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I wanted to see if my original thoughts and ideas for writing my own poem darkness can be substantiated in any way. It was suggested that I try a lyric essay and I set off to see what a lyric essay is. This research was interesting as everywhere I looked the answer was very different from the last. This was unexpected and threw up challenges. In order to understand this further I also traced the meaning of essay back to the 1590’s.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  ‘Essay | Etymology, Origin and Meaning of Essay by Etymonline’ <https://www.etymonline.com/word/essay> [accessed 17 November 2022].] 


Robertson & Hetherington said, ‘the lyric essay is akin to entering a notional house and being so absorbed in the flowing space of its rooms that one begins to dance.’[footnoteRef:2] Which contradicts my first impression of the style and the first few drafts where I attempted to cram fact after fact in instead of creative skill after creative skill. They also quote Bakhtin who, ‘observes that ‘[c]hronotopes are mutually inclusive, they co-exist, they may be interwoven with, replace or oppose one another, contradict one another or find themselves in ever more complex interrelationships,” and describes the style as a mosaic, ‘the lyric essay tends to be mosaic-like, formed as it is of broken prose pieces’.  [2:  Rachel Robertson and Paul Hetherington, ‘A Mosaic Patterning: Space, Time and the Lyric Essay’, New Writing, 14.1 (2017), 36–46 <https://doi.org/10.1080/14790726.2016.1235204>.] 


Lucy Dureen[footnoteRef:3] says the lyric essay is, a ‘hybrid of creative elements and real-life facts’ and says, ‘it can look like whatever you want it to because it is not bound by a defined form, it does however incorporate an impression of truth but does not matter if it objectively fails to form an answer from the question asked.’ I was encouraged by this. [3:  The Lyric Essay: Lucy Durneen in Conversation with Dominic Williams, dir. by write4word, 2020 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iFrdWHUFxxg> [accessed 28 January 2023].] 


This led me to lean on my knowledge of academic writing and my first draft was a report on everything I’d learned recently. I had to cut 2/3 of it but ended up with fully formed academic style research ‘essay’ within the word count.

Researching the word darkness took me on a different journey, thorough different creations myths, all the way through time, the bible and other religious manuscripts leading me to the here and now. It was interesting that I found the metaphorical use of the darkness in consistent use throughout these religious texts. This led me to focus on the religious issues when I interviewed people who were at Stonehenge at the time I first went there and wrote my poem.

What I found is, no one wants to have an opinion on darkness! They understand it as a metaphor for evil and depressive states of mind and are unable to articulate what they think it is or relate it back to their own lives or any of the magical practices and are unwilling to comment on. Thus, I had to look to other areas to create the image of darkness that I write about in my own work. My own thoughts about darkness are only backed by science rather than by the magical community and this was a real surprise.

The essay was a complete experiment which comprises of different types of writing. It looks like a poem to start with and reads as if it where one and then drifts between educational facts, traditional storytelling and memoir styles, interspersed with quotes about darkness that seem relevant at that point. There were some quotes from web platforms that I traced to Goodreads[footnoteRef:4] and footnoted them this way as I was unsure if access would be granted to the links I had. [4:  ‘Goodreads’, Goodreads <https://www.goodreads.com/> [accessed 12 December 2022].] 

I developed a repeated line as a theme to hold it all together and make the transition between styles or subject, a smother and coherent process. In some drafts I had experimented with using much more description of taste and sensation, the feeling of the rain and smells around me but working with the word count was difficult. I got stuck in prose and forgot about poetry which would have helped. Instead, I experimented with other techniques and use of a different narrator (p.ov.) but this made the read feel jagged and I wanted it to feel effortless considering the amount of technical information it gives. I felt the reader would engage and be involved if I kept to the first-person interior narration style I had started with. Other more poetic devices such as the rule of three and using metaphors, similes and contrast helped me to express my own and other people’s perspective on the theme in a much more coherent way while enhancing the readers experience, which ultimately is the goal.

Because I wanted to follow this investigation though in order to substantiate an idea I had as a child I did fall in to the trap of reporting information, and this led to part of the narrative becoming more academic or journalistic in style. To redress this and to keep my mind on the lyric rather than the facts, I used other poetic and literary devices to try to make even these parts of the writing to be as engaging as a narrative. Some of the tools used I’ve already mentioned others were the way I used a certain word to create tension in the narrative even though this excitement is obviously a ploy, and the reader may already know the outcome. Using the rule of three was quite useful as it allowed me to elaborate ideas and give poetic affect throughout the entire text. 
Personifying the darkness in the poem at the beginning was intended to make the reader identify with the darkness as if it had emotion.
I used space on the page to create a place for pause and reflection. I played with different fonts size and colour but found the combination to garish and abandoned it in favour of making the reader feel comfortable reading about darkness. I include self-revelation to give the reader hope of an outcome and show my own point about the theme. 

Quotes were used as a motif; I feel they answered and created the right questions.
I looked at certain sentences that explained facts and broke them down into smaller parts and added adjectives to lighten the read. 
At the end I used a four line rhyme to bring it back to poetry and make the reader think about what they have just read.

As I continued to look for a definitive explanation and boundaries or guidelines for the lyric essay, I decided that none of my work was in fact lyrical enough to warrant the heading lyrical essay. This led me to look back through all my research to look for more poetic words and phrases I could use and quote. This was quite intense and although I found some I could use, this did not solve my problem it became the cause of one. I found every time I read something or re-read it, I filled my brain with new info that poured out onto the page, each draft driven more by the reading that had proceeded it, rather than any of my original or any of the creative ideas. Like an academic essay this piece developed from research, and this allowed the content to develop, rather than intentionally controlling the creativity from the start.

I am reminded that to write in the commercial world I would not have this freedom. That understanding the medium and being confident with it is essential if you are being employed to create something rather than employing someone to guide you through the exploration. The lyric essays apparent lack of rules was at first daunting but once I began to explore this playground I wanted to go back and try out all the other slides and roundabouts to see how brave I am, and how many rules can be broken and contorted while fully holding a reader’s attention and perhaps achieving that little gasp from them as reward.

I feel as though this should work for me this lyrical essay, and if I write a few more the freer and easier the writing will become, and the more lyrical and experimental. 

I have come to see that there is something in this style that feels bardic, in the way that facts are conveyed through story and rhyme. Perhaps this is highlighted for me as some of the people I interviewed were from the Druid community. Druids who have passed down knowledge with words for centuries, some of the knowledge as I understand it comes with pictures some with rhyme and song to make it easier to remember. This way of passing down information is interesting.

Some of the ways I approached this piece where to do with the research, but I also had to think about who the reader would be and how engaging the narrative and word play would be for them. This is something that the lyric essay changed for me. Usually as a student I am thinking specifically of my tutor as I write, and this is in part a reflection on the way I would make up and tell a story to child. In the case of a child, I would use words colours or objects that would mean something to them personally as storytelling is quite a personal anyway. For the adult or tutor and specifically a reader, I would bring in metaphors phrase and sayings that would make the piece feel personal for them. In both these cases it is this personal touch that makes the reader feel connected to or even a part of the story unfolding. With the essay this kind of psychic distancing is achieved with first person narrative and syntax that feels comfortable and speaks directly to the reader. 

My imagined ideal reader is someone who may know something of the goings on at the stones and would get some of the references and insider jokes, but I had to bear in mind that the person marking the piece may not be the ideal reader and so all ‘insider’ jokes had to work for anyone. I also attempted to give a lot of information about darkness and how the universe works along the lines of modern-day big band theory. 

During the course of the term, feedback and interaction with the other writers has given me insight into how some of the ways I write affect a reader. Not all of them a surprise as they were intended and most of the emotions and images, I had hoped to stir seem to come across well which is a great relief. Some of the techniques I have played with in course work are used in this essay and I have in mind some of the feedback given in both modules while writing and adapting ways of writing. My big hurdles in using and experimenting with technique come from, preformed ideas of what a story is from school. Ideas that are hard to shake off. I wanted to show this difficultly in being able separate lyrical essay write from academic writing and I left all my references and footnotes in the essay and included a bibliography, which I haven’t seen done in any other lyric essay. The end result is a kind of hybrid, between reported facts and memoir, that looks similar to the mosaic patterning of some lyric essays I read, but it also incorporates scattered quotes and facts that I say could be seen more as a collage than a mosaic.

Although there is no clear plot, there is not one story and thus no beginning middle and end as there would be in other prose such as a novel, instead there is a clear theme running throughout. This theme ‘darkness’ was researched and documented before writing and during the writing, and this is in part why it came to look like a traditional essay before it was redrafted as a creative piece. 

One of my problems with this form came from attempting to convince my study support mentor that this was creative. I had started writing an academic piece and they continued to encourage me to write an academic piece, thus in educating myself on what a lyric essay is, it had to then, be conveyed to someone who is purely academic! To some extent this justification in being creative was useful as it ensured I wrote what I needed to and not what was expected from a mentor who is clearly not a creative writer and certainly not at this level. There are lessons to be learnt from all the problems I faced.

Having said that, now that I have been through the process of this form, I find it is something I would like to try again and again and again. I am glad to have found this form as it is the perfect playground to practice writing, play with self-imposed boundaries and work on technique!
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