
‘Where a language is opening’

The importance of the gaps and holes left in practice research by life

(and death)

–Quotation from The Sleeping Place, 2023

Introduction

As a poet with an emerging body of work, I was very clear about my reasons for wanting to

pursue practice research at PhD level. In hindsight, those reasons perhaps seem rather

abstract. My poetry aims to engage with the problematic histories and geographies of my own

local landscape in the southeast of England, an area of relative wealth and privilege compared

to most of the UK. It is the location of several important ‘Heritage Sites’, a cultural enclosure

of place often linked to a reactionary nationalist and colonial outlook. I set out to explore how

I might draw on the avant-garde poetry of American Modernist poet Gertrude Stein to

develop a model of practice which would allow me to challenge such static and exclusionary

ways of conceptualising place and to subvert any related essentialist ideas about the self,

identity, and ownership. Despite the political limitations of much twentieth century

Modernism, Stein was interesting to me because of her linguistic innovations in pursuit of a

dynamic, open-ended, and processual grammar. My approach was thus primarily formal and

linguistic, drawing particularly on stylistics to engage with such features of textual

organisation as grammar and syntax (stylistics is a discipline which combines literary theory

with linguistics to explore how the reader interacts with the language of the text). However,

an unexpected brush with serious illness and life-saving surgery profoundly changed my

research questions and outcomes in a number of unexpected ways as my practice struggled to

respond to the unpredictability and fragility of life and the ineffability of death.
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i. The Sleeping Place

The creative projects which were the focus for my practice research included my extended

poems The Sleeping Place and A Method of a Jacket, both of which engage with questions of

place and identity, human worth and mortality. The Sleeping Place (published in 2023 by

Guillemot Press with artwork by artist-archaeologist Rose Ferraby) came out of my discovery

of an ancient burial ground in the neighbourhood of my family home. This site was excavated

in the 1920s but then built over in the later twentieth century and so I only discovered its

existence through the local museum archive. The earliest part of this burial ground dates back

to the sixth century, but the site was in use for burials for the next five centuries. Pagan

burials were apparently mixed with Christian graves, alongside burials of peoples from a

variety of Saxon and other tribes. My research interest was captured by the complexity and

multi-layered nature of this site and the way it so dramatically contradicted a nationalist myth

of a ‘pure’, and indeed ‘white’, Anglo-Saxon originary. I wanted to explore how to subvert

any essentialist notion of this burial ground as a ‘Heritage Site’ of supposed Anglo-Saxon

‘Englishness’ with its associated claims of fixed and unified meanings of place and history.

The 1920s archaeological records of the site excavations provided me with an initial template

for how to approach this project. The archaeological site plan is crowded with layers of finds

and multiple burials, a teeming mass of layered information which demonstrates the choices

and decisions made by different archaeologists and the way the understanding of the site and

its burials kept shifting and changing. And so I attempted to stage these archaeological

excavations in The Sleeping Place as provisional assemblages of language out of whose

visual and sonic patterning the reader is invited to re-assemble the past. ‘Let’s play pick-up

sticks with a flattened pyramid’ the poem invites us, as we look over the shoulder of a

gardener in the 1920s making the first accidental archaeological discoveries on the site:

A gardener thinks a sheep skull stove in side-to-side is no murder until

he brings up the narrow thighbone. Bound hair is bright as dry

firewood. A head-woman and her daughter name their shields for a

female horse and scoop wet clay from the river bed.

(Campbell, S, 2023)
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The Sleeping Place takes the form of an extended prose poem which is structured into a series

of mass ‘burials’, using the numbered graves on the site map as a random way of organising

my own text. The plan shows 223 burials and so I created 223 pieces of text out of an

imagined engagement with the material circumstances of the site. Each piece of my text

included a ‘deictic’, those parts of speech which establish the spatial and temporal

co-ordinates of a piece of writing, but at this stage in my composition they were simply loose

fragments of text whose role in place-making or poem-making was not yet determined. I

‘read’ the site plan as though it were a page or text, left to right and top to bottom, turning its

burial numbers into a code or pattern by which to combine my text pieces into a whole. I

arranged my text fragments into an order suggested by this adopted constraint.

This was just an initial stage in my drafting process, providing me with a skeletal structure of

the text. The next stage in my process involved conscious editing and careful revising. Such

revisions involved the attention to textual relationships I had learnt from Stein as I reworked

this initial skeletal draft into patterns of alliteration, assonance, rhyme and repetition inspired

by Stein’s carefully calibrated series of repetitions and linguistic similarities. This brought the

deictics into new arbitrary relationship as plausible but random ‘pointings’ and textual

coordinates. ‘Between’, for example, ends up linking the circumstances of a burial find with a

reductively linear approach to the past and by its random association with ‘murder’ starts to

suggest the violence of such an approach.

A severed horsehead wedged between the ankles warns against

aligning burials with the square next-door. Anyone is crying murder.

But here is another spring turning up & another.

(Campbell, S 2023)

The deliberate randomness and play of these verbal patterns aims to expose the hidden

irrationality of a linear account of ‘history’ and the choice and chance that underlies any

particular narrative around the material traces of the past.

As I was researching how to stage this Saxon burial ground linguistically, I doodled cartoon

skeletons to help me work out my page layout.
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Figure 2: Working sketch for The Sleeping Place.

Ironically, it was at this point Death stopped being a cartoon figure. As I put it wryly in my

notes to The Sleeping Place, ‘an unexpected cancer diagnosis and urgent surgery disturbed

my contemplation of death and burial’. I was diagnosed with cancer in December 2020 and

admitted to hospital for emergency surgery in early January 2021. Mortality, which had been

abstract and theoretical, took on a new material and bodily reality for me. When I returned to

this project, post-surgery, I found a new set of affective and ethical considerations to do with

grief, death and the mysteries of mortality started to assert themselves. Although I had spent

so much time thinking about human remains and the ceremonies of remembrance and burial,

I had ignored any of my emotional responses, assuming they were irrelevant. However, as I

came face to face with my own mortality, this wider range of responses started to assert

themselves. I found myself engaging with the archival photographs of skeletons in a new

way, wondering how much time must pass before human remains become simply museum

exhibits, or indeed, used as the basis for a poetic strategy? I found myself increasingly

confronted by an emotional and ethical need for a different kind of response. My arbitrary use

of the archaeological burial numbers as a poetic constraint started to be shadowed by my

awareness that the site report included detailed notes on each skeleton excavated, including
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gender, approximate age, and grisly details of what seemed often to have been violent deaths.

Using the numbers of these burials as the impersonal ‘pegs’ for my own poem began to take

on ethical and affective dimensions, raising urgent questions for my text to address.

I responded to this new affective aspect of my project by introducing an element of poetic

ritual, one that involved an act of symbolic grave desecration. In keeping with the history of

this place as a place of the dead, there is a Victorian cemetery situated adjacent to (and

perhaps overlaying) the older burial ground. In my location-based research for the poem, I

frequented this cemetery and its tumbledown monuments. On one of these visits, I found that

a grave from the late 1800s was fenced off for repair, a health and safety warning planted

incongruously next to the cemetery gate. The human remains had been temporarily removed

but when I looked into the open ground of the grave, I saw what looked like sockets of chalk

and knuckles of chalk-flint. Carbon unites bone and chalk in the ground. And so I ‘stole’ 7

pieces of chalk from this open grave and formed them into the shape of a human body. This

creature I laid out on the earth to resemble a skeleton curled on its side or a foetus.

Figure 3: Poetic ritual for The Sleeping Place. 7 pieces of chalk made to

resemble an embryo or a skeleton.
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My emerging poem was galvanised by this ritual grave robbery. The 7 stones entered my text

as symbolic of human personhood and started to interact with the other (223) burial numbers.

The procedures I used to create my initial draft started to loosen and slide, and something

more mysterious started to animate the text. The relationship between what I label in the text

as the ‘pragmatic 223 and a ritual 7’ dominate the closing stages of the text’s many cycles

recalling to the text an awareness of the grief and mortality banished by my initial procedural

response to a burial site. The poem closes with an awareness of ‘the long journey between

the bones of 223 & these 7 stones’, its ‘long silence’ and speculates ‘nothing is sharper than

grief’.

This more embodied and emotional response to the burial ground also manifested in my

increased awareness of all the material traces left behind by the generations of people who

used it. As well as skeletons, many glass beads were dug up and restrung by museum staff. I

used these beads to generate word-strings to thread through the text. These word-strings

progress through a series of reiterations and modifications, linking together the other sections

of the text and creating new possible meanings for the reader to construct. But they also have

a ‘meta’ function, silently commenting on the ethics of any arbitrary reconstruction of ancient

(or depersonalised) human remains, including my own random play with the burial numbers

as textual ‘beads’ to be reordered and restrung. Throughout the book, sections in which words

and even letters have been reordered are introduced as strings of restrung beads:

& a silver bead, a red bead, a yellow bead, a green bead, a

black bead, a mauve bead, a mottled bead –

becomes

& a mottled bead, a silver bead, a red bead, a mauve bead, a

red bead, a white bead, a black bead –‘

and so on (Campbell, S, 2023).
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Subsequently, as I performed live readings of the text, I gave out to the audience 223

contemporary glass beads to stand in for each burial, tiny memorials for the 223 humans

buried there. And in the published text, Rose Ferraby's rich, suggestive, and profound collage

brings a humanity and material sensitivity to the finished piece which works across its fullest

range of concerns, some of them barely surfaced in the written text. What started out as a

narrowly focused project about a potential ‘Heritage Site’ ended up as a more mysterious,

suggestive and complicated piece due to the obstacles and interruptions of my life as an

embodied being.

Figure 4: Modern glass beads handed out to audience.
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ii. A Method of a Jacket

I had already embarked on The Sleeping Place project when life and death became matters of

personal urgency but also part of a wider crisis. My hospital admission was at the height of

COVID lockdown in the UK (only the cancer and COVID wards were open at my local

hospital and within a week of my surgery, even the cancer ward closed) and so I was only one

amongst so many people dealing with unforeseen serious illness and loss. My next creative

project ‘A Method of a Jacket’ was therefore conceived and shaped by the need to find a

‘language’ which was sufficient to the fray of daily life caused by illness, mental and

physical. This was a project that moved from the permeability of place to the plurality and

porosity of the self.

Even before starting my PhD practice research, I had been obsessed by the hand-embroidered

jacket of asylum-patient Agnes Richter and I knew that I wanted to find a creative response to

her mysterious and compelling work of art. Richter was detained in Hubertsberg Mental

Asylum from 1895 until her death, diagnosed with ‘chronic madness with notions of

persecution’. The traditional understanding of ‘hysteria’, as a specifically female complaint

associated with the womb, played into the descriptions of her ‘madness’. But Richter fought

against being contained by such repressive diagnoses, both literally and figuratively, by

ripping up and remaking her institutional uniform, re-structuring it to fit her own body. She

covered its inside and outside surfaces with a dense, finely stitched writing in different

coloured thread which turned her newly bespoke garment into a complex and highly wrought

system of asemic marks, surplus needle marks and unpicked stitch holes, a new personal

‘language’ speaking back to the diagnostic language in which she was constrained. From the

plain linen of institutional fabric, she fashioned a textile-informed alternative text to the

gendered diagnoses and legal judgements within which she was held. Hers is a language of an

embodied becoming which reaches beyond her individual body in its vocabularies of

materiality and making, and which challenges binaries and fixed definitions with its tucked

and folded architecture. Subsequently, Richter’s jacket was ‘discovered’ by art curator Hans

Prinzhorn and included in his early twentieth century collection of ‘outsider art’.

But it wasn’t until I became a patient myself and found myself wearing a hospital gown of

my own that I started to understand the relevance of Richter’s jacket. Although I was a

patient on a cancer ward, as opposed to Richter’s experience on a mental health ward, I also
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found the diagnostic language within which I was defined, too limiting. Of course, I was

immensely privileged to receive prompt and excellent treatment from a National Health

Service (NHS) team who provided me with skilled and life-saving care, and I undoubtedly

benefitted from the medical discourse of my extraordinary surgical team. And yet, this

language did not provide me with a means for making sense of the mysteries of this

experience. My work on The Sleeping Place had left me with a new sense of the creative

possibilities of working across a number of modalities in order to respond to my embodied

engagement with the project. I began to seek an appropriate poetic in the structures and

behaviours of cloth and the ways in which it adapted itself to my reshaped body. I started a

project to cut and restitch my surgical gown (a duplicate ordered via the internet), remaking it

into a costume or a disguise. And although this was prompted by my experience of physical

ill health, it brought back intense memories of my teenage self, whom like Richter, was

diagnosed with psychiatric disorder (in my case, eating and self-harm disorder). One of the

unexpected developments of this project was its rediscovery of a continuum between the

experiences of mental and physical illness.

I started to explore the fact that my body had been cut into, surgically reshaped and

restitched, leaving me with a nine-inch scar. My first intervention with the blue-spotted

hospital gown was to create a nine-inch seam, hand embroidered in gold thread: a line of

glittering stitches on the outside of the gown that exactly matched the line of surgical stitches

beneath. I used ‘selfies’ of my scar (taken on a phone held awkwardly over my body) to trace

its pattern onto the cloth before first tearing and then mending it. This seam is imperfect, as is

my uneven scar, but it holds the two edges of the torn garment together. I deliberately let the

fabric pucker and pull to suggest something of the imperfectly repaired body beneath.
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Figure 5: Detail from altered surgical gown. Seam of gold stitches imperfectly

mending a deliberate tear.

But this was just a starting place. I wanted to go further and respond in some way to Richter’s

striking use of multi-coloured threads for the embroidery on her jacket. I started to wonder

what the significance was of her choice of either blue, green, yellow or white thread? I

wondered if this was part of the new language she was making, using different colours almost

as a kind of grammar. Or whether the different colour threads allowed her to connect with

different narratives and to express multiple voices? Although we will probably never fully

unlock the secrets of Richter’s garment, I was inspired to use colours myself to connect not

only with the multi-faceted aspects of my own of illness and treatment but also with the sense

of shared experience across multiple selves. Yellow, for example, seemed to connect with

light and therefore with healing, whereas the intensity of red took me deeply into a state of

shared anguish. Blue seemed to offer some containment and sense of safety in the face of

mortal terrors, whereas white nudged me to think about my own privilege and the fact that I

didn’t have to deal with the worry of wondering whether the speed and success of my

treatment might be inflected by the well-documented institutional racism of the UK’s health
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and social systems. Green, on the other hand, seemed to me to connect with my own and

others’ need to assert, against an anonymising system, an expanded sense of self as more than

a ‘patient’.

I applied words associated with each of these colours to my hospital gown, cutting out the

letters from felt and stitching them in place with a fine gold thread. The choice of gold thread

looked back to my use of poetic ritual in The Sleeping Place, giving this activity a sense of

ritual or ceremonial, acknowledging the fiction of what I was doing but also symbolically

fastening colour to word as an act of ‘what if’? And so I attached the word HOLD in dark

blue felt just below the shoulder seam so that it would rest safely on my collarbone when I

wore the gown. A scarlet HOWL slashes diagonally across the gown’s breast. A yellow

HEAL sits over a lung, rising and falling with my breath, and a white HIDE is almost

invisible as it is stitched vertically on a white background. The word ICH (German for ‘I’) is

discernible on Richter’s jacket (or is it part of the word STICH, German for sew?)and so,

inspired by this, I stitched a green felt ICH just above the nine-inch seam which marks the

start of my surgical scar. When I put on this altered gown, it felt weighted with a different set

of meanings, quite literally pulling the fabric in multiple directions. Or as I had written in The

Sleeping Place, the ‘language’ of this garment was beginning to open. As I moved into the

next stage of this project, the nine-inch gold seam on the surgical gown became not just a scar

but a join, a meeting place for different experiences, different histories, and other selves.

Figure 6: Altered surgical gown.
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Figure 7: Susie Campbell wearing her altered surgical gown.

To tackle this next stage, I needed to work into a textual response, drawing on my

textile-based practice to develop a poetic for the poem I wanted to write: a linguistic staging

of Richter’s jacket within the text itself. The coloured threads of my hospital gown

re-emerged in the text poem first as motifs of each colour, then in the use of colour in the text

itself. The poem is structured as a weave of ‘threads’ and ‘stitches’. The ‘thread’ sections

rotate through green, yellow, red, and blue, and utilise some textual fragmentation to suggest

the unpicked selvedges which preceded Richter’s remaking of the jacket, as well as the gaps

and holes made in my everyday life by the experience of ill-health and emotional and

physical crisis and subsequently emerging as linguistic opening. For example, the poem starts
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‘athre ada th readagree nthrea dat h read how a green’, whole words gradually forming out of

their unravelled parts. These ‘coloured thread’ sections alternate with sections which are

more like stitches fastened into the poem’s running threads:

athre ada th readagree nthrea dat h read how a green thread wakes a sleeping body to

green or to scratch at the surface as if through stitches

quiet for so long and settled in its fabric

if surgically are now shiners as a background of grass becomes figure blade by blade

repaired edges still your blade slips when alive is worked from the body’s tissue to alien

on this work table to not able to or crawl even not to be nor bear to nor be born yet

moves these others whose whispers are a walk from keening and their wintering

winter a green winter is this yew somanysomany

you are sewn together

so many is a meeting place past salvage

Turned inside or outside and altered. To unpick is partly

shouldering into a new fit and now this is no longer an

outsize or under. Excess of embroidery is a green a

yellow a red and a blue. Or pull against the white

thread here to unravel what politeness of the

consultant’s secretary and at ease in statistical

advantage.
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athre ada th readaye ll owthrea da th read how yellow thread weights a sleeping body

with yellow or to catch at the surface as if through light

quiet for so long and settled in its fabric

if salutary are now weepers as willow bark soothes pain blade by blade sealed edges

still this blade slips when awake is cobbled from the body’s tissue to an act as dumb

and swinging its head or kneel even not to feel nor bear to nor be felt yet stirs these

others whose words are an ally to a kindling and their simmering summer a gold

summer is swinging a side to side its head somanysomany

all sewn together

so many is a meeting place past self-edge

(Campbell. S, forthcoming)

The poem thus spreads multi-directionally to form a textual space across which patterns

emerge and possible meanings can be constructed. Along the stitches and seams of this

‘jacket as poem’, the experiences of my older and younger selves converge with those of

other women, each linked to a different coloured thread. As these threads are pulled together

within the poem, they align narratives from different historical time periods to create a

connecting relationship or ‘sisterhood’ which teases out an idea of women’s solidarity across

the centuries. Each sister functions like a pin or tacking stitch which temporarily fixes the

temporal fabric of their individual narratives into a spatial fold and brings them alongside

each other.1

1 A fuller discussion of ‘A Method of a Jacket’ can be found in the article ‘Ghost Garments’ by Susie
Campbell. https://piecedwork.com/2024/02/12/susie-campbell/
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Conclusion

I finished my research project in a very different place from where I started. The interruptions

of illness, its diagnosis and treatment, and the insistence of the material and affective body to

be part of my field of enquiry led me to more expansive and inclusive forms of creative

practice. As I engaged with issues of space and the self, place and personhood, it became

increasingly imperative to bring together not just the academic and the creative but also the

emotional and the intellectual, and the numinous with the quotidien. Projects such as The

Sleeping Place and A Method of a Jacket became more complex and open-ended. I

discovered the power of allowing things to unravel as well as knitting them up.

Perhaps the most striking change in my practice, in response to this, was my development

from working almost exclusively with text towards a more multi-modal model of practice.

Previously I had used elements of visual recording, such as sketching and photography, as

preparatory activities for text-based projects, but as my understanding of creative practice

became more inclusive, other modalities took on a vital function both within my research and

my creative outcomes. I had, for example, long been interested in the relationship between

text and textile. An earlier project Enclosures (Osmosis Press, 2022) explored an

intertextuality between the late medieval Lady and Unicorn tapestries and my own text-based

ekphrastic poems responding to the woven series. However, my later A Method of a Jacket

project integrates text and textile more closely, looking to the behaviours and structures of

textile for ways in which to inform the construction of text itself and seeking forms of

multi-modal publication and performance within which the textile poem can continue to work

alongside the text.

None of the gains to my practice is to diminish the very real fear, suffering, and difficulty

caused by illness. I was extraordinarily lucky and privileged in many ways despite the

challenges and impact of my own experience. I hope some of the problematics of this appear

within my work. However, the purpose of these reflections is to review the powerful impact

on my practice of what might otherwise be regarded as external to it, and to allow the tears

and damage sustained in everyday life to appear in the living gaps, holes, patches, and repairs

of an embodied practice.
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