed popularity. Regarding its enduring relevance Heaney notes, “Its narrative 

 
21. Burton Hatlen, “Pound’s Cantos and the Epic Mode in American Poetry, 1915 – 1931”. Paideuma: 

Modern and Contemporary Poetry and Poetics, Fall & Winter 2005, Vol 34, No 2/3 Special Issue: 

Ezra Pound and American Identity, 231-270.  

22. Kathy Lou Schultz, “Amiri Baraka's Wise Why's Y's: Lineages of the Afro-Modernist Epic”. 

Journal of Modern Literature, Vol. 35, No. 3 (Indiana University Press, Spring 2012): 25-50. 

23. Amelia Brown, “Shifting Perspective in Anne Carson’s Autobiography of Red,” The Ploughshares 

Blog. (Emerson College. 18.12.19). Accessed 2nd December 2021. https://blog.pshares.org/shifting-

perspective-in-anne-carsons-autobiography-of-red/   

https://blog.pshares.org/shifting-perspective-in-anne-carsons-autobiography-of-red/
https://blog.pshares.org/shifting-perspective-in-anne-carsons-autobiography-of-red/
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elements may belong to a previous age but as a work of art it lives in its own continuous 

present, equal to our knowledge of reality in the present time.”24 

 

Similarly, Dante’s The Divine Comedy (1472) has proved a valuable source for recent 

reconfigurations with Ciaran Carson’s vulgar, burlesque Anglo-Irish retelling, The Inferno 

(2002) and Sean O’Brien’s rendering, Inferno (2006). The epic proves an adaptable and 

relevant form for Alice Oswald, whose collection Dart (2002) provides a pan-human 

narrative account of the River Dart drawing upon the bardic tradition of dinnseanchas 

(topographical mythical place poems or geomyths). Oswald’s collection Memorial (2011) 

focuses upon the minor characters of The Iliad in an antiphonal testimony for the forgotten 

casualties of war, thereby turning the attention away from the narrative’s traditional heroes. 

Steve Ely also embraces, deconstructs and at times brutally reassembles the structural aspects 

and figurative tropes of epic poetry, contrasting historical figures against contemporary 

imagery in an ideological idiolect he has termed ‘utopian yeoman-anarchism’25 within his 

linked collections Oswald’s Book of Hours (2013) and Englaland (2015). The literary acclaim 

accorded to Claudia Rankine’s postmodern epic Citizen: An American Lyric (2014) in which 

she combines prose, verse, film voice-over and critical reflection to unpick the subtleties of 

institutionalized and internalised racism, is testament to the form’s enduring relevance and 

adaptability. R.M. Frances’ Orpheus (2016) recasts the Classical tragedy as a sexually 

charged poetic narrative set in a contemporary urban environment. The Unreturning by 

Martin Malone (2019) demonstrates how the creative transformation of the traditional 

structures and tropes of the epic through the inclusion of polyphonic narrative voices and 

discordant temporalities within his prose poem sequence can be used to investigate and 

reassess the memorialization of World War I, its literature and politicised mythologies. 

 

This review demonstrates how the epic has persisted throughout the centuries as a continually 

evolving form of poetic expression and one which poets have employed in their efforts to 

highlight and address the social and cultural challenges of their time. Scholarly attention has 

been paid to individual works of epic poetry in recent years such as Chickering (2002) on 

 
24. Seamus Heaney, “Introduction – Beowulf: The Poem”. Beowulf: A New Verse Translation. (New 

York, London: W.W. Norton, 2000) ix. 

25. Ely, Tales of the Tribe: Modern epic, guerrilla-pastoral and utopian yeoman-anarchism in 

Oswald’s Book of Hours and Englaland. (2016). 
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Heaney’s Beowulf,26 McDonagh (2002) on Kennelly’s Cromwell,27 Brown (2019) on 

Carson’s Autobiography of Red,28 Farrell (1997) on Walcott’s Omeros29 and Chan (2018) on 

Rankine’s Citizen,30 and to clusters of works such as Schultz (2013) The Afro-Modernist Epic 

and Literary History: Tolson, Hughes, Baraka.31 There remains ongoing critical discussion of 

the uses and the nature of the epic within the Classical tradition, by Metaphysical Poets, the 

Augustans, the Romantics and Modernists and continued analysis and debate by Hardie32 

(2019) regarding the formal characteristics of the epic and what constitutes epic poetry. Joyce 

Burkhalter Flueckiger33 has produced illuminating work on the epic tradition within India, 

arguing that its continued cultural and political impact is largely derived from its 

identification with regionalised folklore. Susana Torres-Priesto34 in ‘Past Tales & Present 

Myths’ discusses the partial and reconstructed nature of the Slavic epic due to lack of 

authentic written texts and a reliable oral tradition predating the second half of the nineteenth 

century. Susan Slyomovics’35 study of the ambiguous duality of the trickster embodied in 

both the oral epic poet and the outcast hero within Arabic and Egyptian traditions, like 

Flueckiger and Torres-Priesto, expands the parameters of the epic beyond the Western and 

predominantly Homeric model. However, academic scrutiny toward the comparable 

 
26. Howell Chickering, "Beowulf and 'Heaneywulf'." The Kenyon Review 24, no. 1 (2002): 160-78. 

27. John. McDonagh, "Imagi-Nation in Brendan Kennelly's "Cromwell"." Studies: An Irish Quarterly 

Review 91, no. 361 (2002): 46-54. 

28. Brown, “Shifting Perspective in Anne Carson’s Autobiography of Red”.  

29. Joseph Farrell, “Walcott's ‘Omeros: The Classical Epic in a Postmodern World”. (Ed) Beissinger, 

Margaret, Tylus, Jane, and Wofford, Susanne. Epic Traditions in the Contemporary World: The 

Poetics of Community. (Berkeley · Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1999).  

30. Mary-Jean Chan, “Towards a Poetics of Racial Trauma: Lyric Hybridity in Claudia Rankine's 

Citizen.” Journal of American Studies 52, no. 1 (2018): 137–63. 

31. Kathy Lou Schultz, The Afro-Modernist Epic and Literary History: Tolson, Hughes, Baraka, 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan 2013). 

32. Philip Hardie, “Ancient and Modern Theories of Epic”. Structures of Epic Poetry: Vol. I: 

Foundations, ed. Christiane Reitz, Simone Finkmann (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2019). 

33. Joyce Burkhalter Flueckiger, “Appropriating the Epic: Gender, Caste, and Regional Identity in 

Middle India,” in Epic Traditions in the Contemporary World: The Poetics of Community, ed. 

Margaret Beissinger, Jane Tylus, & Susanne Wofford, (Berkeley · Los Angeles: University of 

California Press, 1999).  

34. Susana Torres-Priesto, “Slavic Epic: Past Tales and Present Myths,” Epic and History. 

(Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 223 – 242. 

35. Susan Slyomovics, “The Arabic Epic Poet as Outcast, Trickster, and Con Man” in Epic Traditions 

in the Contemporary World: The Poetics of Community in Epic Traditions in the Contemporary 

World: The Poetics of Community, ed. Margaret Beissinger, Jane Tylus, & Susanne Wofford, 

(Berkeley · Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1999).   
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appropriation, adaptation and radical uses of the form within contemporary Western poetry is 

surprisingly limited. 

 

Epic Conventions 

 

In order to explore the epic dimensions of The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell and Civil 

Insolencies it is necessary to examine the form’s conventions and its function. It is generally 

agreed that a rigid definition of the epic is not only impossible but ultimately unhelpful given 

that it is a fluid, cross-cultural and evolving genre. As Hardie notes, “There is no single 

ancient theory of epic, no tradition of treatises dedicated to defining the nature and goals of 

the genre, and only intermittent evidence of debates about the limits and expectations of the 

epic poem”.36  However, there are a range of defining features, tropes and compositional 

strategies common to the epic which I will discuss in relation to those employed within the 

three creative works submitted. To do so it is necessary to consider the origins and 

development of the epic. Milman Parry and A. B. Lord’s assertion, using their oral-formulaic 

theory, that the epic emerged from pre-literate oral societies is an established and respected 

premise.37 They argue that the conventions of the epic are the result of mnemonic techniques 

of learning and performing which utilise the essential features of oral poetry: rhythm, 

formulas and themes. These features constitute a specialised poetic grammar through which 

the poet is able to shape the epic’s paratactic narration whilst performing, through the 

application of formulaic building blocks (bauform) consisting of standardised modes of 

address and description, stock phrases, refrains, archetypal characters, prescribed titles and 

names, lists, repetitions, rhetorical questions and even call and response. The epic, with its 

roots firmly planted within orality can be conceived as essentially formulaic poetry, but one in 

which these patterns should be viewed as “versatile poetic resources”38 woven together from a 

rich and diverse tradition. The stock forms and core structures of the epic allow audiences to 

orientate themselves within the textual play of the narrative whilst establishing a context of 

shared values and expectations through their culturally recognised associations. As a sub-

 
36. Philip Hardie, ‘Ancient and Modern Theories of Epic’. Structures of Epic Poetry: Vol. I: 

Foundations. ed. by Christiane Reitz, Simone Finkmann, 25. 

37. Minna Skafte Jensen, “The Challenge of Oral Epic to Homeric Scholarship”, The Saxo Institute, 

Copenhagen University, (Denmark: 2017).  

38. Christiane Reitz & Simone Finkmann, Structures of Epic Poetry –. Vol. I: Foundations. Vol. 

II.1/II.2: Configuration. Vol. III: Continuity. (Boston/Berlin: De Gruyter 2020). 
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genre of the traditional oral poetry of early and pre-literate societies it functioned as a 

receptacle for collective ‘tribal’ wisdom as well as an expression of the social bond. In The 

Role of The Poet in Early Society, Bloomfield and Dunn claim the role of such poetry lay in 

its capacity to:  

 

…transform the inchoate experiences of life into some kind of pattern. They place  

the tribe within the cosmos; they establish norms; and they suggest certain ways of 

controlling events. They represent society’s method of sharing and transmitting 

experience by means of stereotypical applications of tribal wisdom uttered by those 

appointed authorities whose status endorses their validity.39  

 

As such, the epic articulates a foundation of collective identity and a shared value system, 

contributing to what Benedict Anderson conceives of as an ‘imagined community’40 formed 

through identification with collectively recognised tropes, motifs, linguistic patterns and 

narrative signifiers. However, this is not confined to ancient, pre-literate and tribal societies. 

One has only to look at the way the national epic Kalevala41 provides a deeply rooted sense of 

identification for contemporary Finnish identity and culture. It is a well-accepted premise that 

literature not only functions as a signifier of national identity, heritage and collective 

affiliation within modern nation states but that narrative itself is an intrinsic element of their 

formation.42 

 

In an essay on the epic, Abercrombie (1914) argues that the genre emerges from a particular 

and often recurring state of society which he terms the ‘Heroic Age’. This corresponds to a 

crisis in the social organisation and collective consciousness of the ‘tribe’ in which the 

ideological boundaries that provide essentialist identities are disrupted by symbolic 

incongruities. From these fractures in the narratives of collective cohesion “the long-repressed 

forces of individuality then burst out into exaggerated vehemence; for the result … is, that a 

people passes from its savage to its heroic age, on its way to some permanence of 

 
39. W.B Bloomfield & C.W Dunn. The Role of the Poet in Early Society. (Cambridge: D.S 

Brewer,1989), 31.  

40. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (Brooklyn - New York: Verso, 1983). 

41. Kalevala, first published in 1835 was compiled by Elias Lönnrot from Karelian and Finnish oral 

folklore and mythology. 

42. Homi K. Bhabha, Nation and Narration (London: Routledge, 1990). 
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civilization”.43  This suggests that the epic, on the one hand, enacts a rupture in established 

ideological boundaries and represents significant societal changes and paradigm shifts, while 

on the other hand its retrospective reception functions as the re-appropriation of the narrative 

of social fragmentation back into a comparatively rigid and therefore restored or reconstituted 

system of cultural signifiers or ‘mythos’. 

 

As noted earlier, The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies each explore 

significant moments of social upheaval within the history of Northern England, representing 

paradigm shifts marked by social, religious and cultural conflict: the Henrician Reformation 

and the Pilgrimage of Grace, the transition from Paganism to Christianity in the ancient 

Kingdom of Northumbria and the period of the British Civil Wars and Commonwealth under 

Cromwell. These periods of radical change necessitated fractures to the symbolic order. Each 

of the texts to some extent, through a strategy of historical mirroring, also enacts ruptures in 

established ideological boundaries within contemporary British society. 

 

According to Abercrombie, the prime material of the epic poem must be real and not 

invented, thereby rooted in accepted historical truth, and yet epic speaks the language of 

inspiration, of metamorphosis, one which borders at times upon ecstatic vision, and thereby 

represents historical events through “oblique representations”44 transformed by imagination. 

The requirement for poetic licence with historical fact within the epic, and indeed the 

distinction between historical accuracy and epic’s oblique and transformative representations, 

is discussed in Aristotle’s Poetics, “one relates actual events, the other the kinds of things that 

might occur. Consequently, poetry is more philosophical and more elevated than history,  

since poetry relates more of the universal, while history relates particulars”.45 These 

considerations suggest that ‘historio-mythography’, the synthesis of historical events with 

fiction, folklore and mythology and the integration of historical figures and fictional 

characters is a common, if not intrinsic principle of the epic. It is certainly a component of the 

modern epic since Pound’s The Cantos (1925) which he claimed was a "poem to include 

history," and which would produce, as epic poetry should, a new "tale of the tribe”.46  

 
43. Lascelles Abercrombie, The Epic: an Essay. (1914). (Gutenberg, 2004). Accessed 2nd December 

2021. https://www.gutenberg.org/files/10716/10716-h/10716-h.htm 

44. Hardie, “Ancient and Modern Theories of Epic”. Structures of Epic Poetry: Vol. I, 35. 

45. Ibid., 41 – 42.  

46. Ezra Pound, cited in Burton Hatlen, “Pound’s Cantos and the Epic Mode in American Poetry, 1915–

1931.” Paideuma 34, no. 2/3 (2005): 231–70. However, The Cantos has also been identified as “a fascist 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/10716/10716-h/10716-h.htm


17 
 

The historical dimension is utilised throughout The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell and 

Civil Insolencies as part of their compositional praxis. While adhering to this feature of the 

traditional epic the texts also demonstrate the self-reflexive and intertextual principles behind 

historiographic metafiction,47 informed by New Historicism,48 in that they are motivated not 

simply by a historical concern to comprehend the past but engage in a critical effort to 

understand how the present came to be. 

 

What then are the distinguishing thematic features and core structures or ‘bauform’ of the epic 

and in what ways do the submitted works adopt, adapt, deviate and subvert these traditional 

and intrinsic elements? 

 

One of the defining characteristics of the epic is its concern with describing heroic deeds and 

the journeys, adventures, trials and victories of heroes. As Hardie asserts, “Epic stands at the 

summit of the ancient hierarchy of genres, regal and noble poetry about regal and noble 

characters”.49 However, modern epics have recast the traditional hero as a complex 

psychological figure, moving away from its classical origins and kinship to the praise poem, 

to present their protagonists as morally ambivalent, subject to ethical uncertainties and driven 

by dishonourable and ignoble motives, in a subversion of traditional expectations. Such an 

inversion is most apparent in Milton’s reworking of Lucifer in Paradise Lost,50 who he 

recasts with altruistic, humanitarian and sympathetic traits, and from which a new satanic 

iconography and sensibility has arisen and has since been incorporated into popular culture.51 

As John Steadman points out: 

 

Many of the apparently heroic qualities that the devil displays – […] prudence  

 
epic”, see John Lauber. “Pound’s ‘Cantos’: A Fascist Epic.” Journal of American Studies 12, no. 1 (1978): 

3–21.  

47. See Linda Hutcheon, "Historiographic Metafiction Parody and the Intertextuality of History" in 

Intertextuality and Contemporary American Fiction. ed. P O'Donnell, & Robert Con Davis. 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989) 3-32. 

48. Aram H. Veeser, ed. The New Historicism. (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 1989). 

49. Hardie, ‘Ancient and Modern Theories of Epic’. Structures of Epic Poetry: Vol. I, 45. 

50. John Milton, Paradise Lost. (1667). London: Cusak, 1909.   

51. A few examples of such are: ‘The Master and Margarita’ by Mikhail Bulgakov, ‘Sympathy for 

The Devil’ by The Rolling Stones and the television series ‘Lucifer’ developed by Tom Kapinos 

(2016) which is based on a character from Neil Gaiman’s ‘The Sandman’ comics, (New York: DC 

Comics, Vertigo). 
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as adventurer and leader – are, in fact, morally neutral […] The power of the  

Satanic image lies partly in its ambiguity, and this springs largely from the  

ambiguity of heroic virtue itself.52 

 

Anne Carson’s rendering of the monster Geryon as a vulnerable young man in Autobiography 

of Red (1998) is a contemporary example of this strategy.  Walcott’s Omeros (1990) 

ironically inverts and counters the established conventions of the classical Homeric epic in a 

self-conscious dialectic which requires readers to re-evaluate their expectations and methods 

of generic categorisation. The narrative voice lacks the elevated, militaristic tone of the 

traditional epic and captures instead an interiority of uncertainty; the mythological events are 

allegorically ambiguous, the characters and narrator are humble fishermen, sailors and 

villagers, more similar in type to the shepherds in Vergil’s Eclogues than the noble warriors 

of The Iliad. The language is notably ‘polyglossic’ weaving together a palimpsest of registers 

and literary and historical voices: colonial English with the Creole of the colonised, enslaved 

and impoverished of St Lucia. Such deviations and inversions from the Homeric tradition has 

led some critics to claim that Omeros does not constitute an epic. However, Farrell reminds us 

that the epic is a phenomena of world literature beyond the perceived rigidity of the Classical 

Greek and Roman tradition but also that “alterity is a basic constitutive feature of the 

European epic from its conception”53 and argues that Walcott’s compositional inversions and 

ironic self-reflection should be “read as a logical extension of the epic genre’s capacity to re-

invent itself”.54 The genre’s ongoing transformation is a result of socio-political forces, 

cultural discourses and changes in the medium of transmission upon which its production and 

reception is based and can also indicate a shift in its intended audience, a reframing of its 

‘imagined community’.55 For instance, Anthony Welch has noted how the English epics of 

the 1650s and 1660s became more introspective and how the genre’s turn inward has been 

viewed as part of a larger royalist retreat from more public and political rhetorical forms on 

the part of demoralised cavaliers:  

 

 
52. John M. Steadman, “The Idea of Satan as the Hero of ‘Paradise Lost” in Proceedings of the 

American Philosophical Society, vol. 120, no. 4 (1976): 253–294.  

53. Joseph Farrell, “Walcott’s Omeros: The Classical Epic in a Postcolonial World” in Epic Traditions 

in the Contemporary World: The Poetics of Community, ed. Suzanne Wofford, Margaret Beisinger, & 

Jane Tylus, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997): 283.  

54. Ibid.  

55. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities, (New York: Verso, 1983). 
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These fictions offered an escape to Arcadia, an elegiac golden world far from the 

disappointments of history. Even the few English epics that did get off the ground in 

these years looked suspiciously like the French romances.56  

 

This recurring sentiment of idealised displacement is articulated as an ironic meditation 

within several poems within Civil Insolencies such as ‘The Golden Age’: “Do you recall our 

Cornucopia? / take us all the way back to Arcadia / how fair it was, how strong and stable”,57 

suggesting its ongoing political allure through the use of the soundbite ‘strong and stable’, 

used by Prime Minister Theresa May in the run up to the 2017 General Election.  This poem 

also casts a degree of scepticism over notions of an imagined ‘immanence’ (Lukács) as 

anything but idealised romanticism of the past. Likewise, in Leásungspell, Oswin 

romanticises the arrival of the first Anglo Saxon settlers58 and a sense of cultural nostalgia 

pervades sections of The Seer Sung Husband. Welch, however, goes on to argue that certain 

tonal and structural aspects of romance are themselves inherent features embedded within the 

epic, but which came to the fore due to the psycho-social pressure the British Civil War and 

its aftermath placed on the very notion of the epic hero. Welch points to Cowley’s Civil War 

(1678), Davenant’s Gondibert (1651), Lucy Hutchinson’s Order and Disorder (1679) and 

Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) as prime examples. 

 

The first-person narrative mode adopted in both The Seer Sung Husband and Leásungspell 

and the focalised narrative ventriloquism of multiple characters employed in Civil Insolencies 

reflects this transformative shift from objective to subjective symbolism within the genre’s 

continued evolution, as well as the adaptability of its form. The narrator of The Seer Sung 

Husband, Tobias Shipton, is unreliable, troubled by fear, doubt and uncertainty, and despite 

his incarceration as a rebel it would be difficult to view him as a traditional hero. Similarly, 

Oswin’s narrative in Leásungspell reveals internal conflict, ambivalence, regret, cowardice, a 

sense of inferiority and marginality. Oswin admits that his narrative is a ‘fool’s tale’ and he 

ultimately fails in his mission. The characters of Civil Insolencies show similar traits, 

including Sir Hugh Cholmley wrestling with his conscience before switching his allegiance 

from Parliament to the Crown, and others exhibiting delusion, fanaticism and indulging in 

 
56. Anthony Welch, “Epic Romance, Royalist Retreat, and the English Civil War”. Modern Philology, 

Vol. 105, No. 3 (Feb, 2008), 570-602. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008): 572.  

57. Bob Beagrie, ‘The Golden Age’ in Civil Insolencies, (Ripon: Smokestack Books, 2019), 11.  

58. Bob Beagrie, Leásungspell, (Ripon: Smokestack Books, 2016), 31.  
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treason, theft, revenge and betrayal. Alice, disguised as Corporal Henry, is possibly the 

character most easily categorised as heroic within Civil Insolencies, particularly in the poem 

‘Fugitive’,59 itself an inversion of generic expectations.  And yet, in ‘Miss Conception’ she is 

described by the narrator as “the monster-wench” and a “monstre [who] would she not place 

her unruly self on show as a freak of Barthelmew Fair?”60 thereby simultaneously occupying 

both epic roles of hero and monster. 

 

The grand geographical scope of the traditional epic is reconfigured within the three works. 

While all three narratives involve perilous journeys of some sort their scale is reduced to the 

North of England; indeed, Oswin contemplates the comparison between his voyage of thirty 

to forty miles along the ‘wea wegs’ (small ways) to the journeys of true pilgrims visiting 

Rome and Constantinople.61 The intentional scaling down of the epic from its imperialistic, 

expansionist and nationalist dimensions to focus on the regional and the local is another ironic 

inversion, informed by the idea of ‘Parochialism’ promoted by Patrick Kavanagh in that: 

“Parochialism is universal; it deals with the fundamentals”.62 Kavanagh is careful to 

distinguish his aesthetic, based on the concept of the ‘Parochial Imagination’, from 

Provincialism:  

 

Parochialism and provincialism are opposites. The provincial has no mind of his  

own, he does not trust what his eyes see until he has heard what the great metropolis 

towards which his eyes are ever turned has to say on any subject. This runs through  

all his activities. The parochial mentality on the other hand is never in any doubt  

about the social and artistic validity of his own parish. All great civilisations are  

based on parochialism: Greek, Israelite, English.63 

 

Kavanagh’s poem ‘Epic’64 illustrates how the same conditions of societal rupture and conflict 

found in epic’s universalism can be viewed through the lens of the parochial and grounded in 

 
59. Beagrie, ‘Fugitive’, Civil Insolencies, 51. 

60. Beagrie, ‘Miss Conception’, Civil Insolencies, 18.   

61. Beagrie, Leásungspell , 36.  

62. Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Parochialism and Provincialism’, in Antoinette Quinn, ed., A Poet’s Country: 

Selected Prose (Dublin: Lilliput Press 2003), 237. 

63. John Tomaney, “Parish and Universe: Patrick Kavanagh’s Poetics of the Local.” Environment and 

Planning D: Society and Space 28, no. 2 (April 2010): 311–25.  

64.  Patrick Kavanagh, ‘Epic’ from Collected Poems’ (ed) Quinn Antoinette (London: Penguin Books, 

2004), 184. 
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a sense of localism.65 By adopting Kavanagh’s ‘Parochial Imagination’ in the adaptation of 

the epic, The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies establish a degree of 

‘historio-mythography’ for the region of the North East, and in particular Teesside, which 

functions on similar, albeit narrower lines, as the Yeatsian endeavour of reviving Gaelic 

literary consciousness at the end of the nineteenth century.  

 

The shift in scale and narrative emphasis towards a heightened interiority and an engagement 

with modernist and postmodern uncertainties, brings with it further structural adaptations to 

the genre conventions. Abercrombie notes the method adopted by Victor Hugo in La Legende 

des Siècles (The Legend of the Ages) (1859 – 1883) which, due to its expansive and pan-

temporal scope, Baudelaire claimed to be the only modern epic possible. Throughout, Hugo 

employs a connected sequence of separate poems instead of one continuous poem, the 

compositional praxis thereby “builds up a decidedly epic significance, and its manner is 

extraordinarily suggestive of a new epic method”.66 This compositional methodology was 

further developed through fracture and discordant juxtaposition by Eliot in The Wasteland 

(1922), Williams in Paterson (1946-1958), H.D in her Trilogy: The Walls Do Not Fall (1944) 

/ Tribute to the Angels (1945) / The Flowering of the Rod (1946), and Olsen in his treatment 

of the epic in Maximus Poems (1953). 

 

Similar variations and experimentation with form, utilising an aesthetics of fracture and 

fragmentation, are key features within The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell and Civil 

Insolencies. The compositional characteristics operating within the three bodies of work, 

rather than deviating from traditional epic conventions, adapt them to create an intertextual 

dialectic with other works within the genre. 

 

While some conventions and core structures of the traditional epic have been adapted and 

reconfigured, other defining elements have been integrated into the overall compositions. 

These traditional features include prophecies and dream scenes which bridge ontologically 

 
65. There are enduring parallels between Kavanagh’s concept of Parochialism and the more recent 

notion of ‘International Regionalism’ developed by John Kinsella as a poetic critique of centralisation 

within increasing globalisation. See “International Regionalism” John Kinsella. ‘My Participation in 

Poetry Parnassus - not a polemic, or is this just wishful thinking?’ From Spatial Relations: Volume 

Two (New York: Editions Rodolfi: 2013).  

66. Lascelles Abercrombie, ‘v. After Milton’ in The Nature of Epic Poetry (1914). 
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divergent realities and according to Astrid Khoo “open channels of communication between 

the living and the dead, as well as between gods and mortals.”67  

 

There are many examples of dreamscapes and visions within the three works. In Part Four of 

The Seer Sung Husband, Tobias, in fear and despair, experiences dream-like hallucinations 

(involving archetypal tropes) drawn from the images experienced during the occult ritual of 

‘waking the witch’, a primordial battlefield, a sacred wood and a river of blood, while he 

beseeches his absent wife for help and forgiveness. In Leásungspell, Oswin is plagued by 

nightmares and waking visions, even admitting, “Mi mynd hafd a lang sufferen hant o’ rasan 

aweg an’ as a bearn i was o’er scaired o’ deorcnysse.”68 In Civil Insolencies the poems 

‘Visitation’, ‘Lyke Wake’ and ‘Anaesthesia’69 are influenced by the transgressive and ecstatic 

visionary prophecies of Anna Trapnel, the Baptist and Fifth Monarchist prophetess who 

espoused Republican ideas, and whom James Holstun describes as “one of the most important 

public political women to emerge from the sectarian ferment of seventeenth-century England 

and New England.”70  

 

Similarly, ekphrasis is a recognised key feature within the Classical epic and the technique is 

explicitly employed in The Seer Sung Husband particularly during Tobias’s vision of 

destruction, which is based on Peter Bruegel the Elder’s painting ‘Triumph of Death’ painted 

c 1562.71 Within Civil Insolencies, ‘The Reaping’72 draws upon the grotesque and 

carnivalesque iconographies depicted in the central panel of ‘The Garden of Earthly Delights’ 

by Hieronymus Bosch (1490 – 1510), and ‘Inside the Severed Head of Captain Browne 

Bushell’73 is an ekphrastic poem based on the portrait of Bushell housed in the Whitby 

Museum (painted in 1633 by an unknown artist).  The use of ekphrasis in Leásungspell is 

more subtly rendered with textual associations to the illustrations within The Lindisfarne 

Gospels and The Book of Kells.  The use of lists and catalogues is another traditional 
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structural bauform used in Leásungspell to describe the character Beorheard through a list of 

zoomorphic kennings,74 while it is employed as a compositional principle for several poems 

within Civil Insolencies, including: ‘The Slippery Slide’, ‘Enemies of the People’ and 

‘Chiromancy’.75 

 

The presence of gods, demons, and supernatural forces within the traditional epic has come to 

be known as the ‘divine machinery’.76 As a particular feature of the genre it presented 

problems for its evolution and survival within more rationalist and increasingly 

‘disenchanted’ cultures. Neoclassical theorists of the Restoration and Augustan periods, with 

their concern for order, unity, pragmatism, and reason, proscribed against the use of ‘divine 

machinery’. The presentation of the epic’s divine features became progressively allegorical 

and ambiguous. If such elements were included at all they operated as metaphors for non-

supernatural forces affecting the lives of the protagonists.77 Elements of ‘divine machinery’ 

are woven throughout The Seer Sung Husband although due to the level of unreliability 

within Tobias Shipton’s subjective account they operate through a similar ambiguous duality. 

Magical charms, the influence and the evocation of supernatural forces, both Christian and 

Pagan, are present in Leásungspell, while divine intervention, the influence of witchcraft and 

the description of demons feature within Civil Insolencies but are likewise subject to the 

possibility of being products of hallucination, religious fervour and ecstatic psychological 

experiences. 

 

‘Katabasis’, the descent into the underworld, with the subsequent return, ‘Anabasis’, is 

another defining trope of the traditional epic. This motif drives the narratives of Orpheus, 

Herakles, Adonis, Theseus, Persephone, as well as Odysseus in the ‘Nekuia’ (Odyssey) and of 

course Dante’s The Divine Comedy (1320). ‘Katabasis’ represents a metamorphic quest for 

the self, a spiritual renewal through ordeal, sacrifice, initiation and secret knowledge followed 

by rebirth. Joseph Campbell notes the universality of the motif within global mythologies: 

 

 
74. Beagrie, Leásungspell, 88. 
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And so, it happens that if anyone – in whatever society – undertakes for himself  

the perilous journey into the darkness by descending, either intentionally or 

unintentionally, into the crooked lanes of his own spiritual labyrinth, he soon finds 

himself in a landscape of symbolic figures (any one of which may swallow him).78 

 

Campbell associates the motif with the ‘purification of the self’ during which the senses are 

‘cleansed and humbled’. The hero faces abjection through the process of “dissolving, 

transcending, or transmuting the infantile images of our personal past”.79 Within The Seer 

Sung Husband, Tobias describes the visionary experience of crossing the river of blood to 

“the quiet grim field of the fallen”80 and his entry into the barrow mound. However, his 

imprisonment and torture by the demonic figure within York Dungeon and his subsequent 

transformation into a cat can also be read as an example of ‘Katabasis’.81 Within 

Leásungspell, Oswin’s temporary existence within ‘The Glōm’ is an example in which 

symbolic distinctions between subject and object, between self and other disintegrate.82 An 

illustrative example of this being Oswin’s description of his various body parts as features 

projected onto natural environment.83 A further example is the episode in which he is tended 

to in the ‘leech hus’ following an injury with an axe blade and experiences a series of 

discordant, jumbled and fragmentary memories and visions, which utilise ‘Katabasic’ 

images.84 Civil Insolencies includes a number of poems alluding to ‘Katabasis’, most notably 

‘Retribution’,85 ‘All will dissolve instantly’86 and ‘The Fruits of War’87 which describe Will 

Coppe and Captain Medley’s journey, as prisoners of war, to Durham Castle and their 

subsequent imprisonment there. While ‘Good Will Open The Gate’88 and ‘Feast of the 

Dead’89 also draw upon motifs of the underworld and a “landscape of symbolic figures”.90 

 
78. Joseph Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces. (London: Fontana Press,1993),101.  

79. Ibid., 101.  

80. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 18. 

81. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 49 -56. 

82. See Julia Kristeva, “Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection”, trans. Leon S Roudiez, (New 

York: Columba University Press, 1982), 2. 

83. Beagrie, Leásungspell, 41.  

84. Ibid., 57 – 62.  

85. Beagrie, Civil Insolencies, 74.   

86. Ibid., 75.  

87. Ibid., 76.  

88. Ibid., 77.  

89. Ibid., 80. 

90. Joseph Campbell, The Hero With A Thousand Faces, 101.  
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The first intertextually reconfigures a scene from John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress 

(1678), in which Tinker John sees Sir Hugh Cholmley “dispersed by each brush of bristles / to 

swirl, settle and be remade within her pail” and “Beelzebub … trafficking swarms of black 

flies”. The second describes Cholmley’s nightmare of a cannibalistic family dinner following 

his experiences of the battle and the death of his cousin and foe, Gilford Slingsby, and which 

heralds his decision to switch sides in support of King Charles. 

 

The structural ‘bauform’ of digressions, deviations and stories within stories, in a narrative of 

eternal deferral and return,91 is a core aspect of compositional praxis within the submitted 

works. Norman Austin asserts that the anecdotal digressions within Homer’s Iliad are not merely 

ornamental decorations, additions or unnecessary amplifications but rather function as part of a 

paradigmatic logic which is integral, both thematically and dramatically, to the structure of the 

whole poetic narrative.92 Running alongside and embedded within the paratactic frame 

narrative of the Homeric epic is an elliptical structure of digressive meanderings which bring 

objects, events and characters “forward and with it all temporal, spatial and causal 

relationships.”93 Moreover, he claims that “digressions have become the hallmark of the oral 

style”.94 The compositional strategy of digressive meanderings is observed by Nuala Ni 

Dhomhnaill, who in discussing the Irish dinnsheanchas (legends connected to place or ‘place-

lore’) notes that they are “so woven into the fabric of myths and sagas as to almost entirely 

obscure the primary narrative, seeming to hold up the pace of the story.”95 In Beowulf, the 

frame narrative is interrupted by numerous digressions which impede the steady advance of 

the central storyline. Tolkien noted that “the poem was not meant to advance, steadily or 

unsteadily”96 and its non-linear strategies are intrinsic to the overall dramatic effect. Francis 

Leneghan notes of Beowulf: 

 

 
91. The most notable, overt example of a narrative of eternal deferral and return is the Arabic epic, 

One Thousand and One Nights in which Scheherazade spins her stories to the Sultan while continually 

delaying the outcome.   

92. Norman Austin, “The Function of Digressions in the Iliad”, Greek, Roman & Byzantine Studies (Los 

Angeles: University of Los Angeles, 1966), 295-312.  

93. Ibid., 296.  

94. Ibid. 

95. Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill, “Dinnseanchas: the naming of high or holy places,” in Selected Essays, 

(Dublin: New Island), 27.  

96. Francis Leneghan, “The Poetic Purpose of the Offa – Digression in Beowulf,” The Review of 

English Studies, New Series, Vol. 60, No. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, Sept 2009), 538 
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…the poet isolates an incident or individual from within a legendary narrative  

in order to contextualize the main story and to anticipate developments in the plot.  

For example, the scop's account of the battle in Finn's hall (11. 1063-1 159a)  

focuses on a mother's grief and a warrior's natural impulse towards vengeance, 

ironically foreshadowing the imminent attack of Grendel's mother.97  

 

Digression, as can be seen from these examples of epic and traditional tales, operates as a key 

strategy in the observance of ‘Psychagogia’98 – the effect of emotionally sweeping the 

audience along, while delaying the outcome of an event and investing symbolic and 

paradigmatic resonance to an object, action or incident. 

 

There are several narrative digressions within The Seer Sung Husband, one of which is 

Tobias’s memories of ‘hoggling’ for the Parish Ale of Young Men with William Tymewell, 

who is also imprisoned at Knaresborough and York following the round-up of suspected 

rebels. The digression provides a brief portrait of their youthful, mischievous friendship and 

an account of how Tobias lost his virginity. The purpose of this seemingly trivial digression99 

establishes a familial and realistic note, increases ‘pan-temporal’ identification with the 

narrator and, as Adrien Bonjour has shown, such digressions serve “as a highly appropriate 

foil to the transcendental interest of the main theme.”100 However, the whole of Part Two, in 

which the three nobles sent by Cardinal Wolsey to interrogate Mother Shipton and insist she 

cease her acts of heretical prophesy and enchantments, can be read as another digression 

which functions to build a sense of anti-authoritarianism and to foreshadow later incidents of 

(potentially) paranormal retribution. Digression within Leásungspell is far more extensive and 

is employed throughout in an elliptical structure to create layers of personal backstory and 

cultural and historical context for Oswin’s journey, highlighting the crisis of his ambivalence 

between his Pagan and Christian beliefs and introducing aspects of folklore and legend which 

underscore the frame narrative. One example is the scandalous story Oswin remembers his 

father telling, in an act of creative play “weafan togadere tales o’ auld gods an’ wor 

 
97.  Ibid. 539. 

98. ‘Psychagogia’ is a rhetorical device from Plato’s Phaedrus in which it is described as “a way of 

directing the soul” - see Elizabeth Asmis, "Psychagogia" in Plato's "Phaedrus"." Illinois Classical 

Studies 11, no. 1/2 (1986): 153-72.   

99. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 43-44.  

100.  Leneghan, “The Poetic Purpose of the Offa – Digression in Beowulf”, 539.  
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neahgeburs”,101 which accounts for the fearsome temper of a village woman named Otha. The 

story describes how, when she was young, she was abducted by the great wolf Frecci for a 

winter; in order to survive she grew fur, fangs and a tail and bore the wolf-god a litter of cubs, 

but upon her return never quite fit in nor lost her dreadful bark and sharp bite.102 Another 

interwoven mini-narrative is that of Oswin’s mentor at the monastery, Wunstan, who tells the 

story of his fateful voyage to Uppsala.103 Wunstan’s tale of the murder of the kings, his escape 

from the city and arduous voyage back to England, stopping for a time on Anholt with the 

Witch-Queen Sigrid, draws upon a range of myths, semi-historical stories and texts including 

‘The Seafarer’, ‘The Wanderer’,104 ‘The Ynglinga Saga’ (part of the Heimskringla) and 

Kalevela, and carries clear echoes of The Odyssey. However, Wunstan’s tale is revealed in 

intermittent episodes culminating in his final admission to acts of posthumous cannibalism to 

survive the sea-voyage. 

 

The politics of storytelling is addressed in a number of these digressions within Leásungspell. 

Wunstan is accused by Brother Sweyn of indulging in “idel gnatter, / o’ giffen mara carre te 

his synnefyl past /than te his sāwl thruh hiersum prayer /an’ leaorning o’ the Christ’s 

teachungs”105 The sin is seen as a source for the troubles within the monastery and Princess 

Ælfleda’s sickness, and results in Wunstan’s punishment with a flogging. Oswin recalls a 

time when he accompanied his father, the scop,106 to Stangrief for the Winter Feast where he 

recounted the story of the Battle of Cattreath, which draws upon Y Gododdin.107 However, on 

their return journey Oswin questions the version his father had told, having previously heard 

him tell a different one.108 The reply reveals that the story fit for an audience of nobles in the 

mead hall was not the true tale he knew from first-hand experience nor the one ‘the ground 

knows’ (suggesting a deeper truth beyond individual narration). Their exchange highlights the 

metafictional qualities of the text and plays upon the underpinning principle of ontological 

 
101. Beagrie, Leásungspell, 28.   

102. Ibid., 29.  

103. Ibid., 54. 

104. Richard, Harmer, (ed). A Choice of Anglo Saxon Verse, (London: Faber & Faber, 1970).  

105. Beagrie, Leásungspell, 96.  

106. ‘Scop’ - a term for the oral poets / storytellers within Old English literature, equivalent to the Old 

Norse ‘Skald’.  

107. Aneirin, Y Gododdin, (603), translated. Arthur O. Jarmen, (Llandysul: Gomer Press, 1988). 

108. Beagrie, Leásungspell, 59. 
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instability, the falsification of narrative and the act of adapting stories to suit the interests of 

the ‘imagined community’ of readers / listeners.  

 

Within the multi-perspectivism of Civil Insolencies digression is employed to such an extent 

that the narrative progression of the epic is backgrounded for an organic textual unity of 

recurring themes and motifs, a matrix of interwoven, limited perspectives which undermines 

any stable omniscient position from which to judge the chronological sequence of events and 

the immediate and long-term consequences. 

 

This chapter’s examination of the conventions of the traditional epic reveals how many 

structural and thematic ‘bauform’ have been incorporated into The Seer Sung Husband, 

Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies. It has examined where the compositional application 

differs from standardised patterns and how, rather than jettisoning traditional epic 

conventions, they have been adapted to create a dialectic within the genre, and by doing so 

highlight the genre’s versatility and enduring relevance.  
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Chapter Three: The Seer Sung Husband, Leásungspell & Civil Insolencies:  

Literary and Critical Contexts 

 

There are many similarities between the three submitted texts in terms of their adoption and 

transformation of the epic. Each represents a concern for the creative reinterpretation of 

historical events: their integration of mythologies and folklore and their attempts to comment 

upon societal tensions, highlight cultural conflicts and the psychological challenges of our 

own age. While these strategies are common features of the epic it is the mode of application 

within the submitted works which define their distinctiveness. This chapter will examine the 

three texts in relation to key compositional elements, illustrating the development of the 

‘historio-mythographic’ approach. Given that ‘historio-mythography’ represents a synthesis 

of historical evidence with folklore, legend and myth, derived from a broad range of textual 

sources, it is necessary to consider the interplay of dialogic relations operating within the 

submitted works. As Bakhtin asserts, intertextuality or ‘dialogism’ is a recognition that any 

text is composed of a "system of languages that mutually and ideologically interanimate each 

other".109  The chapter also provides an analysis of the dynamics of poetic form and the 

linguistic and syntactic experimentation within each collection. 

 

A ‘historio-mythographic’ approach to the representation of an imagined past is not simply a 

matter of fusing the details of historical events with aspects of folklore, myth and legend, 

although this is certainly a component of the compositional strategies at play. As Roland 

Barthes claimed, “Myth can be defined neither by its object nor its material”110 and his 

assertion that, “Ancient or not, mythology can only have an historical foundation, for myth is 

a type of speech chosen by history”111 suggests that it is a discursive practice. Moreover, as a 

‘type of speech’ it belongs to a system of signification and therefore produces meaning in a 

particular manner which is largely prescribed by the semiological system to which it belongs.  

The system in question is what Henri and Henriette Antonia Frankfort termed ‘Mythopoeic 

thought’112 which characterises interpretative processes in which “humanity did not think in 

terms of generalisations and impersonal laws: instead, humans saw each event as an act of 

 
109. Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination. (Austin: University of Texas, 1981), 47. 

110. Roland Barthes, Mythologies (1957), (London: Vintage, 2000), 110.  

111. Ibid., 

112. Henri Frankfort & H.A Frankfort, The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man: An Essay on 

Speculative Thought in the Ancient Near East, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977).   
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will on the part of some personal being.”113 Scientific thought perceives the world as 

composed of impersonal objects linked and governed by abstract laws, whereas the 

mythopoeic mind, grounded within perceptual reality, perceives things as beings and / or 

embodied by divine spirit. Robert Segal has argued that the Frankforts’s distinction between 

the personal and impersonal world view is overly simplistic and historically reductionist, and 

that, “Any phenomenon can be experienced as both an It and a Thou.”114 It is through an 

exploration of this duality of interpretative practice, oscillating between the rationalist and the 

mythopoeic, which characterises the ‘historio-mythographic’ approach within the completed 

works. Historical detail, intertextual allusions and mythic tropes thereby operate on an equal 

footing rather than within the prescribed hierarchy of values within Neoclassical and 

Humanist discourse. Integrated as complementary and at times contradictory discursive 

practices, the result is an amplification of ontological ambiguities within the texts. 

 

From the many explicit allusions to other texts in the form of epigrams, including historical, 

philosophical and literary sources, song lyrics, tabloid headlines and political statements, to 

the more subtle references within the body of the poetry, The Seer Sung Husband, 

Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies are rich in intertextualities. According to Julia Kristeva’s 

theories on intertextuality a text absorbs and transforms other texts.115 The effect of this 

creates, in the submitted works, a tapestry of resonating and recurring allusions and a 

heteroglossic crucible of historical commentators. Overt intertextuality, Linda Hutcheon has 

claimed, is a hallmark of Postmodernism and observes that; “the multiple and complex 

echoing points … of intertextuality… can both thematically and formally reinforce the text’s 

message”.116 The strategy invites the reader to experience the text in an associative and 

“multi-dimensional”117 manner, which requires a sensitivity gained from a slower and 

repeated reading process.  
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Historio-Mythography and Intertextualities in SSH 

 

While the focus of the main narrative of The Seer Sung Husband explores the social and 

religious upheaval of the Henrician Reformation of the 1530s the collection begins with a 

Foreword, credited to the narrator, Mr T Shipton, hereby establishing one of the work’s 

central conceits. It explains how the verse narrative that follows is a reworking of the original 

manuscript he wrote at the time of the events, but which had later been stolen, along with 

Ursula’s original prophecies, and eventually returned with sections lost and damaged and 

other parts requiring revision, thereby calling into question the authenticity of the narrative 

and highlighting a metalingual function.118 It mentions that fake versions of her prophecies 

have been published, her image distorted, and proposes that, despite the revisions and 

reworkings, the narrative represents an attempt to portray ‘the truth’. However, from the dates 

mentioned (1667 & 1856) and signified by the tone and vocabulary used, it is apparent that 

Shipton is discussing the manuscript from a later point of temporal enunciation, suggesting 

that he is somehow at least three hundred years old, which in itself casts doubt upon the 

narrative’s credentials. 

 

The following poetic narrative is separated into five chapters and an epilogue, beginning in 

MDXII (1512) up until MDLXI (1561) covering a period of 49 years. The opening line 

mirrors Coleridge’s ‘Frost at Midnight’ (1798) in mood, tone and imagery, and goes on to 

describe the conditions of Tobias and Ursula’s wedding night with Tobias unable to settle and 

musing upon his unusual, perhaps enchanted, situation while Ursula sleeps. It exploits a 

number of ambiguities in its exploration of the complex relationship between myth and 

history in relation to the epic tradition, at times purposefully undermining the reliability of the 

narrative voice while questioning the dynamics of creation: to what extent does the author / 

artist create the work and how much does the work create the author? Is the narrator the 

creator of the story he relates or is he indeed the husband who was sung by the seer? In posing 

the underlying question of ‘who sings who into being’ it highlights some of the sensitivities 

toward ventriloquising historical voices and draws attention to the self-conscious uncertainty 

of my own authorial positioning. Tobias describes Ursula in terms of timber: “Besides,/ 

beauty of the outer bark is oft suspect/ when the core and heartwood warp within. Not so my 

 
118. Drawing upon Roman Jakobon’s theory of the six basic functions of language. See Roman 

Jakobson, ‘Linguistics and Poetics’, Modern Criticism & Theory, ed D. Lodge, (New York: Longman, 

1988), 39.  
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deformed bride whose eyes shine with crystal truths”.119 Such references subvert historically 

realistic readings and posit the suggestion that he has, as a carpenter, crafted her. This is a 

complex and recurring trope throughout the sequence: whether she is an effigy or a real 

woman treated as an effigy, an effigy come to life as a real women “my Galatea”,120 or an 

enchanted spirit, a ‘Shining One’ that once upon a time retreated into wood and which Tobias 

has released from its form.121 A textual indication of Ursula’s potential ‘unreality’ is that her 

dialogue throughout the narrative is presented in italics rather than within speech marks. The 

possibility that Tobias and others who encounter her are suffering from a form of religious 

psychopathology, delusion, hallucination and collective hysteria remains largely unresolved, 

and acts as an ontological destabiliser within the narrative, a strategy comparable to that 

operating within ‘Magical Realist’ fiction. As Maria Tokolander asserts, “the trademark 

representation of the magical in a realist narrative is marked by a conspicuous incongruity, 

which is not only necessary to magical realism’s aesthetic effect but which also provides a 

strong incentive for ironic readings”.122 The introduction of magical realist elements, most 

particularly the preternatural motifs developed throughout ‘Part One’, necessarily requires a 

suspension of disbelief on the part of the reader as the text includes snippets of Mother 

Shipton’s prophesies, descriptions of her speaking in tongues (glossolalia) and eerie accounts 

of people visiting her and performing an occult ritual to have their fortunes revealed. Rather 

than being presented as a fantasy element within the narrative this establishes a sustained 

level of ambiguity in its depiction of potentially paranormal events. Christopher Warnes 

defines Magical Realism “as a mode of narration that naturalizes or normalizes the 

supernatural”.123 However within The Seer Sung Husband the effect is offset by an 

understanding that the narrator and characters belong to a mythopoeically minded, 

superstitious period marked by religious fervour and conflicts of faith and worldview. As 

such, the elements of magical realism encourage the reader to contextualise ‘reality’ within 

historical discourse. Coleridge’s ‘Frost at Midnight’ is again referenced when Ursula reminds 

 
119. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 13.   

120. Ibid., - This connects Tobias’s narrative to the Greek myth of Pygmalion who carved a statue 

from marble and fell in love with it, and which the Goddess Aphrodite brought to life.  

121. A metamorphic trope with associations to Ovid’s Metamorphosis, the legend of Merlin, 

Shakespeare’s Ariel in The Tempest and ancient Greek Dryads.  
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123. Christopher Warnes, Magical Realism and the Postcolonial Novel: Between Faith and 

Irreverence, (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 
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her husband, “My Dear, we all of us live in a cave all our lives / and few peer out of its dim 

sympathies”,124 which places the phrase ‘dim sympathies’ within the context of Plato’s cave 

analogy. This may be read as a metafictional suggestion that all the figures in the narrative are 

mere shadows with a vague familiarity to any extra-textual reality. 

 

In ‘Part Two’, Tobias recounts the visit by three knights dispatched by Wolsey to intimidate 

Ursula and quash her local influence. It enacts the tensions between the Reformation’s 

centrally enforced programme of ‘disenchantment’ (Weber) and the marginalised resistance to 

the loss of ‘immanence’ (Lukács), magic and mythopoeia. Each knight consents to have their 

fortune told.125 The ritual is described in theatrical detail, during which one visitor dismisses it 

as a charade and a puppet show, asserting that: “the Oracle is naught but a mannequin!” 

However, upon completing the ritual Ursula foretells the fates of her visitors as well as 

Wolsey’s, who would die two years later having been arrested for Praemunire outside of 

York. The description reinforces the incongruent possibility that Ursula is not a real person 

and that the ceremony, and her acts of prophesy are nothing but a charade, but which through 

the acquiescence required to conduct the occult ritual she becomes animate and delivers her 

predictions.  

 

Shipton was not alone in the use of visionary prophesy as a radical form of dissent and 

repudiation of power structures perceived to have become corrupt. ‘Part Three’ references the 

fate of Elizabeth Barton, the Holy Maid of Kent, executed in 1534 for her refusal to desist in 

her prophesies, particularly those criticising Henry VIII.126 The period also saw the 

resurfacing of the Mouldwarp prophesies, which originated in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 

‘Book of Merlin’ from Historia Regum Brittaniae written around 1136, but used to stir revolt 

against Henry VIII and which, according to Madeleine Hope Dodds, “seems to have been 

particularly popular among the clergy”127 as well as among the Pilgrims of Grace. The 

Mouldwarp Prophesy is explicitly mentioned, adding to the ‘historio-mythographic’ and 

intertextual layering of the narrative.128 Further intertextual allusions include Tobias’s 

 
124. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband,13. 

125. Arnold Kellet, Mother Shipton: Witch and Prophetess (Kent: George Mann Books, 2002). 

126. Geoffrey Moorhouse, The Pilgrimage of Grace: The rebellion that shook Henry VIII’s throne, 

(London: Phoenix, 2003), 34-35. 
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128. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 49. 
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confession that he finds “October to be the loneliest month”129 which is an inverted mirroring 

of Eliot’s “April is the cruellest month” from The Wasteland (1922), which itself is an 

allusion to Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (1392). 

 

Tobias’ suspect, retrospective and revised account of the rebellion allows for explicit 

intertextual blending and blurring of historical detail with folklore and superstition. It began 

in October 1536, when 30,000 - 40,000 Northerners rose in resistance to the restrictions upon 

faith, worship and community imposed by the Act of Succession in 1534, which dismantled 

traditional ways of life along with the suppression of religious houses, increased taxation and 

enclosures of common lands. As Geoffrey Moorhouse notes, the rebellion also called for a 

Northern Parliament situated at York:  

 

People there felt remote from the government in London, which was a long, expensive 

and quite dangerous journey away, … What’s more, the North wasn’t represented 

nearly enough in Parliament… many northern boroughs could simply not afford to 

send a member down to the capital... For the North on the whole was living much 

closer to the poverty line than other parts of the country…130 

 

While this uprising occurred 484 years ago many of the sentiments and grievances against a 

London-centric Parliament remain today. The referendum on the devolution of regional 

powers to a Northern Assembly was held in 2002. While the majority of votes went against 

devolution it stimulated debate about the North, Northern identity and its representation. This 

led the Coalition Government of 2010 – 2015 and the Conservative Government of 2015 – 

2016 to propose a programme of economic and infrastructural growth called ‘The Northern 

Powerhouse’. However, in 2021 the promised rebalance of power, growth and productivity 

across the UK, citing good public services, affordable homes and more responsibility and 

accountability for local areas, have been slow in materialising.131 The diachronic exploration 

of these concerns is an example of ‘pan-temporal parallelism’, a recurring strategy throughout 

the three works and which I argue is a constituent feature of the ‘historio-mythographic’ 

approach. 

 
129. Ibid., 21. 

130. Moorhouse, The Pilgrimage of Grace, 38.  

131. Issues around geographic, cultural, economic and psychological marginality are recurring themes 

within all three submitted works. 



35 
 

 

While local men are joining the Pilgrimage of Grace, Tobias, feeling guilt over his reluctance 

to enlist, notes that; “He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence”,132 a line from ‘Proverbs 

of Hell’, William Blake (1793)133 which as part of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, written 

during the French Revolution, heavily alludes to and reconfigures the power relations within 

Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667). Similarly, in the following stanza Tobias imagines the rebels 

“charging full-tilt at windmills”,134 which carries connotations of Cervantes’s Don Quixote 

(1605) and his folly of attacking windmills under the mistaken impression they are giants. All 

of these textual absorptions can be brought into play within the reading of Tobias’s account of 

the insurrection. 

 

The historical events are viewed through the details of the Shiptons’ personal and domestic 

situation, with many visitors seeking Ursula’s foresight. The names, occupations and 

descriptions of these visitors reveal them to be commoners struggling with the weight of their 

imminent betrayal of the crown but understanding the necessity to “avert the realm’s swift 

slide toward anarchy”135 and “to rescue the true faith’s prodigal son / from the snares His 

Grace has set himself”,136 indicating their involvement is a desperate attempt to rectify 

Henry’s apostasy. Ursula advises Charles Stainthorpe on how he might survive the conflict 

through the charm of urinating into the River Don causing it to flood its banks and thereby 

halt the start of the battle.137 This fictional interjection suggests potentially effective witchcraft 

within the narrative by positing a supernatural cause for the historical event of the river’s 

flooding.  

 

When the rebels return in Winter bearing writs and pardons issued by Norfolk other uprisings 

flare across the North and the Midlands. Yet, as Ursula forewarned, Henry revoked the 

pardons and executed men in every village that had taken part in the Pilgrimage of Grace, 

while insisting an oath of allegiance be sworn by all his subjects. By focalising the narrative 

 
132. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 32. 

133. William Blake, From "The Marriage of Heaven and Hell" (1793), ed M. Phillips, (Oxford: 

Bodleian, 2011). 

134. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 32.  

135. Ibid., 29. 
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137. The battle between the rebels and the Duke of Norfolk’s much lesser force was averted by the 

River Don’s flooding, giving the Duke time to negotiate terms and avoid a crushing defeat of the 
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through Tobias’s viewpoint, the wide-scale retribution is compressed to his graphic account 

of witnessing John Merryweather’s examination, sentence and execution by hanging, drawing 

and quartering. The image of a cluster of blood splattered snowdrops beneath the execution 

platform acts as a synecdoche for the failed rebellion. The subsequent suppression of revolt is 

represented via hearsay of ongoing retributions and attempted resistance by those once 

leading the rebellion and rumours concerning the fates of some of the ringleaders: John 

Hallam (1495-1537), Robert Bowes (1495–1554), Ralph Ellerker (1489-1546), Robert Aske 

(1500-1537), John Bulmer (1490-1537) and Thomas Darcy (1467-1537).138  

 

These historical references are interwoven with contemplations on his own experiences and 

reflections on his uncanny relationship with his wife. The reference to the “Children of 

Danu”139 posits a mythopoeic connection between Mother Shipton with her ‘Dropping Well’ 

and the Irish Goddess ‘Beag’, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann, reputed to guard a magic well 

that could grant wisdom and foresight.  

 

Tobias’ hallucinatory vision, based on Bruegel’s ‘Triumph of Death’,140 can on the one hand 

be read as an image of the End of the World, which Mother Shipton foretold, but also relates 

to the Danse Macabre, the tradition of artistic allegory reminding all that no matter what a 

person’s earthly station Death is the great leveller. The Danse Macabre was enacted at village 

fairs, with people from various classes dressing as corpses and, like the Mardi Gras, was a 

carnivalesque folk celebration. According to theories on the Grotesque, as discussed by 

Bakhtin,141 focussing upon medieval pageantry, the carnivalesque aspects of feast days 

represented radical enactments of social reversals, a temporary overturning of established 

order, power structures and official hierarchies and was underscored by humour, parody and 

frivolity.142 These temporary reversals of established order also functioned as societal 

pressure valves. 

 

 
138. Moorhouse, The Pilgrimage of Grace.  

139. Beagrie, The Seer Sung Husband, 41. 

140. Ibid., 42. 

141. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World. Trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1984), 70. 

142. This levelling of established hierarchies reflects the destabilised dynamic interplay of discursive 

practices within the text.  
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The Reformation was an attack on cultural and community practices such as the Danse 

Macabre, abolishing feast days and holy festivals, and occasions for fairs and markets, 

banning folk customs such as Maypole Dancing and The Parish Ale of Young Men as well as 

religious observances such as the pilgrimage, lighting candles in churches, communal singing,  

and the veneration of religious icons and relics. While Tobias’s vision of bodily desecration 

and horror appear, at first sight, to represent destruction and despair it is possible to interpret 

it as one of radical and parodic resistance to the authoritarian regime of the Reformation, for 

as Bakhtin further asserts: 

 

This is why festive folk laughter presents an element of victory not only over 

supernatural awe, over the sacred, over death; it also means the defeat of power, of 

earthly kings, of the earthly upper classes, of all that oppresses and restricts.143 

 

This sense of resistance to the established earthly order of late feudalism is borne out by 

Tobias and his fellow prisoners joining voices to sing what has come to be known as ‘The 

Pilgrim’s Ballad’, a historical anthem for the Pilgrimage of Grace. The ballad connects 

‘Crist’s woundes’ with the lot of the common man.144 Such carnivalesque references reflect, 

through the ‘historio-mythographic’ strategies, a continued folk resistance to centralised 

control and a challenge to oppressive structures of power, thereby marking the text as a ‘pan-

temporal’ narrative of cultural resistance.  This is particularly pronounced during ‘Part Five’ 

which describes Tobias’ imprisonment and examination under torture in York dungeon by the 

King’s examiner John ap Rice, during which he is accused of treason, heresy and aiding and 

abetting acts of witchcraft. The questions and bizarre accusations have been drawn from 

research into the records of various witchcraft trails.145 Throughout the interrogation pain is 

represented through personification as a demon that animates and gives ventriloquised voices 

to the examiners, and which flaps around the torture chamber, singing ‘Tabun, Soman, Sarin, 

Rycin’, the names of four highly toxic nerve agents used in chemical warfare, signalling 

another ‘pan-temporal’ dislocation within Tobias’s narrative.  
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During questioning regarding the October Riots, Tobias is tortured again and afterwards in his 

cell, thinking he is nearing death, requests materials to make a full confession in his own 

hand. However, using ink and water mixed with his own blood he conducts the ritual of 

‘waking the witch’ and is engulfed by the familiar vision of the red river, the stepping stones 

leading to the ancient battleground and a barrow mound. Crossing the stones, he describes his 

passage as having, “feline grace and upon all fours, haunches coiled for the next launch,”146 

after which he finds himself in the alleyways of a city. The zoomorphic traits accumulate to 

signify his apparent metamorphosis into a cat in search of John ap Rice. The following stanza, 

presented entirely through a sequence of verbs over fourteen lines, describes the cat’s hunt 

through the city, expressing the defamiliarized nature of the journey and the liquidity of a 

cat’s movements.147 The journey leads to the bedchamber of the King’s Examiner where he 

sits on the man’s chest, who, in a state of hypnopompia suffers an episode of sleep paralysis. 

The scene is semi-ekphrastic, inspired by the painting ‘The Nightmare’ by Henry Fuseli 

(1781), which depicts an incubus squatting upon the chest of a sleeping woman. In this 

enchanted, inverted and arguably homoerotic communion Tobias takes psychic revenge upon 

his torturer, “I awaken him to himself…I leave behind a very different man.”148 

 

The final rendering of ‘historio-mythography’ acknowledges the clash of interpretative 

practices with a reflection on change and the coming age of reason, referencing the imminent 

birth of “a modern man of scientific method”,149 Frances Bacon, the Father of Empiricism 

(1561 -1628). In response to the ‘new age’ Tobias and Ursula have decided it is time “for the 

Faye to retreat from sight”.150 Written in future tense, Tobias plans to return to 

Knaresborough and place her in the Dropping Well where she will turn to stone due to the 

limestone sediment in the water. After depositing her he will let the River Nidd take his body 

to “carry it cleaned into the surging sea of souls.”151 However, within the endnotes there is an 

additional remark explaining how Tobias did attempt to drown himself but was fished from 

the water152 and has since somehow remained alive for several hundred years. 
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The Seer Sung Husband, with its layering of historical, literary and mythological references 

acknowledges the changing representations of Old Mother Shipton as a complex historical 

figure: as a legend from folklore, as the stereotypical ‘wicked witch’, as a visionary prophet 

of change and the End of the World (a Yorkshire Nostradamus), as a recurring figure of 

radical dissent, as an eighteenth century pantomime dame, and as a commercial icon 

promoting one of England’s oldest tourist attractions. In doing so it self-consciously plays 

with the palimpsest of Mother Shipton’s historical representations while contesting the 

trivialised caricature of her diminished form that is a result of centuries of exploitation and 

‘man-ipulation’. At the same time, it ironically suggests that it is Tobias, the narrator and 

possibly her creator, whose life has been fashioned by the visionary song of his wife. 

 

Historio-Mythography and Intertextualities in Leásungspell 

 

Leásungspell adopts and expands many of the narrative and poetic strategies explored within 

The Seer Sung Husband, principally the use of a single unreliable narrator whose perspective 

on the historic events is peripheral and parochially limited. The title, Leásungspell, is Old 

English for fool’s tale, fable or fiction. The poem is composed of eight chapters, each 

beginning with a carpet page153 containing an original illumination drawn by the author, 

stylistically inspired by The Lindisfarne Gospels and The Book of Kells but featuring pictorial 

elements from the narrative (see Appendix iii).  

 

Set in the year 657AD the narrative describes a border crossing from the Kingdom of Bernicia 

into Deira by a converted monk named Oswin, bearing a message from St Hild of Hereteu 

(Hartlepool) to Eorl Alhfrith, son of King Oswui of Northumbria and vassal King of Deira. 

The historical background to the work is informed by The Anglo Saxon Chronicle (Swanton, 

2000)154 and The Ecclesiastical History of the English People (Bede, 1999),155 as well as the 

 
153. A carpet page is a full page in an illuminated manuscript containing intricate, patterned designs, 

typically placed at the beginning of a Gospel Book. 
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following secondary sources: The King in the North (Adams, 2013),156  The Anglo Saxon 

World: An Anthology (Crossley-Holland, 2009),157 Perception of Pagan and Christian Phases 

of Conversion: Where was the diving line between Pagan and Christian? (Milis, 1980),158 

Aspects of Anglo Saxon Magic (Griffiths, 1996)159  and History of Hartlepool (Sharpe, 

1998).160  

 

Oswin’s narrative is bookended by two poems which provide a ‘pan-temporal’ frame for his 

journey, ‘Hallowed Ground’ and ‘Transported’. These are presented as a Prologue and an 

Epilogue and are both set in the twenty first century. ‘Hallowed Ground’ describes a walk 

through St Hilda’s area of Middlesbrough (the original settlement) to Anish Kapoor’s public, 

river-side sculpture Temenos (the name is derived from Greek for a sacred enclosure). The 

poem reflects upon the area’s dilapidated state and its industrial and pre-industrial heritage, 

including a mention of “the muttered prayer / Of Hilda’s monk crossing the Tees to 

Streonshalh”161 - Streonshalh being the Anglo Saxon name for the dual monastery and Abbey  

at Whitby established in 657AD. Its tone is elegiac and posits the area as a peripheral zone to 

the twenty first century town centre, the wider urban conurbation of Teesside, the region and 

by inference the nation and ends with the consideration that the sculpture marks out “a sacred 

space where gods, ghosts and monsters dwell.”162 As well as foregrounding the area’s 

marginality it acts as a foreshadowing device for key narrative tropes within Oswin’s 

confessional style narrative. The epilogue ‘Transported’, describes the view from the top of 
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the Transporter Bridge, the iconic landmark over the River Tees. It employs a second person 

direct address to position the reader in the liminal space midway between the banks and 

between histories: “And you, as ripe for picking as a bramble / In mid-September”.163 The 

poem collapses distinctions between official, imagined, family-based and personal narratives 

of the past. It describes a sequence of commonplace, even mundane, experiences to connect 

the reader’s own sensory memories to the historic timeline of this liminal location, thereby 

asserting that history is not some ‘other’ discourse removed from the common lived 

experiences of ordinary people, not solely concerned with notable figures such as Kings and 

Queens or Middlesbrough’s Ironmasters; nor is it simply confined to the past but composed 

from the ongoing ‘stuff’ of our daily lives. It thereby raises and counters the sense of 

marginalisation and disenfranchisement from officially endorsed discourses of history, society 

and politics, echoing the themes within Oswin’s story. In its challenging of historical 

inclusivity, it also establishes and endorses the ‘historio-mythographic’ approach as a 

legitimate method in representing an imagined past.   

 

Leásungspell is woven through with intertextual absorptions and transformations of existing 

texts. It begins with the phrase, “Huisht, lads, haad ya gobs”164 which is a direct reference to 

the opening of the North-eastern folk song, ‘The Lambton Worm’, and a call for attention to 

the forthcoming story. It also echoes the opening of Beowulf, which begins, “Hwæt!”165 - Old 

English for ‘Listen!’ and thereby alerts the reader to the metafictional and intertextual 

layering within the ensuing narrative. Throughout the narrative lines are drawn, adapted and 

integrated from the anonymous Old English texts ‘Deor’, ‘The Seafarer’, ‘The Wanderer’, 

‘The Battle of Maldon’, ‘The Battle of Brunanburh’, ‘The Ruin’ and ‘Lacnunga’, as well as 

the Brythonic epic poem ‘Y Gododdin’ (Aneirin, seventh century) ‘Kalevala’ (Lönnrot, 1835) 

and ‘The Erlking’ (Goethe, 1782). Leásungspell’s concluding line, “Mi holy Muther’s scrifts 
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gan driftan inti eddies / as mi awn fool’s spellung beo scrifen ont’ watter.” 166
  echoes the 

epitaph on the grave of John Keats; “Here lies one whose name was writ in water”.  

 

Brother Oswin’s subjective first-person account details his journey on foot from the 

monastery on the Hartlepool Headland toward Whitby where the new Abbey is under 

construction. Oswin describes the landscape and its features, weather conditions, the flora and 

fauna he encounters, but his perceptions are infused with superstitions, omens and uncanny 

portents, and the wild environment he traverses is brought to life through animism and motifs 

from folklore, foregrounding his mythopoeic perspective. Due to Oswin’s father being a scop, 

his childhood experiences were framed by the stories, myths and legends that encapsulated 

and expressed Pagan beliefs and social customs, often incongruous with the Christian beliefs 

he has adopted since his conversion. Oswin’s internal conflict, caused by cognitive 

dissonance between his Christian faith and his Pagan upbringing, is representative of the 

complex psychological struggle required for this paradigm shift to occur in Northumbria and 

England as a whole. Ludo Milis points out that this was a slow process of infiltration, 

mission, institution and internalisation, requiring a social transformation which was often far 

from linear.167  As such, Oswin’s interpretive responses to various stimuli are split into a 

duality, representing conflicting interpretations of the world and his place in it. Repeatedly we 

find Oswin asserting God’s influence only for it to be undermined by references to an older 

folk consciousness and vice versa.  One illustrative episode is when he spots two magpies in a 

thicket and relates the superstitions around the birds.168 Yet the surety of his Godly learning 

appears as an afterthought, or as a self-conscious check upon his natural instincts, and is 

somewhat undermined by the sense of wonder in the vivid description of the magical practice 

of ‘pricking its tongue’ and hearing it speak of things that have not yet come to pass. The 

unconscious ambivalence Oswin experiences throughout his journey mirrors the ontological 

instability of the reader’s position to interpret the narrated events, rendered as they are with a 

degree of ambiguity by being filtered through Oswin’s own questionable reliability. While 

Oswin’s personal conflict is based on two different mythopoeic systems, rather than the 

dichotomy between the mythopoeic and scientific, the text suspends the reader in a limbo 

position bridging the two interpretive strategies. 
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Interspersed between accounts of the different stages of his journey are digressions and 

diversions, providing backstory and social, cultural, political and ‘historio-mythographic’ 

contexts. These include references to elves, hobs, orcs, border-creepers, willow-the-wisps and 

to various myths such as the legend of St Hild turning snakes to stone169 and stories of Anglo 

Saxon heroes which he terms “lays and tales passed down from the old lands”.170 Oswin 

imagines his forefathers arriving in Britain as wild pagan warriors, much removed from his 

own self image as a Christian monk, but whose presence is imprinted through mythopoeic 

projection upon the landscape he traverses.171  

 

As well as folktales, legends and cultural stories passed on to him from his father key features 

of the environment trigger personal memories which he relates and muses upon, such as his 

experiences within King Oswui’s ‘fyrd’ (army / militia), in which able bodied male subjects 

were conscripted into for periods of military service.  His account, suggesting he suffers a 

crisis of conscience and a degree of battle trauma, describes the conquest of the Brythonic 

Kingdom of Rheged (Cumbria).172 This digression offers insights into how Oswin’s trauma 

was exacerbated when his family was slaughtered and his home burnt by Mercian raiders, 

which was followed by a period of aimless wandering in a state of grief and abjection, a state 

I have given the topomorphic name ‘The Glōm’ (The Gloom).173 His time in ‘The Glōm’ is a 

recurring trope which he is repeatedly drawn back to while simultaneously attempting to 

repress, and which builds upon a series of incidents and encounters which include the 

apperception of himself transformed into a feral, subhuman being, ‘a Greneling’, a term 

which carries the echo of the name ‘Grendel’. There is an account of him following his 

father’s ghost into the heart of the wild forest where his father’s spirit comforts him and lays 

him down upon the breast of ‘Habondia’ (Germanic Goddess of abundance and fertility), who 

he invokes through the following kennings, “Hægtesse, Bone Gadera, Mud-Cwén”,174 and 
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who gives him the strength to seek revenge. He later describes conducting a night raid upon 

the murderers, which he relates as a half-remembered, hallucinatory dream as if he had 

transformed into a beast or monster.175 The scene is inspired by Grendel’s attack upon 

Heorot’s mead hall in Beowulf, but with the point of view and modality reversed to that of the 

monster. This particular narrative thread is related in a non-chronological structure 

emphasising the recurrence of repressed trauma. It concludes with Oswin encountering a 

procession of Christian monks who perform a baptism of willing converts in the River Swale, 

of which he takes part to find himself reborn. Following his baptism Oswin enters St Hild’s 

holy flock at the monastery on the Hartlepool Headland. 

 

There are too many interwoven narrative threads within Leásungspell to discuss in full, 

however one major strand enacts the imagined consequences of the historical event of the 

arrival of the Northumbrian Princess, Ælfleda, and the disruption this causes to the 

monastery’s established order and the dynamics within the small, devout community. The 

Ecclesiastical History of the English People records that in 655AD the army of King Oswui 

of Northumbria defeated the pagan forces under King Penda of Mercia at the Battle of 

Winwaed, near Leeds: 

 

Then King Oswui, in fulfilment of his vow to the Lord, returned thanks to God for the 

victory granted him and gave his daughter Ælfflæd, …to be consecrated to God in 

perpetual virginity…[who]… entered the monastery of Heruteu… over which Hild 

was then abbess.176
 

 

Oswui also granted Hild the possession of land to build a monastery in a place known as 

Streanæshealh (spellings vary). Ælfleda would have arrived at Heruteu with a retinue of 

bodyguards and handmaidens. A consideration of the impact of the presence of Ælfleda, her 

bodyguard Beorheard, his warriors, and accompanying handmaidens, upon the serenity of the 

monastery and Oswin’s state of mind in particular, led to a major development of the overall 

narrative arc.177 Hild is obliged to accept Bearheard’s weapons of war within the sanctuary 

and Oswin, having encountered Beorheard previously, considers his arrival a portent of evil 

and misfortune. The presence of the Princess and her retinue trigger tensions between monks, 
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and a sense of suspicion and mistrust grows. Struggling with his vow of celibacy Oswin feels 

a sinful attraction to one of Ælfleda’s handmaidens, Mildburge. Ælfleda herself falls ill with 

an unknown sickness which sparks superstitious dread and wild rumours of her being elf-shot 

and haunted by the Elf King of Fairy Cove.178 Oswin and Mildburge arrange an illicit meeting 

at Midnight during a snowfall. Struggling with his conscience Oswin waits for the handmaid 

to arrive but is startled by a disturbance near the Royal hut where Boerheard has discovered 

Mildburge venturing out and accuses her of poisoning Ælfleda and casting a blight upon her 

soul.179 During her trial she denies the charge but refuses to admit her reason for breaking 

curfew, and Oswin keeps silent. Mildburge is found guilty and beheaded by Ælfleda’s 

bodyguard, exacerbating Oswin’s sense of loss, cowardice and guilt. Mildburge’s severed 

head is mounted upon a spike on the Elephant Rock180 which I renamed ‘Dragon Rocc’ 

connecting it to the legend of St Hild and the snakes (wyrms). There is however, earlier 

within the fabula, a discussion about its resemblance to the fabled pachyderm “‘i þenc it locs 

gelic an elyphont.’ sæd Ælfleda”.181 The topographical features used, such as The Elephant 

Rock, Fairy Cove, Eston Nab, Roseberry Topping (Odinsburg) anchors the narrative to 

localised folk memories and the mythopoeic palimpsest of the Tees Valley, drawing 

inspiration from the Irish bardic tradition of Dinnseanchas – ‘The Lore of Places’. As Nuala 

Ní Dhomhnaill explains: 

 

The collective memory of the community is enshrined in dinnsheansas, which can 

function as that necessary psychic container … Julia Kristeva considered absent in our 

time. Through dinnseanchas we can possess the land emotionally and imaginatively 

without any particular sense of or actual need for titular ownership.182 

 

John Montague asserts in his essay, ‘The Sweet Way’, that knowledge of genealogy and local 

history are part of the equipment of the poet, and Jeanne Armstrong claims that poets such as 
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Montegue and Ní Dhomhnaill “are guardians of the land and the stories.”183 The use of local 

folklore and mythic tropes within their work operates as a form of ‘re-enchantment’, 

cultivating a renewed mythopoeic connection to landscape and place. In a similar vein, 

another recurring figure from Teesside folklore, who haunts Oswin’s dreams, is the witch of 

the River Tees.184 Whilst in a fever, recovering from an injury, he experiences a vision of 

being swept along an underground river in the presence of some malign spirit. During a 

conversation with Ælfleda, who shows interest in Oswin’s folktales, he informs her of  “a 

deadly water ghost called Peg Power who scours the farthest reaches of this river.”185 

Reaching the bank of the Tees at nightfall Oswin settles down to sleep but suffers an 

erotically charged nightmare about the water witch, the imagery mixes sexualised and 

grotesque detail that draws upon Rainer Maria Rilke’s notion of sublime terror in which 

beauty is nothing but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure.186 In 

Shattering Beauty: Rilke’s Aesthetics of the Fragmentary, Reed and Statkiewicz assert that 

sublime terror “demands the radical transformation of the one who encounters it.”187 

Dismissing the vision as a bad dream Oswin takes in the morning view, the settlement of 

Mydilsburh across the river, the normal signs of life for the small community that would one 

day grow into the industrial global powerhouse of the nineteenth century, which in 1862 

William Gladstone would mythopoeically call “The Infant Hercules”.188 Summoning the 

ferryman by ringing the bell Oswin wonders if these folk have embraced Christianity or 

perhaps have accepted the faith publicly under the instructions of King Oswui but privately 

worship the old gods and elemental spirits, thereby inhabiting a limbo position between two 

 
183. Armstrong, Jeanne Ph.D., "Ce Leis Tu? To Whom Do You Belong: Teeth Mothers, Muses and 

Longing in the poetry of Nuala Ni Dhomhnaill and John Montague" (2007). Western Libraries Faculty 

and Staff Publications. 49. Accessed 2nd December 2021. https://cedar.wwu.edu/library_facpubs/49   

184. Micheal Denham & James Hardy, Denham Tracts (Vol 2), David Nutt for The Folklore Society 

(1895): 42. 

185. Beagrie, Leásungspell, 73.   

186. See Rainer Maria Rilke, ‘First Elegy’ in The Duino Elegies, trans Stephen Cohn. (Manchester: 

Carcanet Press Ltd; New edition, 1989). 21. 

187. V Reed, M. Statkiewicz & A Tymieniecka, ‘Shattering Beauty. Rilke’s Aesthetics of the 

Fragmentary’, Beauty’s Appeal, ed. Analecta Husserliana (The Yearbook of Phenomenological 

Research), vol 97. Springer, Dordrecht, (2008). Accessed 2nd December 2021. 

https://epdf.pub/beautys-appeal-measure-and-excess-analecta-

husserlianab6ba15fa8364718d3c58b8f52b44761918024.html  

188. William Ewart Gladstone on Middlesbrough c1862: "This remarkable place, the youngest child 

of England's enterprise, is an infant, but if an infant, an infant Hercules." Middlesbrough - the town on 

the Tees (englandsnortheast.co.uk)  

https://cedar.wwu.edu/library_facpubs/49
https://epdf.pub/beautys-appeal-measure-and-excess-analecta-husserlianab6ba15fa8364718d3c58b8f52b44761918024.html
https://epdf.pub/beautys-appeal-measure-and-excess-analecta-husserlianab6ba15fa8364718d3c58b8f52b44761918024.html
https://englandsnortheast.co.uk/middlesbrough/
https://englandsnortheast.co.uk/middlesbrough/


47 
 

systems of belief. Midway across, he sees the figure from his dream slip into the waters and 

approach, although neither the ferryman nor the folk watching from the Southern bank notice 

anything amiss, suggesting the possibility that it is a psychological episode. The appearance 

of the water spirit triggers a rush of traumatic recollections that overpowers his self-control 

along with his sense of temporal anchoring. He experiences a ‘pan-temporal’ vision, “a 

giant’s castle crafted from fire and smoke, / a bridge of thread-locked blue swords”,189 which 

acts as a defamiliarized description of the industrial landscape and Transporter Bridge which 

will one day loom over the site of his crossing. The vision sends him tumbling from the 

ferryboat into arms’ reach of the water spirit. His pleas for help move through a process of 

identification with contradictory loyalties, from his Christian faith in the Lord Above through 

personal figures of his parents and deceased wife, to the pagan Goddess, Habondia. The water 

spirit submerges him, announcing, “I be Peg, look upon me, my Son – I take you Oswin, for 

me fresh bedfellow.”190 It may be assumed that Oswin drowns, either as a result of his panic 

attack and hallucination or through an actual encounter with Peg Powler. However, as Peg 

represents Pagan consciousness and as Oswin beseeched Habondia the submersion could be 

interpreted as an anti-baptism, a return to the faith of matriarchal, elemental, ancestral, 

polytheistic and localised religious folk practices.191  

 

Historio-Mythography and Intertextualities in CI 

 

The poems in Civil Insolencies are informed by research into the battle of Guisborough in 

1643192 and the political, social, economic and religious tensions which fuelled the British 

Revolution,193 as well as research into cultural and linguistically embodied discourses,194 
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191. Martin Carver asserts that Anglo Saxon paganism was not a singular faith with an homogenous 

practice, but is rather a loose term representing a variety of local intellectual views. Martin Carver, 

Alex Sanmark, Sarah Semple, “Preface”. Signals of Belief in Early England: Anglo Saxon Paganism. 

Revisited. Oxbow Books. Oxford. (2010) pp ix-x.  

192. Phil Philo & Robin Daniels, The First Great Civil War in the Tees Valley, (Stockton:  River Tees 

Rediscovered, 2018). 

193. Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down, (London Penguin Books, 1975). 

194. Diane Purkiss, Literature, Gender And Politics During the English Civil War (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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customs and living conditions,195 the development of the conflict and key historical figures 

and events.196 This included research through discussions with members of The Battlefield 

Trust and with the Newcastle Garrison Civil War Living History Group.  

 

Many of the poems utilise the ‘historio-mythographic’ approach of interweaving historical 

detail with folklore and mythologies such as ‘This Commotion’ in which the troop of 

Parliamentarians on the forced march across the North Yorkshire Moors takes a short break. 

The poem describes the dramatic landscape in a pastoral mode, “sunbeams flood Cockayne 

Ridge”.197 Cockayne Ridge is an actual topographical feature within the district of Rydale, 

however it also refers to the medieval mythical land of ‘Cockaigne’ or ‘Cockayne’, a place of 

milk and honey, a land of comfort and luxury.198 The poem describes the moorlands in terms 

of “a common treasury kept out of reach by the trappings of majesty”, which is a direct 

reference to the writings of Gerrard Winstanley of the True Levellers.199 However, the final 

two lines, “Are we not all, John thinks, grouse bred for the rifle / heirlooms of the Land 

Lords’ pressed austerities?” simultaneously makes reference to issues raised at the Putney 

Debates in 1647 relating to land ownership and the rights of men without property to be given 

the vote and equality before the law,200 as well as a direct reference to the Conservative 

Government’s adoption of the fiscal policy of Austerity Measures, initiated in 2010. ‘The 

Passenger’201 describes recruits Tinker John and Will Coppe’s suspicions that a witch 

accompanies them on their forced march, who will assist them with the dark arts in the battle. 

During the chaos of the Civil War years there was widespread fear and fascination toward 

witchcraft and its suspected influence upon political and military events. Parliamentarian 

propaganda claimed Prince Rupert possessed supernatural powers and his white hunting 

poodle, Boy, was portrayed as a devil-dog or as a witch’s familiar. Similarly, Cromwell was 

 
195. Charles Carlton, Going To The Wars, The Experience of the English Civil Wars, 1638-1651, 

(London: Routledge, 1992). 

196. Tristram Hunt, The English Civil Wars At First Hand, (London: Penguin Books (2011). 

197. Beagrie, Civil Insolencies, 25.  

198.  Encyclopaedia Britannica.  Accessed 2nd December 2021. 
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199. Gerrard Winstanley, (1649) The True Levellers Standard Advanced: Or, The State of Community 

Opened, and Presented to the Sons of Men. Accessed 2nd December 2021. 

https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/winstanley/1649/levellers-standard.htm  

200. John Simkin, Putney Debates (1997). Accessed 2nd December 2021.  https://spartacus-

educational.com/STUputneydebates.htm  
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viewed by the Royalists as being in league with the Devil. As Sheilagh O’Brien observes, “It 

is unsurprising therefore that the period between the outbreak of the Civil War in 1642, and 

the Restoration of Charles II in 1660 was the most intense period of witch trials in 

seventeenth century England.”202  

 

The anxiety around witchcraft spiked in 1645 -1646 with the witch trials led by Matthew 

Hopkins, the Witchfinder General, who, along with his associates are believed to be 

responsible for the executions of three hundred victims. The poems ‘Undertone’203 and ‘Night 

of Temporary Stillness’204 adopt the perspectives of Jacob and Aunt Anne, the old couple of 

Hutton Lowcross who have hidden their two nieces in the cellar for safety. In ‘Undertone’ 

Jacob describes his seemingly supernatural ability to travel abroad undetected, “I have snailed 

within / a stone’s throw of regiments at rest, they / have stomped by me unseeing, but a bill’s / 

shaft away….”. While in ‘Night of Temporary Stillness’ they are “huddled beside the hearth’s 

few flutterings” discussing the possibility of Anne visiting the witch of Mulgrave, Nan 

Jeanie,205 until the “wraths blown out”. However, she resists the urge to shift into a hare and 

flee their home. “She spots / a flame-hare dart across a charcoal field / of wheat; feels its tug 

tickle, that old familiar / tingle but she’ll not bolt; so hacks, gobs into / the hearth and they 

watch her spittle moon / drip and fizzle on the blackening kindling stack”.206 The intimate 

domestic portrait is rendered uncanny through the introduction of visionary imagery related to 

sympathetic magic, based on the Law of Similarities.207  

 

The ‘historio-mythographic’ approach is foregrounded within ‘Carrion Song For Major 

Tom’208 which references the philosophical principles of the Diggers as proposed by 

Winstanley209 whilst drawing upon the ancient Egyptian legend of Osiris and the English folk 

 
202. Sheilagh O’Brien, “A ‘Divellish Woman Discovered: The Witch of Newbury, 1643”, Cerae 2 1-
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207. See George James Frazer, “Chapter 3: Sympathetic Magic”. The Golden Bough: A Study in 

Magic and Religion (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Editions Ltd, 1993). 11-45. 
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figure of John Barleycorn who was first named in a ballad dated 1624.210 It also contains 

references to the beheading of Charles I in 1649, the folklore motif of ‘the king asleep under 

the hill’, the isles of Avalon and Lyoness from Arthurian legend as well as the Mouldwarp 

prophecies (mentioned earlier).  

 

The use of ‘pan-temporal parallelism’ is an explicit poetic strategy throughout Civil 

Insolencies which disrupts narrative progression and destabilises the temporal orientation of 

narrator, readers and events, with many poems rendering incidents in an ‘eternal present’, as a 

present into which past events invade just as the historical past is haunted by the present.211 In 

the poem ‘Procession’212 the focal fictional character, Tinker John, is described as he marches 

as part of the Parliamentary troop under the command of Sir Hugh Cholmley (1600 – 1657). 

Yet from line nine the perspective shifts to a view of them passing the beer garden of The 

Lion Inn through the window of the snug. The Lion on Blakey Ridge, as a building, pre-dates 

the Civil War so would have been there when the troop passed. They are momentarily 

rendered as ghostly figures, before the focalisation returns to John for the last few lines. 

However, the temporal disturbance is extended with the line “John remembers that one day he 

will beget a daughter…” (creating a temporal paradox), with the poem ending on an image of 

ontological uncertainty, “in this topsy-turvy world / he’s learning to live on the invisible.” 

This phrase also acts as a reference to the term ‘World turn’d upside down’,213 the title of an 

 
210. Pete Wood, “John Barleycorn Revisited,” The Magazine for Traditional Music throughout the 
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English protest ballad first published in the 1640s. The latter part of the sentence also 

embodies Bunyan’s spiritual realisation that if we are to suffer ‘rightly’ we must die not only 

to sin, but to the precious things of this world including family and freedom. We must “live 

upon God that is invisible”,214 meaning the material world must be released and perceived as 

passing phenomena, which is a central motif within The Pilgrim’s Progress.215 The recurring 

character of Tinker John is loosely based on Bunyan, who served as a soldier in the 

Parliamentary army and fathered a blind daughter, Mary. Similarly, ‘Things The Owls 

Observed’216 describes the battlefield on the evening after the battle of Guisborough from the 

perspective of hunting owls. It builds up a picture of the scene through accumulative detail 

and ends with the image of another recurring fictional character, a Royalist named James 

Mytton, becoming conscious and seeking to escape. 

 

‘James Mytton 

soil-smeared like Lazarus  

rising 

from a thicket, kneeling 

in a shock of moon-slurry 

 

his whispered prayer 

I am delivered,  

he stands, elected… 

the scrunch 

stump- 

      scrunch- 

stump- 

of footsteps as he limps 

 
214. John Bunyan, Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners, ed. W. R. Owens (New York: Penguin, 

1987), 79. 

215. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim’s Progress, (first published 1678), (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth 

Classics, 1996). 

216. Beagrie, Civil Insolencies, 60. 
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the waters standing 

 on his cheeks 

toward the illuminations 

of the 24 / 7 filling station.’217 

 

A filling station is now situated close to the seventeenth century battlefield and its sudden 

presence in the poem, as a ‘pan-temporal indicator’, disrupts simple historical readings of the 

text and foregrounds its metafictionality, while also recontextualising the two time periods 

into an eternal present, where one reflects and comments upon the other. This produces a 

distinct ‘hauntological’ effect. Mark Fisher, discussing the development of Derrida’s concept 

of ‘hauntology’ notes that, “Haunting can be seen as intrinsically resistant to the 

…homogenization of time and space. It happens when a place is stained by time or when a 

particular place becomes the site for an encounter with broken time.”218 He notes that one of 

the recurring phrases in Derrida’s Spectres of Marx is from Hamlet, “the time is out of 

joint.”219 According to Fisher, ‘hauntological’ cinematic strategies “attempt to counter the 

neoliberal erasure of history, prompting us to speculate on what might have been, or to 

contemplate how the struggles whose sites the camera captures could be revived.”220  

 

‘His Mere Creature’221 also adopts the technique, juxtapositioning the Parliamentarians’ 

preparations to attack the Royalist camp with the image of a “Range Rover with a UKIP 

sticker / on the rear bumper parked up on the verge”. ‘Enemies of the People’222 and 

‘Pathogen’223 both juxtapose anachronistic incongruities in their description of rising 

intolerance of cultural and political difference and resulting societal unrest. ‘Pathogen’ 

contrasts a range of lexis from civil disturbances against terminologies used to describe 

contamination by Bubonic Plague and ends with the familiar call associated with the Black 

Death and Great Plague of London 1665 -1666, “Bring out your dead”, thereby highlighting 

the recurring factors of societal conflict, psychopathic projection and scapegoating, and the 
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causes, symptoms and consequences of a population radically divided by politicised 

differences. 

 

While these temporal incongruities result in ontological instability the topographic features in 

the poems act as stabilisers, providing anchor points within the narrative for re-interpretation 

of the landscape. Such locations include The Lion on Blakey Ridge, Yarm Bridge, The Ruda 

Cross, Durham Castle, Guisborough Priory, Hutton Lowcross and Craven Vale, the latter, 

ironically, being a road in a new housing estate close to the suspected battle site. What, 

ultimately, one may ask, is the point of such temporal semiotic excavations of location? A 

possible answer lies in the assertion by Bruno Bettelheim that, “If we hope to live not just 

from moment to moment, but in true consciousness of our existence, then our greatest need 

and most difficult achievement is to find meaning in our lives.”224 The use of ‘pan temporal 

parallelism’ encourages readers and audiences to perceive the contemporary ‘moment’ from 

alternative and historically framed perspectives. It thereby provides a historical context and 

meaning to considerations of place, political alignment and the socio-cultural codes 

underpinning and impacting upon our current experiences.   

 

Conversely, multi-perspectivism is employed throughout Civil Insolencies to destabilise any 

position from which to fully interpret the described events, placing the reader in the same 

condition of immediate uncertainty as the characters, exploring the mythopoeic views of the 

clashing perspectives through heightened, visionary and ecstatic uses of language as discussed 

in the following section. This immediacy and uncertainty, due to the loss of a privileged 

retrospective position, recasts the historical moment as ‘living story’, experienced as 

dynamically open, in-the-moment-Beingness, which Bakhtin claimed is ‘polylogical’ as it has 

not yet been fixed by a monological narrative.225  

 

 

 

 

 
224. Bruno Bettelheim ‘Introduction’, The Uses of Enchantment: the meaning and importance of fairy 

tales, (London: Penguin Books, reprinted 1991), 3.   
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Morson, “Bakhtin and the Present Moment.” The American Scholar 60, no. 2 (1991): 221. 
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Rendering Vernacular Voices in Form, Lexis & Syntax  

 

The concluding section of this chapter examines the third and final compositional strategy 

central to this body of work: the use, adaptation and manipulation of poetic form, the layering 

and juxtaposition of discourses and the linguistic and syntactic experimentation within the 

poetry collections, particularly in relation to the representation of vernacular voices. It 

discusses the contrasting effects between the sonnet form and organic verse in The Seer Sung 

Husband, the use of a hybrid, dialect-based language in Leásungspell and the lexical 

distortions, archaicisms and fragmentation within Civil Insolencies. It illustrates a developing 

aesthetic practice across the three texts and considers the intended effect of these strategies on 

denotive and conative meaning, as well as their application and function in the creative 

reconstruction of regionally based ‘historio-mythological’ events.    

 

The majority of the poems in The Seer Sung Husband are loosely based on the sonnet form, 

which I term ‘pseudo-sonnets’, which developed from a process of experimentation with 

traditional variations of the form: blank verse, Spencerian, Shakespearian, Petrarchan, 

Miltonic and Meredithian, to which some poems within the final version adhere more closely 

than others. Given the sonnet was introduced to the English court by Thomas Wyatt, who in 

1536 was arrested following accusations of being one of Anne Boleyn's lovers, it provided a 

pertinent form. The sonnet’s ‘field’ functions as a building block on which to construct the 

narrative through successive ‘moments’.226 However, the dynamic between lyrical reflections 

and moments of contemplation, for which the sonnet is particularly suited, and the demands 

of the narrative drive of the storyline meant that episodes of dramatic action necessitated a 

looser approach, requiring those poems to deviate from the sonnet structure toward a more 

organic form.227 The kinetic energies of these ‘open’228 poems framed by more traditional 

 

226. The sonnet is recognised as a form which expresses the clarity of a moment’s acute perception or 

contemplation as is evident in Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s ‘A Sonnet is a Moment’s Monument’ (1880), 

The Complete Writings and Pictures of Dante Gabriel Rossetti a hypermedia archive. Accessed 23rd 

December 2021. http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/s258.rap.html  

227. Denise Levertov, “Some Notes on Organic Form,” (1965), Poetry Foundation. Accessed 2nd 
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56d249032078f 

228. Charles Olson, “Projective Verse”, Strong Words: Modern Poets on Modern Poetry, ed. W.N. 

Herbert & Matthew Hollis, (Hexham: Bloodaxe Books, 2000), 93.   
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sonnets with their ‘inherited line’229 produces a dramatic discharge through their contrast and 

juxtaposition, and creates a discordant element to the overall formal arrangement of the verse 

sequence. By utilising and combining the strategies of both traditional and ‘projective’ 

versification and given the period in which it is set, along with the conceit of its ‘pan-

temporality’, the sequence of poems explores and advances Charles Olsen’s claim, in which 

he quotes Robert Creeley, that “form is never more than an extension of content”.230 

 

‘Part One’ of The Seer Sung Husband establishes an intimate mode of address bordering upon 

the confessional, contrasting against the more formal tone of the Foreword. The language is 

lyrical, stylistically heightened and employs the hyperbolic conventions of the ‘blason’, which 

while appropriate for the period, is nevertheless undermined by a degree of irony relating to 

its subject. References to the legend of Mother Shipton including the Petrifying Well, the 

suggestion that she is ugly, “her profile blemished as a twisted yew”, the fact she was “born in 

a cave in a thunder storm on the wrong side o’ the Nidd”,231 and how she is suspected of 

“Maleficia”, are woven in to Tobias’s contemplations, subverting the traditional function of 

the ‘blason’ which was to praise a woman’s appearance, demeanour and background, often 

singling out different parts of her body through metaphorical and ‘stock’ images.  During 

Tobias’s interrogation he is accused of treason, heresy and aiding and abetting acts of 

witchcraft. At this point the poetic form breaks furthest from the sequence of pseudo-sonnets 

representing a bursting from formal constraints under duress. It adopts a kinetically dynamic 

open form to articulate the trauma of the experience.232 

 

During imprisonment, rumours from beyond the dungeon come to his attention, articulated 

through zoomorphic similes and metaphors, as “rat-skitters”, “silver [snail] trails in the dark”, 

“like a dusty ghost moth landing on the brickwork”, “droppings of gossip”.233 He hears of 

executions of comrades and escapes, a bonfire of false icons of worship at the foot of 

Clifford’s Tower and the new Queen expectant with child.  However, given his deranged state 

of mind the poems here increase in their visionary style of heightened lyricism, fragmentation 
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and chronological dislocation as they pan across his early memories.234 The language 

becomes strained, the syntax disrupted and approaches ‘Glossolalia’ (speaking in tongues) 

which is itself mimetic of Mother Shipton’s prophetic utterances. 

 

The distortion of language within Leásungspell is taken to a different level. Having read 

several novels set in the Early Middle Ages such as Bates’ The Way of the Wyrd 235 (1983) 

Cornwell’s The Last Kingdom 236 (2004), Whitworth’s The Bone Thief (2012) 237 I found that, 

while historically informed, their representation of a pre-Enlightenment world-view was 

unconvincing, as if the characters were modern and simply in costume, against a backdrop of 

the historical period. To more authentically render the mythopoeic mindset of the narrator and 

characters it was necessary to defamiliarize the language through a process of 

experimentation with vocabulary and syntax, thereby foregrounding its historical ‘otherness’ 

to modern interpretative strategies.  

 

Ilya Kaminsky, in his essay on the linguistically disruptive poetics of Paul Celan, asks, “Why 

break a language?”238 and finds his answer in a quotation by American poet Robert Kelly, 

“We sleep in language if language does not come to wake us with its strangeness.”239 

Exploiting this ‘strangeness’ Leásungspell shares some linguistic similarities with Paul 

Kingsnorth’s novel The Wake (2014), in that it employs a ‘pseudo-language’. The Wake tells  

the story of the Norman invasion of England, drawing upon Old English lexis and spelling, in 

order to convey “the sheer alienness of Old England”.240 It is also comparable to the poetry 

collections Oswald’s Book of Hours and Englaland (2015)241 by Steve Ely, who employs a 

strategy of ‘xenoglossia’, with Old English words, phrases and spellings deployed to create an 
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idiom that intends to stress continuity of ‘Englishness’ between the early mediaeval period 

and the present day242 plunging readers into a position of liminality between languages. 

 

Founded upon research into Old English lexis and syntax, Leásungspell takes the strategy of 

xenoglossia further than these comparable works. Given the lack of surviving language 

(Seventh Century Northumbrian) I employed Old English spellings and obsolete letters from 

the Old English alphabet and drew upon the dynamic conventions of an essentially oral 

language, informed by the poetic principles underpinning Old English verse such as kennings, 

riddles,243 aphorisms, metaphorical listings, alliteration, and consonantal anaphora. Idioms 

and expressions from Northumbrian, Yorkshire and Cleveland dialect forms were adopted, 

and slang terms from modern day vernaculars are also woven into the text.  Vocabulary 

choice involved etymological research and decisions to select, where possible, words with a 

Germanic rather than Latinate root. Old English grammar was explored but rejected on the 

basis that it would become too unintelligible for readers without a background in Old English. 

This question of authenticity and its relation to intelligibility comprises, as Bryony Stocker 

observes, “a negotiation between the evidence available to the writer, the reader’s existing 

understanding of the period and the imaginative power of the author.”244 However, through 

the layering of historical, linguistic and poetic experimentation the text reclaims and dignifies 

a ‘bygonese’245 based on Anglo Saxon derived vernaculars as a legitimate literary language. 

In doing so Leásungspell represents a creative reimagining of a lost language whose ghosts 

still haunt twenty first century English(es). Claire Hélie has termed the linguistic and syntactic 

experimentation within Leásungspell as a process of “rewilding’ language.”246  

 

Initially the text may appear unintelligible, however a glossary of terms and guide to 

pronunciation is included and with these, upon closer inspection and a degree of ‘openness’ 

(Keats’s ‘Negative Capability’) and a willingness to interpret it through oral phonetics, a 

greater degree of familiarity emerges. Like the hybrid languages used in Russell Hoban’s 

Riddley Walker (1980), Anthony Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange (1962), and in the heavily 
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dialect-based rendering of Glaswegian in Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting (1993), with 

perseverance the general reader is able to ‘tune in’ to the idiosyncrasies of the text so that it 

becomes largely legible whilst retaining its ‘otherness’. This is also aided by the relatively 

limited diction employed and the adoption of phrasal repetition, a defining feature within the 

formulaic apparatus of oral verse forms,247 and which reinforces the text’s compositional 

verisimilitude to the oral poetics of pre-literate epic structures.   

 

What distinguishes Civil Insolencies in style and structure from The Seer Sung Husband and 

Leásungspell is its use of ante-narrative strategies248 of fragmentation, polyphony, multiple 

character perspectives, its heightened ambiguities249 in terms of narrative voice and the more 

overt examples of ‘pan-temporal parallelism’ throughout. These strategies function to 

encourage multiple interpretation on the readers’ part. The historical events act as an 

allegorical lens upon contemporary political, social and cultural tensions, and conversely the 

historical characters and their situations, behaviours and actions are viewed through the 

context of contemporary social uncertainties, such as the intolerance of difference, the rise in 

fanaticism, popularism and division, particularly around, and as a result of, the Leave 

Campaign and the 2016 UK Referendum to Exit the European Union. It is, however, far from 

a straightforward substitution of terms (Parliamentarian standing for Remainer, Cavalier 

standing for Brexiteer), recognising that allegiances are often fluid, involving shifts of loyalty 

based on necessity and survival rather than ideological identification. This is explored through 

the poems concerning Sir Hugh Cholmley’s break with Parliament to become a Royalist in an 

attempt to save the realm from what he saw as its slide into anarchy, by petitioning the King 

to negotiate terms with Parliament.250 Other poems such as ‘The Great Commission’,251 

‘Revelation’252 and ‘Justification of the Mad Crew’253 employ archaisms in their expression of 
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the millenarian radicalism of some of the anti-establishment sects of the period such as the 

Muggletonions and the Fifth Monarchists.  

 

The poetic strategy of fragmentation in Civil Insolencies is informed by the Finnish poet 

Anselm Hollo’s discussion of the ‘fragmentary approach’254 to poetic composition in relation 

to several Modernist and Postmodern poets including Pound and Eliot, Tom Raworth and Ted 

Barrington. Hollo notes that in Eliot there are “a lot of reference to shards, shattered books, 

fragments”255 within the contents of The Wasteland and ‘The Lovesong of J. Alfred 

Prufrock’, but the poems also adopt aspects of fragmentation within their form to reflect and 

comment upon “the fragmented state of the world”.256 Similarly, he argues that Barrington’s 

Sonnets adopt a “fragment composition, quotes, either from literature or other people or from 

himself, interwoven and rewoven into new verbal structures and repeated but never repeated 

in the same context.”257 Reed and Statkiewicz maintain that the poems of Rilke likewise 

belong to an “aesthetics of the fragmentary, a tradition that goes back at least as far as the 

Schlegels and German Romanticism”.258 Their argument places ‘fragmentation’ as employed 

by Rilke firmly in the aesthetics of the sublime:  

 

The fragment’s power grants access to a particular kind of truth: truth as the radiance of 

being, which demands the radical transformation of the one who encounters it. Such a 

notion of truth transcends the narrowly understood aesthetic realm, with its classical 

notions of description and representation, where both the object and the subject of 

(disinterested) contemplation can remain intact; it engages the whole ethical sphere of 

human existence.259 

 

 
254. Anselm Hollo, “On Fragments” (1986), The Allen Ginsberg Project, (September 19th, 2015). 

Accessed 2nd December 2021.  Anselm Hollo on Fragments - The Allen Ginsberg Project  

255. Ibid. 

256. Ibid. 

257. Anselm Hollo, “On Fragments” (1986), The Allen Ginsberg Project, (September 20th, 2015). 

Accessed 2nd December 2021.  Anselm Hollo on Some Modern Poets Fragmentation - The Allen 

Ginsberg Project 

258. V. Reed & M. Statkiewicz, “Shattering Beauty” in Beauty’s Appeal, ed. A Tymieniecka. & 

Husserliana Analecta (The Yearbook of Phenomenological Research), vol 97. Springer, 

Dordrecht, (2008).  

259. Ibid., 86. 
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While an aesthetics of the fragmentary is a key compositional strategy within the narrative 

structure of Civil Insolencies it is also a recurring motif within the content: “The valley 

shatters as an empty / crystal glass rains / its contents upon the table top…” ‘Ord’nance’260, 

“A litter trail of fresh cuttings scattered upon the sward” ‘The Reaping’,261 “…souls freshly 

plucked from suspect bodies / to loiter in the hedgerows, snagged on thorns / like tufts of 

sheep wool, musket smoke, hoar frost” ‘Death Pools Each Breath’,262 “Whatever shall we find 

when we finger the dirt?” ‘Carrion Song for Major Tom’263 and most notably within ‘Clay 

Pipe’, “Stem cracked / underfoot as the cold dawn / breaks and the sun's glow / bleeds out 

over the river mouth”.264 Such fragments operate as synecdochal symbols not only of the 

historical conflict but for the wider lives of the combatants, whilst also representing the 

persistent continuation of the underlying social, economic and political issues that led to the 

Civil War, and which when excavated offer ‘truths’ which have the capacity for “radical 

transformation of the one who encounters it.”265 

 

 As well as purposefully undermining the text’s unitary stability the use of heteroglossia, 

glossolalia, fragmentation and ‘pan-temporal parallelism’ function to articulate the discord 

and clash of radical perspectives. This strategy culminates in a number of poems that overtly 

employ glossolalia and language inspired by visionary experience, religious fervour and 

hysteria. ‘Visitation’266 describes eroticised religious visions adapted from ‘The Book of 

Revelation’ and inspired by the prophecies of Anna Trapnel.267 Similarly in ‘Anaesthesia’268, 

set on the evening after the Battle of Guisborough, Tinker John is suffering post-traumatic 

stress disorder after the brutal ‘push of pike’. Yet during his attempts to rationalise his 

experience of battle he recalls it in highly charged visionary terms, “a thing that knelt in gore, 

fish scales, dragon wings / bear paws, a lion’s maw, its umbilicus squirting fire, dowsing him 

 
260. Beagrie, Civil Insolencies, 43.  

261. Ibid., 58. 

262. Ibid., 52. 

263. Ibid., 66. 

264. Ibid., 46. 
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266. Ibid., 46. 
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2000), 262.  

268. Beagrie, Civil Insolencies, 56.  
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with the grace to damn or bless”.269 The vision reappears to him later as he struggles to sleep, 

except on this occasion it is rendered in the full flow of ecstatic prophesy; again, the spellings, 

phraseology and syntax is modelled upon Trapnel’s oracular pronouncements.270 

 

The most extreme example of glossolalia within Civil Insolencies is ‘Hysterics’, 271 an 

amalgamation of found texts which have been treated to a process of fragmentation, 

disruption and adaptation, employing near-homophones, near-homographs, near heteronyms 

and the rhetorical device ‘anacoluthon’.272 The first and main text used is a historical, 

eyewitness account attributed to Captain William Stewart of the Battle of Marston Moor, 

fought in 1644.273 What struck me about this and other testimonies from Civil War battles was 

the dispassionate, matter-of-fact tone to the account of the slaughter, with descriptions in 

controlled standard English, suggesting a retrospective and distanced view of the events, one 

free from uncertainty and panic one might experience in the midst of battle and in its 

aftermath.  As an experiment in transforming the text into a more immediate, hysterical 

account in which words are splintered, combined in unexpected collocations, phrases 

disrupted through a panicked ‘stammer effect’, replaced by association or sonic similarity, the 

poem enacts in a performative manner an attempt to relate the account from a position of 

heightened anxiety and psychological disturbance, in which the rational distinctions between 

subject, object and identity (friend and foe) become blurred and confounded. The poem’s 

Joycean treatment of ordered language plunges it into a non-rational, ‘polylogical’ (Bakhtin) 

field of semiotic disintegration which represents the fracturing of a psyche produced through 

 
269. A reference to the divinely granted power attributed to John Reeve and Lodowicke Muggleton, 

leaders of the Muggletonions. See Andrew Bradstock, Radical Religion in Cromwell’s England. 

(London: I.B. Taurus & Co Ltd, 2011), 145. 

270. Anna Trapnel and Hilary Hinds, The Cry of a Stone, (Arizona Center for Medieval and 

Renaissance Studies, 2000).  

271. Beagrie, Civil Insolencies, 72. 

272. Anacoluthon – a rhetorical and literary device introducing syntactic discontinuity within a clause 

or sentence; derived from the Greek word “anakolouthos,” meaning “lacking sequence”. Oxford 

Reference, Accessed 8th December 2021. 

https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/acref/9780199658237.001.0001/acref-

9780199658237-e-66.  

273. A Full Relation of the Victory Obtained ... on Marston-Moor, attributed to an officer in the 

Scottish Army, Captain William Stewart. English Heritage Battlefield Report: Marston Moor 1644. 

William Jewell, The Golden Cabinet of True Treasure, chap. 8 (London: John Crosley, 1612; Ann 

Arbor: Text Creation Partnership, 2011), 167. 
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the complex yet fragile discursive system of seventeenth century masculinities, and a 

regression toward the pre-linguistic babble of Kristeva’s ‘semiotic’.274 The experience is 

referred to in another poem, ‘Lyke Wake’275 as, “having been shunted out of grammar’s 

backdoor”. As Ruth Robbins explains, “This pre-linguistic language, which will eventually be 

more or less successfully repressed by the symbolic functions, is what Kristeva terms the 

‘Semiotic’.276 Kristeva identifies it not only in children’s developing language skills, but also 

in ‘poetic’ language and in the language of psychosis, all of which are languages where the 

relationships between words and concepts, privileged by the symbolic, are significantly 

disrupted.277 Such language is materially fixated, drawing attention to itself rather than 

inscribing an easy, transparent relationship between words and the world. Purkiss suggests 

that historians and literary critics writing on the Civil War too often make the assumption that 

the agency of historical figures was conducted through purely rationalist, conscious 

considerations and as such ignore “the areas of excess and the gaps and silences where 

unreason flourishes.”278. She stresses the role of unconscious choice and irrational fantasies in 

the public representations of key figures of masculinity, and the subsequent alignment of 

loyalties and reactions to various political and military events. Through its radical poetic play 

‘Hysterics’ therefore reconfigures the experience of battle through the fissure it has 

temporarily rent in the socio-linguistic apparatus that posits the seemingly secure, unitary 

masculine identity. The second set of fragmentary found text absorbed into the poem are 

remarks made by the Brexit Secretary David Davies, asserting that Britain will not be 

‘plunged into a ‘Mad Max-style world’,279 a trope borrowed from dystopian fiction. 

 

Similar psychological complexities are explored within ‘The Reaping’,280 inspired by Andrew 

Marvell’s poem ‘Upon Appleton House’ (1651).281 Marvell wrote the poem while working as 

 
274. Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret Waller (New York: Columba 
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a tutor to the daughter of Sir Thomas Fairfax, whose gardens at Nun Appleton Hall near 

Selby, North Yorkshire, had been landscaped to represent the Battle of Marston Moor. The 

rationale and unconscious desires behind this decision suggest that Fairfax could never 

psychologically leave the battle; perhaps that is where he had felt most alive, dynamically 

liberated from the pressures of the ego within the immediacy of the mayhem, instead 

governed by the instinct Freud coined as the ‘Death Drive’,282 and thereafter felt a recurring 

compulsion to return to the experience as a symptom of ‘war neurosis’?283 Purkiss’ 

application of Kristeva’s theories of abjection as “a state of being cast off”284 offers potential 

insights into Fairfax’s decision to recreate the Battle of Marston Moor in that: 

 

“This repletion-compulsion characterises elegy; its mourning figures as a desire to 

relive (sadistically, pornatopically, repeatedly)…the moment of loss. To be trapped in 

such a repletion is to be melancholic, and as such indicates a regressive re-enactment 

and fetishization of tears and blood.”285  

 

The arrangement of the garden can be seen as the dual action of an unconscious return to the 

state of abjection as well as an attempt to regulate the regression to chaos, dirt and disorder. 

The second primary influence behind ‘The Reaping’ is the central panel of the triptych ‘The 

Garden of Earthly Delights’ by Hieronymus Bosch painted c 1503–1515, which illustrates an 

amorphous, carnivalesque and erotically charged return to a state preceding ego and a casting 

off of sin, bearing similarities to the beliefs attributed to the Ranters. As such, ‘The Reaping’ 

plays with the compulsive act of remembrance and entwines horticultural lexis with that of 

war and sex. The reference to the Greek fertility deity in line sixteen, “how poor Priapus’s 

severed stalk re-seeded fallowed soil?”286 links Fairfax’s garden and the battlefield of Marston 

Moor to the myths of personified vegetation gods which often involved ritual deicide, 

castration and dismemberment.287  However, the poem is prefaced by several epigrams, one 

being a quotation by Theresa May from 2012, then Home Secretary, under whom a set of 

 
282. See Sigmund Freud, (1920). Beyond The Pleasure Principle (London: Penguin Classics, 2003).  
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policies were introduced with the aim of making life unbearably difficult for those unable to 

produce the correct paperwork: “The aim is to create, here in Britain, a really hostile 

environment”.288 This adds a further layer of allegorical association; the garden at Appleton 

House becoming ironically synonymous with both the Garden of Eden and with the UK under 

the Conservative government.  

 

Such overt intertextual play, together with the ‘historio-mythographic’ features,  and 

extensive use of epigrams throughout the collection, creates what Barthes termed, a 

“multidimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and 

clash”.289 This perception of text as a palimpsestual amalgamation of pre-existing discourses 

brings us, interestingly, back to the praxis of the bard, scop and skald, whose creative capacity 

lay in the ability to draw upon the rich repertoire of inherited, ready-made tropes, motifs, 

bauform and archetypal figures of oral, vernacular poetry in the construction of culturally 

resonant narratives. In this context Eliot’s claim that “the most individual parts of [a poet’s] 

work may be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most 

vigorously”290 does not appear to be incongruous with the ancient oral tradition of the epic. 
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Conclusion 

 

This study positions the three submitted texts within the tradition of epic poetry while 

drawing attention to the origins and function of the sub-genre within the wider poetics of 

orality and Bardic practices and has discussed how the epic remains an evolving form of 

aesthetic enquiry. Having provided a historical and literary context for the creative work it 

demonstrates how each text utilises and adapts the conventions of the epic and thereby 

operates within its continuum, collectively making a significant contribution to the legacy of 

the form. Moreover, it has introduced two key terms: ‘historio-mythography’ and ‘pan 

temporal parallelism’, which offer a critical perspective on the ways this ancient form 

manages to renew itself and continues to provide relevance and insight into the contemporary 

moment through its associative strategies and adaptable formal structures. The use of 

‘historio-mythography’ within the representation of historical periods of social conflict, which 

enacts and illustrates ruptures to the symbolic order of collective identification, along with the 

use of ‘pan-temporal parallelism’, can be viewed as a critically informed strategy of ‘re-

enchanting’ the modern epic, while exploring associated psychological ambivalences and 

addressing, as Bruno Bettelheim argues in relation to the fairy tale, the existential anxieties of 

“deep inner conflicts originating from our primitive drives and our violent emotions”.291 

 

This commentary has also identified the underlying themes of geographic, social and cultural 

marginality within the works. By linking them to Kavanagh’s aesthetic principle of the 

‘Parochial Imagination’ and considering the potential of localised mythologies’ ability to 

undermine ‘disenchanted’ alienation, the submitted work can be seen as instrumental in the 

foregrounding and cultivation of ‘folk memory’. Paul O’Connor, discussing the role of 

shared, localised narratives in the production and appreciation of collective memory, claims, 

“it is not so much a case of the past being deliberately preserved, as of its continuing in 

existence as a pervasive dimension of the present”.292 With these factors in mind The Seer 

 
291. Myth, folklore and legend, (including dinnseanchas), as narrative forms that emerged from the 

oral tradition, bear obvious similarities to the traditional fairy tale. Bettelheim’s claims that the fairy 
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Sung Husband, Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies contribute to a larger aesthetic strategy of 

engagement. My professional involvement in the literary communities of Teesside and its 

surrounding area since the 1980s (involving publishing, live literature events, poetry festivals, 

mentoring and community workshop programmes,) has been part of an ongoing practice to 

contribute, expand and promote a Teesside literary Renaissance, one which attempts to resist 

the dangers of insularity and exclusion. It would be insincere not to acknowledge the impact 

of facilitating creative writing projects with people from primary school age to postgraduate 

students, including targeted community groups who have suffered harm, adversity and 

hardship, in which the role of the writer has been to enable marginalised participants to 

articulate their stories. This involvement at a grass roots level has afforded me the privilege of 

encountering a multitude of locally based narratives of abuse, love, sacrifice, struggle, 

survival and the mundane, which have informed my writing practice and obliquely influenced 

my choice of subject matter. Reviewing the submitted works for this academic study it is 

apparent that, similar to the oral rendition of the traditional bard, the three epics channel 

aspects and sentiments of the community’s stories into the inherited ‘bauformic’ structures. 

This is not to suggest the appropriation of workshop participants’ personal narratives. Rather, 

their influence is manifest through tonal and thematic considerations, through the 

representations of grief, guilt and vulnerability and most particularly through the portrayal of 

individuals striving under unequal and often oppressive power relations and the depiction of 

‘commoners’ lives swept up in historical circumstances beyond their control. T.S. Eliot’s 

notion of tradition as “the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the 

whole of the literature of his own country”293 promotes the influence of the literary canon 

upon new poetic works, but of equal influence are the encounters with community tales of 

lived and imagined lives. As such, the three bodies of creative work under scrutiny here 

should be considered a part of the larger cultural project of local engagement to make 

manifest an ‘imagined community’294 of creative practitioners and participatory audiences 

through an aesthetic that is rooted in, acknowledges and re-examines the shifting 

iconographies of regional identities.  
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Appendix i – Collaborative Development Recording & Performance 

 

Each of the three creative works were developed into performance pieces through 

collaboration with musicians and presented to live audiences. In many ways the devising and 

testing of the work as live performance was instrumental in the shaping and editing of the 

texts. Extracts and recorded poems from Leásungspell and Civil Insolencies were also 

broadcast on BBC Tees Introducing and BBC 3 Late Junction. 

 

The Seer Sung Husband 

 

Working with guitarist Andrew Broderick and percussionist and throat singer Kev Howard, 

the author devised a twenty-minute showcase of the work involving spoken word and 

accompanying music / sound effects which included the whole of Part One of the text 

followed by the poems describing Tobias’s imprisonment, interrogation and torture from Part 

Five.  

 

Performances: Venues & Dates 

 

10/02/10 – The Speaker’s Corner, York 

12/02/10 - The Python Gallery, Middlesbrough. 

15/05/10 – KENAZ LIVE – Teesside University 

20/07/10 - Saltburn Artists’ Studios and Gallery 

16/08/10 - Castlegate Bookshop, Knaresborough 

28/09/10 - Tyneside Irish Centre, Newcastle upon Tyne  

21/10/11 – Durham Book Festival, Durham City  

 

Leásungspell  

  

The author was successful in securing two Arts Council England (Awards for All) grants to 

support the development of Leásungspell. The first funded a creative process of 

experimentation, devising and recording with a group of musicians: Peter Lagan (lute), Kev 

Howard (percussion, throat singing and dordeseal), Sara Dennis (ukulele and vocals) and 
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Stewart Forth (keyboard, bodhran, sound effects and recording). The collaboration resulted in 

the complete audio soundscape of the text, which is accessible via Soundcloud, plus a scratch 

live performance of Part One (see appendix iv). The second Arts Council England grant 

provided funding for the development of an abridged live performance version of the work 

and a subsequent national tour of significant venues.  

 

Performances: Venues & Dates 

 

08/04/16 - The British Museum, London 

15/05/16 - Holy Trinity Church, York 

22/05/16 – Palace Arts Gallery, Redcar 

20/06/16 - Old St Stephen’s Church, Robin Hood’s Bay   

04/07/16 - Hyde Park Book Club, Leeds 

16/10/16 – The British Museum,  London 

22/10/16 - The Trincomalee, Hartlepool Folk Festival   

28/10/16 - The Dorman Museum, Middlesbrough   

26/01/17 - Permission to Speak, The Scary Canary, Stourbridge 

27/01/17 - The Slade Rooms, Wolverhampton Literature Festival  

08/02/17 - Square Chapel Arts Centre, Halifax  

01/03/17 - Teesside University Research Seminar   

04/03/17 - Stanza Poetry Festival,  St Andrews, Scotland   

09/03/17 - Bojangles Bar, Skipton   

12/05/17 - Folklines, The Python Gallery, Middlesbrough  

18/05/17 - Willowman Festival, Thirsk  

30/06/17 - Old All Saints Church, Skelton  

24/09/17 - The Castle Keep, Newcastle   

08/10/17 – Palace Green Library, Durham Book Festival  

15/10/17 – The Leper’s Chapel, Ripon Poetry Festival 

19/10/17 - Bristol Poetry Festival  

22/10/17 - Whitby MusicPort Festival 

26/11/17 – St Hilda’s Church, Hartlepool Headland 

16/12/17 - Folk Horror Revival - Winter Ghosts, Whitby  

08/09/18 - The Mediaeval Music Festival in the Dales, Bolton Castle 

03/07/21 - In The Grove Festival, at Foss Castle, Low Lane, Mulgrave. 
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04/09/21 – The European Society for the Study of English, 15th Annual Conference  

       (online). 

 

Civil Insolencies 

 

While the application for Arts Council England funding for the development of recorded 

audio-scapes and touring for Civil Insolencies was unsuccessful the author worked with a 

range of musicians to record and devise eighteen of the poems from the collection as audio-

works featuring spoken word, music, snippets of traditional folk songs and atmospheric sound 

effects. Collaborating musicians were: Peter Lagan (lute), Sara Dennis (vocals), Kev Howard 

(percussion, throat singing, didjeridoo), John Dunleavey (vocals), Stewart Forth (keyboards, 

bodhran, sampled sound effects, recording and arrangement), Anton Flint (keyboards and 

guitar), Masi Hukari (flute), Adam Thorpe (keyboards), Carl Walton (guitar). The audio 

tracks are available on Soundcloud and Bandcamp (see appendix iv). In addition to producing 

the recorded audio-works Civil Insolencies was performed live at the following venues. 

 

Performances: Venues & Dates 

 

23/08/2017 – Poetry Moon Festival, Finlandia Hall, Helsinki, Finland 

26/08/2017 – Helena Rautavaara Museum, Espo, Finland 

11/02/2018 -  Square Chapel Arts Centre, Halifax 

20/06/2020 – Poems, Prose & Pints, Harrogate 

27/06/2018  - Newcastle Literary Salon, Bar Loco 

13/08/2018 – Evidently, The Eagle, Salford, Greater Manchester 

11/10/2018 – Palace Green Library, Durham Book Festival 

11/10/2018 – The Waiting Room, Eaglescliffe 

28/10/2018 – Methodist Hall, Kindred Guisborough Festival 

05/12/2018 – Wordspace, Horsforth, Leeds 

05/03/2019 – Outspoken, 100 Club, Oxford Street, London 

22/05/2019 – Crossing The Tees Festival, Middlesbrough 

08/05/2019 -  Teesside University Research Seminar 

31/05/2019 – Saltburn Literature Festival 

06/07/2019 – Mondo Bongo, Richmond, Yorkshire 
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25/08/2019 – Scottish Poetry Library, Edinburgh 

28/09/2019 – Wordclub, Leeds 

31/10/2019 – The Lepers’ Chapel, Ripon Poetry festival 

01/11/2029 – Camden Poetry Series, London 

02/12/2019 – The George Hotel, Piercebridge 

14/01/2020 – St Mary’s College, Durham University 

22/02/2020 – Bath Street Centre, Saltburn 

14/03/2020 – Georgian Theatre, Stockton on Tees 
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Appendix ii: Reviews 
 

Review of The Seer Sung Husband295      

http://www.pennilesspress.co.uk/reviews/reviews__issue_28.htm#THE_SEER_SUNG_HUS

BAND 

Review of Leasungspell296 

https://readdurhamenglish.wordpress.com/2017/10/23/cunning-and-art-review-of-

leasungspell-by-bob-beagrie/ 

Review of Leasungspell297 -Leásungspell (dura-dundee.org.uk) 

Review of Leasungspell298 - Morrison on Bob Beagrie - The Recusant 

Review of Civil Insolencies299 - https://www.therecusant.org.uk/morrison-on-crowley- 

beagrie/4595307221 

Review of Civil Insolencies300 

https://www.writeoutloud.net/public/blogentry.php?blogentryid=91186  

Review of Civil Insolencies301 https://proletarianpoetry.com/2018/11/04/carrion-song-for-

major-tom-by-bob-beagrie/ 

Review of Civil Insolencies302 - https://pestilencepoems.blogspot.com/2020/05/poems-from-

backroom-74-bob-beagrie.html  

 

 

 
295. Alan Dent, review of The Seer Sung Husband. Penniless Press Reviews, Issue 28. July 2010. Accessed 13th 

January 2022.  REVIEWS - ISSUE 28 (pennilesspress.co.uk) 

296. Jamie McKinstry, ‘Cunning and Art: Review of Leásungspell, by Bob Beagrie’, review of Leásungspell, 

READ, Research in English at Durham, October 23rd 2017. Accessed 13th January 2022. Cunning and Art: 

Review of Leásungspell, by Bob Beagrie – READ: Research in English At Durham (wordpress.com) 

297. Beth McDonough, review of Leásungspell, Dundee University Review of the Arts,  02/02/2017. 

Accessed 13th January 2022. Leásungspell (dura-dundee.org.uk) 

298. Alan Morrison, review of Leasungspell, The Recusant, 2017. Accessed 13th January 2022.  Morrison on 

Bob Beagrie - The Recusant  

299. Alan Morrison, ‘By The Word Divided’, review of Civil Insolencies, The Recusant, 2021. Accessed 13th 

January 2022. Morrison on Crowley, Beagrie - The Recusant  

300. John Foggin, ‘My Kind of Poetry’, review of Civil Insolencies, Write Out Loud, 2nd June 2019. Accessed 

13th January 2022. https://www.writeoutloud.net/public/blogentry.php?blogentryid=91186  

301. Peter Raynard, ‘Carrion Song for Major Tom by Bob Beagrie’, review of Civil Insolencies, Proletarian 

Poetry, 04/11/2018. Accessed 13th January 2022. https://proletarianpoetry.com/2018/11/04/carrion-song-for-

major-tom-by-bob-beagrie/  

302. Hugh McMillan, review of Civil Insolencies, Poems from the Backroom 74. Pestilence Poems. Accessed 

13th January 2022. https://pestilencepoems.blogspot.com/2020/05/poems-from-backroom-74-bob-beagrie.html 
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Appendix iii 

Sample Carpet Pages from Leasungspell - created by the author 
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Appendix iv 

Audio Visual Materials  

 
Audio recording of a live performance of Part 1 of The Seer Sung Husband - 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zm8DAs2zxbg 

 

Recorded audio-scape of Leasungspell on soundcloud - https://soundcloud.com/leasungspell 

 

Recorded audio-scapes from Civil Insolencies on soundcloud - https://soundcloud.com/user-

635052693 

 

Footage of live performance of Leasungspell at T Junction Poetry Festival - 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uLR__cfdLrw 

 

Footage taken of live performance of Civil Insolencies at Ripon Poetry Festival - 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30eCXyJVjgs 
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