Bog Talk
Writing Poetry about Bogs
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By AK Blakemore, Fiona Benson and Richard Scott

Created for Bog Talk, a project for RENEW at the University of Exeter, in collaboration with
Natural England, the Poetry Society and the South West Peatland Partnership



AK Blakemore

My first instinct when I set out to write these poems was to try to think my way into the peat
bog as a sort of vessel for history — bog butter, bodies and the archaeological richness of bogs
have always fascinated me. I began to collect material relating to this history (Seamus Heaney’s
poem The Grauballe Man, the intricate reconstructions of the Ellingkvinded Woman’s braided
hair), and to think about the poignancy of our modern relations to the material cultures of the
past, which seem somehow sharpened by the sensuous weirdness of bogs as spaces, in and of
themselves.

Some writers say that your first instinct is usually the best, but in this instance I'm very glad I
pivoted my focus from the history and material cultures themselves to the sensuous,
environmental qualities that charge the way we encounter them when it comes to bogs.

In transi, that first, historical instinct is I suppose still there — like an artefact, maybe pleasingly?
— in the title, which is a reference to a type of medieval tomb that became widespread across
Europe in the wake of the Black Death. Transi tombs featured an effigy of the individual they
commemorated as both a living, breathing person — and underneath, as a cadaver. I liked the
way this concept mirrored my own first experience up-close with a peat bog, as a place
simultaneously somehow ‘deathly’ (silent, black, anoxic, grave-like in appearance) and fizzing
with life (spiders, sphagnum, newts with their tiny hands). I tried to carry this into the poem,
which I hope reads as an ode to those strange places in the world where we apprehend the
contradictory notions of life and death, past and future simultaneously — among which peatbogs
must rate quite highly.

This theme carried over into my second poem, about sundew flowers. The challenge — and fun
— here was in trying to find apt ways to describe their otherworldly, menacing beauty. An
interesting way to do that to me seemed to be to start with the organic and work up to the
inorganic, rather than the other way round. Again, there was this contradiction that pleased —
here death and rebirth, which were both concepts that found salutary expression for me in this
tenacious, creepy little flower.



Fiona Benson

A little while ago I found an old school report from one of my many primary schools. It was
A4 size, divided into about five horizontal boxes for the different subjects, and filled in by
hand, a looping blue cursive. In the art section my teacher had written that in our pond study I
was learning to pay attention to the details. In the personal section, she wrote that I was still
withdrawn, and lacked spark — it was maybe my fourth primary school already and home life
was fraught.

Pay attention to the details. They deserve your attention. They draw you beyond yourself, out
of your single existence. The small things are leaving this earth because we have not paid
enough attention to their numbers — falling — and their needs — which are small when
compared to our own. I let the dogs out last thing at night and note the lack of insects dancing
round the outdoor light. Remember the car windscreen of your difficult childhood smudged
with flies?

Follow your interests. Sometimes after a poetry reading the audience asks questions. They are
usually mostly writers too, and almost inevitably someone asks how to find inspiration. How
do you know what to research? Or where to go? Well, you don’t. But you follow your
interests, broadly and passionately. Stay curious. The whole world is there for you to learn
about and explore. Trust that your brain will do what it does and words will come.

*

Which is another way of saying: stay open. Say yes. Especially if John Wedgewood-Clarke
asks if you want to go and learn about bogs.

Get weird as | sometimes tell my students. I’m sure that embracing my weird is how I earned
my (admittedly intermittent) spark back. How I finally clambered out of my sad little shell.
Put your hand in the bog says John, so I do. Forcing my fingers through the mossy mesh until
I am sleeved in bog. I am up past my elbow and still haven’t pierced the bog’s outer skin; it is
so many fathoms deep. Listen, says Rose Ferraby, so I put on her headphones to hear the pop
and tick and crackle of oxygen in the bog as it breathes. Who knew there was so much
wonder in the world?

First drafts are almost always a mess — and so they should be. The excitement of close
attention. First words, first thoughts. Write down any fragment. Cast about for the words that
belong to this being, the thing you are drawn to. They will be the wrong words at first. That is
alright. It is alright to be wrong. Wrong might help you define right.

*



In the bog I sketched and took notes. I crouched by the sundew and peered at their miniscule
leaves. I had seen sundew before and been intrigued by their glossy diamante, but had
misremembered them somehow as little cushions, like tiny sea anemones. They are not
entirely unlike sea anemones in fact — that same tacky pull when you touch them, that faint
interrogative grip on your skin — are you any good to eat? But these tiny little fly traps hold
their paddles erect like fly swats on thin stems. I spend a long time looking, observing how
their stems umbrella up from a basal node, spying the leaky residues of half-digested flies
smattered on their sticky leaves. I take notes. I do not try to write a poem, but one comes
along later, when the idea of Hansel and Gretel and the witches garden of sweets pops into
my head unannounced.

We watch a newt slide across the clearwater cut, and then pairs of mating damselflies catch
my attention. A male towing a female here, and then over there another couple in the wheel
mating formation that looks — if you use some imagination — like a wonky heart. I’ve been
thinking about damsel and dragon flies for a long time. On a good year our river teems with
blue and green demoiselles. They are so bright when they catch the light that sometimes I
mistake them for the quick iridescent dart of a kingfisher. They hover over the soft and
streaming rafts of the water buttercups and the blue males chase the green females low over
the water. Beautiful, but I read in a National Geographic article some time back that
dragonflies have the fastest rate of natural selection in the world because of the violence of
their mating. The females are often crushed by the males’ tight grip, or accidentally drowned,
and must evolve to survive the ordeal. I had tried to write about them several times before
and failed. But look — we had all opened ourselves to the bog and to language, and little
chunks of words were flying in. Thrall 1 wrote. Wench. My notebook page is a mess, because
by now John was driving us back over bumpy Dartmoor roads. You will contort and kink —

*

Research. In my Dartmoor tent I read parts of Melanie Giles’ Bog Bodies by the light of my
phone torch until I was too perturbed by the strange, preserved faces, the plaits of human hair,
to read any more. Later at home I read about the plants we had seen, found Gilbert White’s
description of how to make rushlights. I researched damselflies, learning that their mating
shape is sometimes called a wheel...

*

Rewrite, rewrite, rewrite. The truth of writing a poem lies not in the sudden jolt of inspiration,
the fantasy of something falling fully formed onto the page, but in working to realise your
poem’s true form, the many many drafts. Maybe this is my favourite part. You catch the tail
of something, and you must patiently draw it out. It takes time — rewriting, listening — taking
time away from the poem and returning — trying to figure out what and how the poem wants
to be. It will wriggle, it will thrash, it will be an unholy mess. Hold on to that little impulse,
that kick of language in the stomach, that ignition of a poem. What have you caught? A frog?
A bogwoppit? A newt?



It may disappoint. My poems almost always fall short. I look at them — that little brown newt
I have finally got a hold of on the page — but it’s been damaged in the handling, it’s
completely cockeyed and its tail is a stump. It regards me balefully and shrugs. Never mind.
Only God is perfect. Go see what else you can find. Try again. Keep trying. This writing life
makes you spark, it is a life worth living.



Richard Scott

I

Keep a diary of the time you spend in or around a bog. My poem began this way with early
thoughts and experiences jotted down:

'John put his hand in to show me peat formation'. / 'Rose lowers her hydrophone to hear the
slow slight clicking percussion of photosynthesis'. / 'Newt'. / '"Marsh marigolds'. / 'Bronze
beetles swimming beneath the glassy surface'. / 'White-bottomed spiders', etc.

And all of these notes found their way, edited and rewritten, into the final poem. It's
important to remember that memory is slippery and fallible and so a small journal like this
can help you conjure a poem after the fact. Also, the concision of these entries perhaps
demonstrates that you don't need much narrative to create a poem. Any one of the above
statements might be just enough to set a poem into motion.

II

A bog is a deeply sensory place. You'll notice colours and sights like the 'bronze' water or the
yellow petals of the bog asphodel. Try to touch things, like perhaps running a finger along the
saturated and vegetal sphagnum moss. You might be able to smell things in the air. You will
be able to hear things, like the small whirring of insects or the sounds of the bog through a
hydrophone. You might even be able to taste something, although do this cautiously!

Including your senses in a poem helps the reader engage their own. It makes the world of
your poem spring to life. It gives the objects and things you write about a concrete heft. It
also helps a reader be triggered by stimuli the same way you were.

Listening to the bog singing through Rose's hydrophone was really important to me when I
was writing my poem. It made me consider how the bog has a song all of its own and I
wanted to capture some of that in my poem. It's why I've called my poem 'Boglieder'. Lieder
is the German word for a type of art song that might be about the extremes of existence such
as life and death. Also, "Toten' might mean 'death' — "We hear the clicking of photosynthesis.
"Totenlied' — for the bog sings not just of photosynthesis, life and energy, but also of death and
decay.

Listening closely to something, eavesdropping and dictating, can help you find the relevant
language and images you might need to write about something. And listening to what you
write, in turn, can help you encode your language with a kind of musicality. Poetry rests very
close to song, I think. In the line, "Which we and wounded walk into', I am working with
alliteration, that repeated wet 'w' sound, to increase the musical resonance of my poem.

I

Why not do some research into what other writers have said about the bog? Reading is a great
way to conjure ideas and also a way of you sharpening yours to ensure that they might be



unique or in dialogue with what already exists. Seamus Heaney, for instance, has written
some amazing poems about bog bodies. Fiona Benson has written about the extraordinary
character of Jenny Greenteeth; a bog and pond-haunting water spirit. A turning point for my
poem was reading Paul Celan's poem "Think Of It' which speaks to, opaquely and
hermetically, a historic massacre on a bog landscape.

The concision and lyric power of Celan's poem stunned. It made me realise that the bog,
through its patient laying down of sphagnum moss, at the rate of Imm per year, is actually
comprised of the fabric of our world upon which feet have stood and blood has been spilt.
The bog is an actual, physical and biological, archive.

And Paul Celan's words are peppered throughout my poem offering me a lyric intertextuality
which forced me to listen harder to the extreme message of the bog as a site of trauma and
dark knowledge. Etymologies, definitions, folk songs, 'the water is wide', all found their way
into the poem, too.

Are there any words or phrases that you admire from pre-existing writing about bogs?
Perhaps you might quote and write back to these in your poem giving your poem a slightly
'found', or archival, quality.

v

And how might the shape and form of the bog itself impact the form of your writing? The
bog I visited on Dartmoor was no bigger than two meters long and yet it was so dense with
life: white-bottomed spiders, bronze beetles, a smooth newt. And its impact on the
surrounding area was vast and important — it filtered water on its way down to the local
reservoir, for instance. Something about the bog's literal, yet powerful, smallness, compared
to the larger landscape of Dartmoor, reminded me of the concision of poetry. You don't need
many words to conjure an image or an idea. So, this compactness made me aim for, formally,
something similarly concise and compact. My poem is comprised of small fragments which,
in my mind, are trying to concretely replicate the size of the bog.

What shapes do you see in a bog? And how might these impact the shape of your writings?
Perhaps you might try writing with long lines to speak to how the bog is part of an ecosystem
and is reaching out to touch everything around it with water and life? Or perhaps you might
try counting syllables as you write to speak to the miniscule, yet vastly powerful, laying
down of moss that a bog does each year? Form, after all, might come from your content and
ideas.

v

In order for me to finish my poem, I had to work out exactly what it was that I found so
fascinating about the bog. I knew I was interested and moved but I couldn't work out exactly
why, initially. Writing something, either through freewriting or drafting, is a great way to find
out and uncover how you feel about something. You might say that the lyric machinery of a
poem will always pull out, or reveal, how you feel. You can't hide in the act of writing.
Things tend to be uncovered.



During the writing process I begin to realise that the living purpose of the bog is to transform
death back into life through its bronze and peat-stained ecosystem. So perhaps the bog,
complexly, is a site of both life and death. Or maybe it is a site of living death. The bog might
have the potential to show us, if we listen to its slow and quiet song, that life is composed of
actual death. That we, the living, who cluster around it writing and thinking, might be already
dead. The bog thinks in decades and centuries. It does not register our temporariness.

That we, the living, might be already dying or, metaphorically, dead is not a new thought, of
course, but it is a new thought to me. One which I had not inhabited or truly sensed before.
And its awakening in me astonished. The bog began to feel, to me, like a glimpse of what
might be beyond our see'able and experienceable world. Something transcendent yet
concerned with cells, molecules, sugars and phosphates. Or perhaps to do with the 'poetic’
idea of these things. The poem had begun to assemble itself.

But what ideas, scientific or creative, might inspire you and your writings on the bog? The
bog is a site of so much potential. It is an archival ecosystem that sings of both life and death
and contains deep, historic knowledges. It's a dense place. A place of ideas. A place ripe for
creative response.



