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Abstract 
 

This thesis intervenes in current critical debates about space, place 

and landscape in late-twentieth and twenty-first century British and Irish 

poetry, by examining models of excavation in selected work by Geoffrey Hill, 

Ciaran Carson, Geraldine Monk and Alice Oswald. It argues that the influence 

of the spatial turn on literary criticism over the last thirty years has led to the 

deployment of a limited set of spatial tropes as analytical tools for interpreting 

the spaces and places of poetry. By deploying excavation as a critical method 

it seeks to challenge existing approaches that tend to privilege ideas of space 

over time, and socio-spatial practices over literary traditions of writing place. 

In doing so it develops a new model for reading contemporary poetries of 

place that asserts the importance of locating spatial criticism within temporal 

and literary-historical frameworks. The four poets examined in the thesis 

exhibit a common concern with unearthing the strata of language as well as 

material space. Starting from a premise that excavation always works over the 

ground of language as well as landscape it investigates the literary traditions 

of landscape writing in which each of these poets might be said to be 

embedded. After surveying the critical field the thesis sets out four principles 

of excavation that it argues are transformed and renewed by each of these 

poets: the relationship between past and present; recovery and interpretation 

of finds; processes of unearthing; exhumation of the dead. The subsequent 

chapters contend that these conventions are put into question by Geoffrey 

Hill’s sedimentary poetics, Ciaran Carson’s parodic stratigraphy, Geraldine 

Monk’s collaborations with the dead, and Alice Oswald’s geomorphology of a 

self-excavating earth. The critical method that underpins the discussion in 

each of the chapters is also excavatory in that it unearths both the historical 

and literary strata of specific sites (the Midlands, Belfast, East Lancashire, 

Dartmoor and the Severn estuary) and resonances in the work of earlier 

poetic excavators (Paul Celan, Edward Thomas, Gerard Manley Hopkins, 

William Wordsworth, Dante Alighieri and Homer). Through careful exegesis of 

these poets and their precursors this thesis demonstrates that by transforming 



existing forms of excavation, contemporary poetry is able to renew its deep 

dialogue with place and literary history. 



Acknowledgements 
 

There are many people within and without the academic world who I 

would like to thank for their support, encouragement and tireless commitment 

to the completion of this project. To my primary supervisor Dr. Alex Murray, 

for his intellectual generosity, always-perspicacious feedback, and wry sense 

of humour – the latter was indispensable. I will always be grateful for his 

patient confidence in my work especially at the times when I had none. To 

Professor Andrew McNeillie for generously sharing his intimate knowledge of 

the work of Geoffrey Hill, and Dr. Jason Hall in the final year and a half, for his 

expertise, encouragement, and legendary editorial skills. 

To my children, Julius, Róisín and Finnian, for their patience and 

almost never saying ‘are we there yet’. To my partner Dr. Kym Martindale, for 

putting up with me being wedded to my desk for the last three and a half 

years. To my parents, Mona and Derek, who cooked for the children, walked 

the dog, mended the house, and were always there. Thank you also to my 

dear friend Dr. Vanessa Hager, who has shared and understood my 

intellectual joys and grammatical angsts amongst many other things. 

This thesis could not have been completed without the financial 

support of the European Social Fund, the securing of which I have to thank 

the hard work and diligence of Dr. Adeline Johns-Putra during her time as 

Director of English at Exeter’s Cornwall Campus. I am grateful to all in the 

Exeter English Department in Cornwall, and would particularly like to thank 

Professor Nick Groom for his continued support. 

  



Contents  

  
Abstract 2 

Acknowledgements 3 

Contents 4 

Introduction 6 

Field Survey: Review of Literature 9 

1. The Spatial Turn 10 

2. Defining Terms: Space, Place and Landscape 14 

3. Critical Contexts: Pastoral Frameworks (1981– 2000) 18 

4. Critical Contexts – Literary Geographies (2000–) 25 

Principles of Stratigraphy: Methodology 34 

1. Cross-sections: Choice of Authors 34 

2. A Justification for Excavation 35 

3. An Etymology of Excavation 39 

4. Four Principles of Excavation 42 

5. Site Plan: Chapter Outlines 46 

I. ‘No one conjures our dust’: Geoffrey Hill’s Science of Sediment 51 

1. Introduction 51 

2. Critical Contexts: Local Roots and Deep Strata 53 

3. Strategies of Excavation: Language of Stone, Science of Sediment 59 

4. This Body of England 67 

5. Projecting a Landscape 78 

6. The Limits of Ethics and Aesthetics 92 

II. The world turn’d upside down: Ciaran Carson’s Parodic 
Inversions and Stratigraphic Reversals 

103 

1. Introduction 103 

2. Critical Contexts: Beneath and Beyond Belfast  105 

3. Strategies of Excavation: Parody, Disorder, Stratigraphy 112 

4. Parodic Mis-mapping: Carson’s Descensus ad Inferos 122 

5. ‘And now, my reader…’: Carson’s Paratextual Excavations 132 

6. Parodic Digging and Reverse Stratigraphy: On the Night Watch 

 

142 



 

III. ‘Myself it speaks and spells’: Geraldine Monk’s Collaborations 
with the Dead 

153 

1. Introduction 153 

2. Critical Contexts: Linguistic Experiment and the Poetics of Place 155 

3. Strategies of Excavation: The Place of Articulation 163 

4. Seventeenth-Century Stratum I: Witchcraft and Papist Plots 171 

5. Seventeenth-Century Stratum II: George Fox and the Interregnum 184 

6. Victorian Voices: Hopkins’ Sacramental Landscape 197 

IV. ‘This is water’s world’: Alice Oswald’s Geomorphology 210 

1. Introduction 210 

2. Critical Contexts: Ecologies of the Lyric Self 212 

3. Strategies of Excavation: Geomorphology and ‘deep slow process’ 221 

4. ‘The wearing action of water on bone’: Dart  227 

5. ‘Moon-shocked’: Sleepwalk on the Severn 238 

6. Exhuming Homer’s Troy: Memorial 249 

In Conclusion: The Prospect of an End 257 

Bibliography 261 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


