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Overview

1. Bella (Offa’s Press, 2018)

2. My research journey 

3. Poetry as Investigation: matching subject to genre



Bella, Offa’s Press, 2018

Based on the true Midlands murder mystery, ‘Who put 

Bella in the Wych Elm’

Poetic sequence, where poems work in unison to tell a 

story throughout

Utilises poetic form to further meaning ‒ incident reports, 

archive lists, pieces of evidence; real and imagined 



My research journey: process

1. Find, understand, and absorb the facts - mindmaps, timelines...

2. Be curious - find visual stimuli and build a mood board; research the 

etymology of words; explore maps, witness accounts and stories...

3. Find the creative potential - what part of your research subject could be 

developed and expanded upon?

4. Combine with your imagination - become the storyteller 

5. Build the poem - conduct free writes, play with form, layout, shape...



‘The Sentinel: from a report made by Douglas Osbourne, 
who guarded the remains in the wych elm overnight’ 



My research journey: ‘The Sentinel’

1. Find, understand, and absorb the facts

2. Be curious



My research journey: ‘The Sentinel’

3. Find the creative potential



My research journey: ‘The Sentinel’

4. Combine with your imagination



My research journey: ‘The Sentinel’

5. Build the poem



Poetry as Investigation: matching subject to genre

Not necessarily a conscious decision before writing

As well as preliminary research, it is just as important to be self-reflective: 

what you did and why

For me, this was to assess my subject (murder mystery) and my genre (poetic 

sequence), and explore how and why they complimented one another



Poetry as Investigation: matching subject to genre

‘The modern sequence is a grouping of mainly 
lyric poems and passages, rarely uniform in 
pattern, tending to interact as an organic whole’ 

- Rosenthal and Gall, The Modern Poetic 
Sequence 

‘...the pleasure of seeing a clear and meaningful 
order emerge out of what seemed to be random 
and chaotic events’ 

- Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery and Romance



Poetry as Investigation: matching subject to genre

Subject:

1. Humanity 

2. Mystery

3. Legacy

Genre:

1. Unity of concept

2. Form

3. Intertextuality



Humanity and Unity of Concept

When words create ‘the vital signature of a human being [...] we call it poetry’

 ~ Ted Hughes, Poetry in the Making

To capture the humanity of the case, I wanted to engage with the idea of 

‘Bella’ as an actual person, even in her ambiguous form 

This required a ‘unity of concept’ - a singular strand of story that threaded 

through all the poems of the collection



Humanity and Unity of Concept

The middle section of the book examines the 

nebulous figure of ‘Bella’ by exploring each 

of speculative identities attributed to her



Mystery and Form

It is important that poetic form ‘[arises] out of the properties of the material’ ‒ 

‘such is the life, such the form’ ~ Samuel Taylor Coleridge

I wanted to keep the story of ‘Bella’ unsolved, keep the mystery alive and 

present the poetry as an ‘investigation in process’

To achieve this, I used a variety of non-traditional poetic forms to give the 

collection the look of a police case file



Mystery and Form

This blackout poem takes the form of a piece 

of evidence, supposedly found with the 

remains 

The blackout form leaves only a cryptic 

message, conveying a sense of mystery

It also has a visual impact, looking like a 

redacted police document



Legacy and Intertextuality

‘The best we can do to learn is to learn from what lasted’

~ Glyn Maxwell, On Poetry

The story of Bella has been kept alive for over seventy years through a 

continuing local interest

Intertextuality, in particular by making reference with Shakespeare’s tragic 

characters, helped embed a sense of timelessness and legacy



Legacy and Intertextuality

The middle stanza of this poem is taken 

directly from the character of ‘Poor Tom’ 

in King Lear

This works to place ‘Bella’ amongst a 

pantheon of tragic Shakespearean 

characters, giving her a similarly 

enduring legacy



Q&A

Any questions?



And I’ll leave you with this...



Thank you for listening! 

Do enjoy the other readers here at Independent’s Day in Hay.

#indiedayhay

Copies of Bella are on sale (£5.95)

plus postcards of the cover artwork.


