
People who have experienced homelessness 
have made a medieval-style illuminated 
manuscript describing their lives.

       BOOK OF OURS gathers significant events, dates, stories, 

        festivities and memorials including a pandemic chapter. 

The poems, artworks and songs celebrate a wide cross-section 

of hugely individual lives.

This is a book that stands in for many, many missing 

histories of homelessness and the heritage that 

rarely finds its way onto a page. Lives described 

in rich colours, as they deserve.
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Foreword
People who are homeless, just like all of us, want to 
belong, to be loved, to feel the security and comfort of a 
home, and to have something useful to do that provides 
a sense of purpose.  

A BOOK OF OURS and the regular weekly sessions run by 
arthur+matha at the Booth Centre has made a significant 
contribution towards providing this for the many people 
who have taken part.  The atmosphere of concentration 
and shared purpose during the sessions is remarkable.  

The pride in which people talk about the work they have 
produced and the way they return each week, despite 
all the other things that may be happening in their lives 
is a testament to the importance these sessions hold.  
Through a joint purpose have come friendships, mutual 
respect, and a feeling of belonging which goes beyond 
the sessions themselves.  

Now looking at the pages of the completed book I feel 
immensely proud of what they have produced and I 
hope that the group feel the same pride that together 
they have created a beautiful piece of art, that includes 
a bit of each one of them and that they can carry 
forward this achievement into the next stage of their 
lives. 

Amanda Croome

CEO The Booth Centre O P P O S I T E

—  A R T I S T :  G A R Y

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
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A  B O O K  O F  O U R S



I have worked at the John Rylands Library for over 30 
years. In all that time, I think I can safely say that I have 
never had an experience as emotionally charged or 
as personally fulfilling as the ‘collection encounter’ 
we held for the ‘Book of Ours’ project, when I shared 
several Books of Hours with a group of people who had 
experienced homelessness. Items included a miniature 
volume (no bigger than a matchbox) once owned by 
Mary Queen of Scots. When you handle such items 
almost every day, it is easy to take them for granted. 

BOOKS OF HOURS were luxury items, the equivalent 
of a Rolex watch or Porsche car. They contain the 
prayers that were said (or meant to be said) at various 
times throughout the day, from early morning to late 
at night, as well as prayers for saints’ days and special 
occasions, such as the Office of the Dead. Books 
of Hours were handmade objects;  depending on 
your wealth, you could have them customised with 
illustrations of your favourite saints, or even commission 
a top artist to include your own portrait in one of the 
scenes.  

The John Rylands Library in Manchester holds many 
examples, including some of breath-taking beauty. 
Here at the Rylands, we are very keen to share our 
collections as widely as possible. They belong to 

Foreword

https://www.library.manchester.ac.uk/rylands/
https://luna.manchester.ac.uk/luna/servlet/Man4MedievalVC~4~4


F O L L O W I N G  P A G E S —  L A T I N  M S  2 1  C O M P L I N E  ( F L I G H T  I N T O  E G Y P T )

S T .  M C S W E E N Y ,  A R T I S T  &  W R I T E R ,  L A W R E N C E

C H A P T E R  T I T L E  P A G E S :  I N I T I A L  C A L L I G R A P H Y  D E C O R A T I O N  W I T H 

M A R K  A T  T H E  B O O T H  C E N T R E ,  C O M P L E T I O N  A T  B A C K  O N  T R A C K

everyone. For this reason, we were delighted to be 
involved in this project, which used our Books of Hours 
to inspire the creation of a new illuminated manuscript 
reflecting the experiences of its creators. 

Seeing the reactions of our visitors, encountering a 

medieval manuscript for the first time in their lives with 
gasps of astonishment and tears in their eyes, made me 
realise how incredibly lucky we are to have these books 
at the Library, and how essential it is that we bring them 
to new audiences. I am therefore thrilled that these 
centuries-old manuscripts inspired the creation of a Book 
of Ours. 

John Hodgson | Associate Director (Curatorial Practices) 

the John Rylands Research Institute and Library

BACK TO CONTENTS PAGEBACK TO CONTENTS PAGE

https://www.library.manchester.ac.uk/rylands/
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THE TALES WHAT HAPPENED TO ME 

This book was made by over 100 people — people 
who’ve experienced homelessness and people 
vulnerable to homelessness. They are the authors 
and the artists, representing their lives with words 
and images and rich colour, in the style of a 
medieval book.
 
This 21st Century Book of Ours echoes medieval 
illuminated manuscripts, reclaiming the past, to 
make space for people whose stories are rarely told. 
People who’ve lived between the lines of official 
history. 

In medieval times, the Book of Hours was the most 
valuable book you’d ever see – if you were allowed. 
Made with precious materials, it was the property 
of the Church and the super-rich. Such books 
were used by the Church to give people religious 
guidelines to live by, containing prayers, songs, and 
a calendar of celebration days and festivals to mark 
the year.  
 
This modern remake contains celebrations and 
significant days too, some of them spiritual, some 

Introduction

https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/hour/hd_hour.htm


of them definitely not. Here, the gold and precious 
colours give value to experiences of homelessness.

Over and over again, everyone learned together 
about the deep currents of emotion that make us 
all human. At times, the gates of mayhem opened, 
letting anger and despair pour through. Other times, 
the room was full of laughter. And occasionally 
peace was declared. Putting experiences down on 
paper can be like putting down a heavy weight, 
bringing welcome rest. 
 
This is a book that needs many viewings to fully take 
it in, the pages bear so many tales, bare so many 
souls. It was a privilege to be told these stories and 
shown these visions. It requires bravery to depict your 
horrors, or even to allow yourself to feel joy if joy has 
been off limits for too long. 

We would like to pass our deepest thanks to the 
makers for their trust, their time and their great 
hearts. 
 

Lois Blackburn and Philip Davenport 

arthur+martha  2021

BACK TO CONTENTS PAGEBACK TO CONTENTS PAGE

https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
https://www.philipdavenport.com
https://arthur-martha.com
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A  B O O K  O F  O U R S



The Book of Ours starts with a calendar, 

like the medieval books it’s based on. 

Here is a whole year with six words 

dedicated to describing each day. The 

days that children were born, the flowers 

and budding trees that mark the start 

of Springtime, times of recovery — and 

always the great joy of sunshine. They 

sometimes talk of deaths, of times spent 

living on the streets, of addiction, of 

violence, of jail. They also talk with great 

power about getting help. And yes, 

people commemorate the times they 

became homeless.

—  A R T I S T :  J O H N A T H A N

https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/library/files/special/exhibns/month/dec2006.html
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— M A R C H

O V E R L E A F

—  A R T I S T S : 

M A R C H  1 - 1 5 :   L A W R E N C E  &  O T H E R S

M A R C H  1 6 - 3 1 :  V A R I O U S

A P R I L  1 - 1 5 :  A N T H O N Y  &  O T H E R S

A P R I L  1 6 - 3 0  V A R I O U S

M A Y  1 - 1 5 :  L Y N D I A

M A Y  1 6 - 3 1  V A R I O U S

J U N E  1 -  1 5  J O H N A T H A N

J U N E  1 6 - 3 1  V A R I O U S

— W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

P R E V I O U S  P A G E S 

—  A R T I S T S : 

J A N U A R Y  1 - 1 5 :  J O H N A T H A N

J A N U A R Y  1 6 - 3 1 :   V A R I O U S

F E B R U A R Y  1 - 1 5 :  L O R R A I N E  &  P A U L                   

F E B R U R A Y  1 6 - 2 9 :  L A W R E N C E  &  O T H E R S 

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

O P P O S I T E :  M A R C H

—  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E

“I work from my heart and soul. That’s why I get so tired, I put 
everything in. Everyone has their own reasons for joining in and 
for leaving. Some people get worn out by the afternoon. Some 
of them have been up drinking since daft o’clock.

The arthur+martha sessions are very constructive, with lots of 
different things happening at once – poems, drawing, writing, 
calligraphy, a wide variety. Like us.”

Johnathan

https://arthur-martha.com
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What can’t easily be described is the intensity of each 
of our workshops. The absolute laser-like engagement of 
our writers and artists as they write their lives. For some 
people this is the only moment in the week away from 
intimidation, violence, drugs, despair. For others it’s 
become a social space where friendships are growing 
and trust is slowly forming. 

The saddest image I’ll take from today is of one of 
our most involved participants. Though he’s sleeping 
rough, he is always immaculately groomed, bright 
with enthusiasm for making art. Today, however, his 
eyes were shuttered by drugs, his voice blurred and his 
head nodded. But still he fought his way through the 
chemicals towards us, slowly, so very slowly, making his 
mark on the page.

Project diary extract, by Philip Davenport

— J U L Y

—  J U L Y  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E

O V E R L E A F ,  A R T I S T S :

—  J U L Y  1 - 1 5  L Y N D I A  A N D  O T H E R S

—  J U L Y  1 6 - 3 1  J O H N A T H A N

O V E R L E A F ,  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
https://www.philipdavenport.com
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He sat down, picked up a pen and got to work, 
drawing as if his life depended on it. The colours that 
erupt on his pages are dazzling, gorgeous, sunshiney.

In between working he told us about being bounced 
between accommodation, falling through gaps in the 
system, struggling to find space for his life to continue.
“I don’t know how I manage to keep positive,” he 
said. “But somehow, I do.”

A final snapshot. Two of the writers involved today 
had to go early, for various unavoidable reasons. Both 
of them complained bitterly as they left. They didn’t 
want to leave, it was being forced on them, too soon. 
Like waking up too early, from a dream that hasn’t 
finished yet.

Project diary extract, by Philip Davenport

—  G A R Y ,  P H O T O  B Y  L O I S  B L A C K B U R N

—  A U G U S T  1 - 1 5  G A R Y

—  A U G U S T  1 6 -  3 1 :  C R A I G 

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

— A U G U S T  1 6 - 3 1

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
https://www.philipdavenport.com
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On days like these, the little details can easily get lost 
in the busyness. And it’s these little, intimate details that 
are in fact the key to this book. If you look at almost any 
page you’ll find self-revealing moments of extraordinary 
power and poignancy. 

Here is someone writing of their spirituality, a little 
description of a personal saint, over there is a gloriously 
colourful autumn leaf, with the words, “On the quiet, I’ve 
always loved September” nearby. 

Here is the date of someone becoming homeless, and 
over there a recent marriage proposal. Here is love, 

there is abuse.

Project diary extract, by Philip Davenport

— S E P T E M B E R  1 - 1 5

— O P P O S I T E :  S U E ,  P H O T O  B Y  L O I S  B L A C K B U R N

 O V E R L E A F  A R T I S T S : 

—  S E P T E M B E R  1 -  1 5 :  N E I L  A N D   V A R I O U S . 

—  S E P T E M B E R  1 6 - 3 0 :  S U E 

—  O C T O B E R  1 - 1 5 :  J O H N A T H A N

—  O C T O B E R  1 6 - 3 1 :  V A R I O U S

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
https://www.philipdavenport.com
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P R E V I O U S  P A G E S  A R T I S T S :

—  N O V E M B E R  1 -  3 1 :  V A R I O U S

—  D E C E M B E R  1 - 1 5 :  R A C H E L

—  D E C E M B E R  1 6 - 3 1  A R T I S T :  M A T H E W

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

“We were full of mice and / 
The kids slept on the floor.”
 
Vulnerability as claustrophobia: Not “our 
house was full of mice” but we were full of 
mice: no escape, only chaos and invasion...  
Mice, the poem imagines, at once run 
through the minds of parents and over and 
around and touching sleeping children on 
the floor.  In a life of civility, the children sleep 
on beds and the parents’ heads are clear of 
invasive filth.  This reality, however, does not 
dominate the speaker’s outlook.  There’s still 
room to be “thankful for shelter,” 

Commentary by Jeffrey Robinson

— C A L E N D A R

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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Today it seemed that the individual lines — 
each so carefully composed and written into 
the calendar pages — started speaking to 
each other. The passing of a human life was 
suddenly next to a line about the passing of 
seasons. The skeletons of leafless trees also 
echoed cold, skinny human bodies.

But the moment you’ll not see written in this 
book came at the end of the afternoon, 
when one of the scribes said:

“It’s a relief to write this down. To put 
homelessness down on paper. To put down 
the weight. Get rid of the shame and just 
acknowledge what happened. I’m leaving 
lighter.”

Project diary extract by Philip Davenport

— C A L E N D A R

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
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As I left the session today, our session 
support worker Louise told me that one of the 
participants had said, after making work with us, 
“My mind is slowly opening.”

It gave me the image of a flower opening, 
despite the rainfall, despite the desperation 
many homeless people experience, despite 
everything. 

And then my last encounter was with a person 
who told me, “I’m buzzing, I’m buzzing. I’ve just 
been given accommodation. I won’t have to 
sleep out tonight.” Gesturing at the downpour 
and the puddles. “Know what I mean?”

In fact, in some ways, it was a perfect day.  

Project diary extract, by Philip Davenport

— C A L E N D A R

BACK TO CONTENTS PAGEBACK TO CONTENTS PAGE

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
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The Office of the Virgin describes the 

emotional and spiritual highs and lows 

of each part of the day, from before 

dawn through to the last moments of 

wakefulness. In the medieval illuminated 

manuscripts that have inspired this 

project, each part of the day has its 

own significance. The dawn is full of 

possibilities, noon is the time of mortality 

— the crucifixion, then Vespers calls for 

blessings at nightfall, and last Compline 

and sleep.

—  L A T I N  M S  1 6 2  G L O R I A  I N  E X C E L S I S  D E O

https://www.library.manchester.ac.uk/rylands/
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— O F F I C E  O F  T H E  V I R G I N - 

—  A R T I S T :  L O I S  &  C H R I S

—  W R I T E R : C H R I S

O V E R L E A F :  P R I M E ,  S E X T ,  M A T I N S

—  A R T I S T S  A N D  W R I T E R  :  A N O N

KILLING FLOOR/Matins  

We had just finished a session and I was putting my guitar 
away. J had been quiet for most of the session but he 
gestured to the guitar and asked if he could have a go. 

I handed him the guitar and went back to packing away 
my other instruments. The room was emptying, a few 
conversations happening, when suddenly above the chatter 
I heard the most beautiful music. I turned and J was playing 
away, lost in the moment. He was picking a repetitive gentle 
Bach-like melody. I grabbed my portable microphone and 
hit record. I was able to capture just a few bars before he 
became aware of my presence and the spell was broken. 

Some time later Phil sent me a recording of Chris reading his 
poem Killing Floor. It’s an incredible performance, full of pain 
and beauty. The words are harsh, drug addiction laid bare, 
yet they’re vulnerable and heartfelt too. 

As soon as Chris started the poem, I remembered J’s little 
snippet of guitar music. I had only managed to capture 20 
seconds of it, but using software I was able to loop it and 
create a new piece of music from it. I added my own guitar 
part, playing underneath J, trying to thicken out his sound 
without getting in the way. Then I laid Chris’s vocal on top 
and it instantly worked. Two such different pieces yet the 
perfect complement to each other.

Matt Hill

https://matthillsongwriter.com
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Just below the text in the bottom right quadrant Just below the text in the bottom right quadrant 
Lawrence has painted a mother holding her child in the Lawrence has painted a mother holding her child in the 
manner of Book of Hours illustrations, the Virgin with the manner of Book of Hours illustrations, the Virgin with the 
infant Jesus in her lap in gold, dark blue, red, light browns infant Jesus in her lap in gold, dark blue, red, light browns 
and greens, against a light blue backdrop with the and greens, against a light blue backdrop with the 
suggestion of a curtain frame.  suggestion of a curtain frame.  

The poem projects none of that protected, loving, The poem projects none of that protected, loving, 
symbiotic peace, but rather the ecstasy of pregnancy symbiotic peace, but rather the ecstasy of pregnancy 
followed by a radical swerve into an identification with followed by a radical swerve into an identification with 
the baby in constrained darkness emerging into the “big the baby in constrained darkness emerging into the “big 
world.”  Being born: is it like the extreme, often dangerous world.”  Being born: is it like the extreme, often dangerous 
vulnerability of homelessness (“Naked in the big world”)?  vulnerability of homelessness (“Naked in the big world”)?  
Is it, on the contrary, an awakening into myriad Is it, on the contrary, an awakening into myriad 
possibilities?  possibilities?  

The poem, with its brilliant, colourful image, unfolds frame The poem, with its brilliant, colourful image, unfolds frame 
upon frame, pitching the scene from statement and upon frame, pitching the scene from statement and 
experience into imagination.experience into imagination.

To describe one’s own birth canal as a dark tunnel in the To describe one’s own birth canal as a dark tunnel in the 
life of another consciousness is itself an amazing act of life of another consciousness is itself an amazing act of 
imagination. imagination. 

Commentary by Commentary by Jeffrey RobinsonJeffrey Robinson

— O F F I C E  O F  T H E  V I R G I N -  M A T I N ’ S

—  A R T I S T S :  L A W R E N C E ,

 O V E R L E A F :  W R I T E R  A N D  A R T I S T :  R O Y

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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As our group work together, we’re starting to see 
changes in people. For some, the workshops have 
allowed them to set free abilities they have kept locked 
away. They’re coming back week after week, building 
on what they find within themselves.

For example, R poured herself into a long piece of 
writing, that faces the demons in her life. Last week she 
started new work, a sequence of short prose pieces that 
reflect on the different stages of the day, each with 
their rewards or challenges. These pieces are so deeply 
heartfelt, so honest and well-observed, that they still the 
whole room.

Last week, one of the group wrote a piece about 
sleeping rough, and finding help from a surprising place. 
He and the others sleeping on that street were regularly 
attacked, beaten, even set on fire. But a local gangster 
decided to set up protection for them while they slept. 
No reason was ever given, but it was a welcome gift — 
safety. Once he’d written the piece, he left and hinted 
he’d not return. It felt like he’d said the thing he needed 
to and was now moving on.

Project diary extract, Project diary extract, Philip DavenportPhilip Davenport

P R E V I O U S  P A G E S 

—  P R I M E :  A R T I S T :  A N N E  M A R I E ,  W R I T E R :  A N D Y

—  T E R C E :  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  T O M

O P P O S I T E :   S E X T

—  A R T I S T S :  L A W R E N C E ,  W R I T E R :  G A R Y 

— O F F I C E  O F  T H E  V I R G I N - 

https://www.philipdavenport.com
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P R E V I O U S  P A G E S 

—  P R I M E :  A R T I S T :  A N N E  M A R I E ,  W R I T E R :  A N D Y

—  T E R C E :  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  T O M

O P P O S I T E :   S E X T

—  A R T I S T S :  L A W R E N C E ,  W R I T E R :  G A R Y 
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— O F F I C E  O F  T H E  V I R G I N - 

—  A R T I S T S :  L A W R E N C E  &  R H I A N A R

—  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E

—  S C I V I A S  O F  H I L D E G A R D  V O N  B I N G E N ,  F A C S I M I L E

—  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  C O M P L I N E :  J O A N

Mayhem is often the daily life of the homeless.  
And vulnerability.
  
Sleeping rough, will I be attacked? Raped? Burgled? 
Drenched? Frozen? Simply wakened or disturbed 
in sleep?  To sleep in a doorway mocks the idea of 
the threshold or passage from outside to inside and 
protection, it mocks the very notion of transition and 
the will required to make it possible.

The Happy Camper   Homeless Man
Sleeping under the  Sleeping in a shop
Stars makes me feel  Doorway, in the
at one with   Manchester drizzle,
Mother Nature   Makes me feel that
     Mother Nature should
     Just bugger off

Mayhem means not only chronic insecurity but also 
noise as an obliteration of boundaries.  The job of 
The Book of Ours is at once to keep the space of 
art work free of mayhem for meditation, exchange, 
and exploration and making and yet to allow it in as 
acknowledgment of the real history of the homeless. 

Commentary by Jeffrey Robinson

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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Suggrages are in praise of the “Saints”, 

the people who bring positivity.  

Maybe a friend, a teacher, a 

grandparent, a work colleague, a 

random stranger, people who have 

touched and transformed, with wisdom, 

help of all sorts, kindness. Or who have 

helped simply by being there. 

L A T I N  M S  1 6 4  S T  C L A U D I U S  O F  B E S A N C O N

https://luna.manchester.ac.uk/luna/servlet/Man4MedievalVC~4~4
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The moon’s teeth remind me suddenly of my 
own observations of people asking for money, 
seated on cardboard, along Byres Road 
(Glasgow) pavement: bad teeth. 

K left the project before completing the 
cosmic element of his design: Lois, picking up 
on the bright stars in the upper left, added the 
sky of stars.  Gary, an arthur+martha volunteer, 
illustrated the sumptuous “H,” and Lois did the 
scribing of the quatrain “on behalf of” the 
anonymous poet.  This process of creative co-
existence, the making of “ours,” confers on the 
participants pride, pleasure, and inspiration.
 
Commentary by Jeffrey Robinson

— S U F F R A G E S - 

—  A R T I S T S :  A N O N

—  W R I T E R :  A N O N

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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“It was my worst time. I was literally in a ditch, 
out of my head on substances.  

And she helped me, fed me for days, bathed 
me, got me on my feet again, ready to face 
the world once more. I’ll never forget, it’s a 
moment that I always carry with me, how she 
helped a complete stranger. Me.”

Anonymous

— S U F F R A G E S - 

—  A R T I S T S  A N D  W R I T E R :  A N O N Y M O U S
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Hard to ask for help. It’s a big step. 

That big mountain in your head. It’s the risk you 
take. You’re embarrassed, ashamed. A step into 
the unknown, pride stops you, all that dread. 
That big mountain in your head. It’s the risk. 
You’re embarrassed, ashamed. Expect yourself 
to know the answers. But you don’t, so then it’s 
a downfall. Step into the unknown — pride stops 
you. Hard to ask for help. And then you do and 
it’s fixed. 

And it’s amazing.

Anonymous

— S U F F R A G E S - 

—  A R T I S T S :  V A R I O U S 

—  W R I T E R :  A N O N Y M O U S
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Born on Boxing Day, the suffrage for Mike Tyson, 
is not only about boxing, it touches on racism 
and personal pride, on not compromising your 
inner self, on agility and danger. 

The piece is a triolet, a song-like poem form 
based on the older medieval rondel. Then in 
the afternoon the writer began transcribing 
the poem into the page setup designed for our 
saints, which is also based on medieval originals. 
And so he became an artist too.

Commentary by Jeffrey Robinson

— S U F F R A G E S - 

—  A R T I S T S :  L O I S  A N D  O T H E R S  

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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— S U F F R A G E S - 

O P P O S T I E

—  A R T I S T S :  S H A N N A H  A N D  P E T E

Shannah has celebrated her mother in 
a page that glows with gold and with 
affection. Truly, it is infused with love for 
Clarissa, she of a golden heart.

Project Diary, Philip Davenport

—  F O L O W I N G  P A G E S

—  H A V E  Y O U  E V E R :  A R T I S T :  L O I S

—  W R I T E R :  C H R I S

—  G R E E D :  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E

https://www.philipdavenport.com
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A Book of Changes tells of the 

modern plague, Covid, which 

arrived in the middle of our project. 

Alongside working at a distance on 

the manuscript, we developed songs, 

describing participants’ experiences 

during the pandemic. This chapter is 

the lyric from one of those songs and 

the images are plague doctors in a 

dance of death — and glimmers of 

hope beyond lockdown.
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— A  B O O K  O F  C H A N G E S - 

—  A R T I S T S :  M A G G I E   A N D  V A R I O U S

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

Sleep ‘til the spring

I’m sorry I have nothing to say
In these bad times
Life is bad, sorry.
I tried to write but my mind just doesn’t work 
anymore
I’ve lost my frame of mind 
I used to not be this way
I just want all this to be over, sorry.

Sleep ‘til the Spring, Sleep ‘til the Spring 
Winter’s setting in 
Sleep ‘til the Spring 
Winter is coming and the swallows have already 
gone

Winter, winter. Cold freezing winter time
Cold blasts, snow, rain, hail 
Winter, winter. Cold freezing winter time

I am the living breath sent into dry dirt
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— A  B O O K  O F  C H A N G E S - 

—  A R T I S T S :  P A U L  A N D  N I A L L

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

O V E R L E A F

—  A R T I S T S :  I ’ V E  L O S T . .  A N O N

—  S L E E P  T I L L :  S U E

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

—  R O Y ,  P H O T O  B Y  L O I S

—  I  W I L L  H A V E  A  T E N T :  R O Y ,  L O I S  A N D  O T H E R S
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106 —  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E

— A  B O O K  O F  C H A N G E S - 

The gold hints of the sun, the cog of a sunbeam.  At the same 
time, the images beam death and decay across the text: the 
ineffectual medical treatments of plague doctors and the beetles’ 
softening of the support structures of old buildings.  The clock inked 
by Lawrence on the beetle’s back links mechanical ticking to 
death, death’s proximity.  As another voice in a line somewhere 
in the Calendar has it: “Death rushes into the church.”  The poem 
is written in three groups of triplets, beginning with the three-word 
lines—“Friends of darkness / Gather round me”—leading to an 
eight-word line that announces the poem’s experiential centre, 
sad and incontrovertible: “I am a prisoner of my own Mind.”  Such 
a bleak statement channels one of the oldest tropes in poetry: “I 
cannot speak; I will speak,” the crisis of the poet’s “broken tongue” 
(Sappho) appears here as the speaker’s mental imprisonment.  

Friends become demons, “gather round me” repeats and deepens, 
sounds gather, particularly the ‘m’s and ‘I’s and ‘d’s of the second 
triplet.  By the time the poem reaches its first major metaphor, 
prisoner of the mind, acute characterization and interpretation of 
self, released in poetic rhythm and sound, the prisoner demanded 
of the speaker is no longer a prisoner.  Matt, the composer, 
arranger, and singer, linked this line musically to the next, erasing 
the triplet break:

 I am a prisoner of my own Mind
 I live in my own strange Ways

In this poem “Strangeways” is a heavily loaded word and point of 
reference.  In sight of the Booth Centre, Strangeways is a prison, 
infamous for its many executions since opening in 1868 and for its 
high suicide rate. Some Booth Centre attendees have spent time 
there. 

Commentary by Jeffrey Robinson

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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The Office of the Dead is for 

remembrance. Death is very present 

in homeless lives, the most brutal 

enforcer of social injustice. Some of 

the lines here commemorate the 

dead, including makers of this very 

book. Other lines welcome in the new, 

opening a window to the living.

P R E V I O U S  T I T L E  P A G E  A N D  O P P O S I T E

—  A R T I S T  &  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E
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In the lunch break I met someone who’s often 
worked with us in the past. Bandaged up to the 
elbows on both arms, cheeks puffy and bruised. 

This familiar face grinned at me when I asked him 
to join in the writing, “Can’t mate. I’m hoping I’ve 
got a place in rehab today. But thanks for asking.” I 
said I hoped that it all worked out. Bandaged arms, 
pyjama trousers, bruised cheeks. I’ve thought about 
that short encounter the rest of this afternoon. 
About that smile. It was as if I was a messenger from 
a far off world that’s thought of fondly, but currently 
unreachable.“Join us again, when you can,” I said.
The reply: “Thanks for asking. I mean it.”

Project diary extract by Project diary extract by Philip DavenportPhilip Davenport

(Later note: this was the last time I saw C alive.)

— T H E  O F F I C E  O F  T H E  D E A D - 

P A G E S  P . 1 1 4 -  P . 1 2 1

—  A R T I S T S :  L O I S  A N D  O T H E R S

—  W R I T E R S :  V A R I O U S

https://www.philipdavenport.com
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The Joys is a catalogue of the things 

that bring us pleasure, the big life-

changing moments, and the little 

cherries on top. 

As we worked on The Joys, there were 

many little signs of acknowledgement 

and affection between people. But as 

C observed, “This Joy stuff, it’s hard for 

people here to describe, yeah?” He 

looked at us hard. “Homeless people, 

they’ve not tasted much joy. You’re 

asking a lot, you know that?”
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“I’ve turned something nightmarish into something else. 
That experience of being homeless, which I’ve never talked 
about. A lot of my friends didn’t know it was happening. 
But now those memories have become part of something 
beautiful. 

Anonymous 

For some, the act of writing is a challenge that needs to be 
met and overcome. The minute incidents on the page, the 
slips, the smudges, the shaky lines, show the struggles.

“I’ve never written like this before. Never had the time, or 
had these great pens. I like choosing the colours and then I 
get started. I take it slowly, slowly and the words come. Look 
at me now, I’ve learned from it. Better now than I’ve ever 
been.”

Patrick 

— T H E  J O Y S - 

—  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R  :  S A R A H
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—  M A R R Y  M E :  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  J O A N

O V E R L E A F

—  P E G G Y ,  P H O T O  B Y  L O I S . 

—  J O Y ,  A R T I S T  P E G G Y

—  B L E S S I N G  O F  A  C H I L D ,  A R T I S T :  A N O N

—  S E E I N G  T H E  B I R T H ,  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  L A W R E N C E 

—  J A B U L A N I ,  A R T I S T  A N D  W R I T E R :  A N O N

—  H A P P I N E S S ,   A R T I S T  A N O N ,  W R I T E R :  C H R I S T I A N

— T H E  J O Y S - 
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— J O Y - 
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P R E V I O U S  P A G E ,  S A T E L I T E S

—  A R T I S T S :  A N O N

—  W R I T E R :  J O A N  A N D  A N O N

The performance of “Satellites” as song begins with 
rhythms set with everyday objects: sticks, jingles, paint 
brushes.

I am surprised by the intensity of the rhythm-makers.  
Their eyes turn down or up, they create a world of 
beats which even after the guitar and voices begin, 
continue with an intense independence that belie their 
supposedly subordinate place in the event of song.  
Percussion, says John Cage, is the admission of “noise” 
from the world beyond the enclosed space of music, 
not a release from that world or protection from it; the 
prolonged attention to rhythm brings that world back 
into music. 

When the participant begins and ends the song with his 
finger snaps, he brings the body itself as an instrument 
into the space of words and melody.  

Cage says that “the purpose of music is to sober and 
quiet the mind, thus making it susceptible to divine 
influences . . . [and] receptive to the spiritual aspect of 
life.”  With raised or lowered eyes, the rhythm-makers 
enter and create a trance that incorporates rather 
than transcends the noise of that world of chaos and 
mayhem. 

Commentary by Jeffrey Robinson

— T H E  J O Y S - 

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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Satelites

The world turns for a reason
Big answers come in season
Clocks go around, we’re circling the moon
Circle of drugs, of mental health
Of homelessness itself
Break it up and start again.

We are satellites, stars surround us
We are satellites we’ll find a new course
We’ll find a new course.

Seasons change the weather
We can turn things around together
Don’t be stuck in a circus of lies
Go through the rigmarole
Mess it up, repeat your role.
Break it up and start again.

We are satellites, stars surround us
We are satellites we’ll find a new course
We’ll find a new course.

We are satellites, stars surround us
We are satellites we’ll find a new course
We’ll find a new course.

— T H E  J O Y S - 
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—  A R T I S T :  L O I S ,  C Y N T H I A

—  W R I T E R :  A N D R E W

— T H E  J O Y S - 
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ART:ART: ways to shine ways to shine

—  E S S A Y S  —

A BOOK OF OURS A BOOK OF OURS contains fragments of people’s lives: contains fragments of people’s lives: 
sometimes pain beyond words, sometimes joy. The sometimes pain beyond words, sometimes joy. The 
images and words are contrasted in bright colour, are images and words are contrasted in bright colour, are 
enveloped and illuminated in gold, fostering hope out of enveloped and illuminated in gold, fostering hope out of 
the darkness. Most of all A BOOK OF OURS is a the darkness. Most of all A BOOK OF OURS is a 
collaboration, a shared experience of many people, yet collaboration, a shared experience of many people, yet 
each with different skills and unique stories to bring.each with different skills and unique stories to bring.

Occasionally, pages in this book have been made by Occasionally, pages in this book have been made by 
one person, but most have the imprint of two or three one person, but most have the imprint of two or three 
makers, some pages have multiple contributors. This is a makers, some pages have multiple contributors. This is a 
tribute to the medieval illuminated manuscripts that tribute to the medieval illuminated manuscripts that 
inspired us. Traditionally, each element was created by inspired us. Traditionally, each element was created by 
a different person (in the Western tradition usually monks a different person (in the Western tradition usually monks 
in a Scriptorium workshop) — the scribe, the illuminator, in a Scriptorium workshop) — the scribe, the illuminator, 
the book binder. For us, employing all these skills meant the book binder. For us, employing all these skills meant 
we could offer a variety of ways for people to shine, be it we could offer a variety of ways for people to shine, be it 
through writing, drawing, calligraphy, painting.through writing, drawing, calligraphy, painting.

As a child I struggled to read, my spelling is still questiona-As a child I struggled to read, my spelling is still questiona-
ble, I’m put off by large blocks of text. Perhaps that is one ble, I’m put off by large blocks of text. Perhaps that is one 
of the reasons I was first drawn to medieval decoratedof the reasons I was first drawn to medieval decorated
letter forms, which have a seductive visual beauty.letter forms, which have a seductive visual beauty.

During our projects, I’ve encountered many other people During our projects, I’ve encountered many other people 
withwith literacy issues, literacy issues, some are embarrassed, some angry,  some are embarrassed, some angry, 
have spent a life time hiding their struggles. Homelessness have spent a life time hiding their struggles. Homelessness 
and literacy are interlinked. and literacy are interlinked. 

https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/a-book-of-ours-2018-2021/
https://cdn.literacytrust.org.uk/media/documents/2017_07_01_free_other_-_guide_to_hosting_a_tales_and_teapots_party.pdf
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Reports suggest 55% of homeless people have difficulty Reports suggest 55% of homeless people have difficulty 
filling in forms, and 46% need help writing letters.filling in forms, and 46% need help writing letters. Poor  Poor 
literacy can often leave people with low self-literacy can often leave people with low self-
confidence and without basic skills to maintain confidence and without basic skills to maintain 
accommodation.accommodation.

‘X’ quietly took me aside and explained she couldn’t ‘X’ quietly took me aside and explained she couldn’t 
read or write. Like others before her, I wrote on her read or write. Like others before her, I wrote on her 
behalf as she dictated to me. Between us, with behalf as she dictated to me. Between us, with 
patience, repetition and humour we checked and patience, repetition and humour we checked and 
edited each line, each word. Then the process of X edited each line, each word. Then the process of X 
re-writing the letters, slowly forming words.re-writing the letters, slowly forming words.

As the letters became abstracted into shape and As the letters became abstracted into shape and 
colour, they lost the fear — fear of correct spelling, or colour, they lost the fear — fear of correct spelling, or 
clever meaning — and became things to play with.clever meaning — and became things to play with.

There is joy and beauty in the creation of individualThere is joy and beauty in the creation of individual
letter forms that is open to everyone, whatever your letter forms that is open to everyone, whatever your 
level of literacy or confidence in art making. It is difficult level of literacy or confidence in art making. It is difficult 
to quantify the satisfaction and delight when someone to quantify the satisfaction and delight when someone 
with literacy issues creates a written piece.with literacy issues creates a written piece.

BOOK OF OURS artworks are intertwined with the con-BOOK OF OURS artworks are intertwined with the con-
tent of the writing. It takes pressure off the need for tent of the writing. It takes pressure off the need for 
words to solely carry the weight of communication. words to solely carry the weight of communication. 
Mixing art and poetry expands both, into a form of Mixing art and poetry expands both, into a form of 
literature that is at the same time art. literature that is at the same time art. 

https://thamesreach.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Turning-the-Key-Literacy-Report.pdf
https://thamesreach.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Turning-the-Key-Literacy-Report.pdf
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The illustration in the medieval manuscript was functional The illustration in the medieval manuscript was functional 
as well as decorative, signposting the beginnings of as well as decorative, signposting the beginnings of 
important texts, helping the reader to find their way important texts, helping the reader to find their way 
around the book. In some pages of the iconic medieval around the book. In some pages of the iconic medieval 
Book of KellsBook of Kells, the first letter of the first word is the , the first letter of the first word is the 
centrepiece of the page, brimming with swirling, centrepiece of the page, brimming with swirling, 
elaborate patterns. A BOOK OF OURS borrows these elaborate patterns. A BOOK OF OURS borrows these 
traditions, with artworks inspired by the poetry, (or traditions, with artworks inspired by the poetry, (or 
inspiring poems) and themes and images directly from inspiring poems) and themes and images directly from 
the medieval manuscripts added to the mix.the medieval manuscripts added to the mix.

Then towards the end of our project, the modern great Then towards the end of our project, the modern great 
plague struck. Under lockdowns and Covid restrictions, plague struck. Under lockdowns and Covid restrictions, 
we had to adapt our workshops, with smaller groups and we had to adapt our workshops, with smaller groups and 
remote working, using on-line resources and the post. I remote working, using on-line resources and the post. I 
provided themes, inspiration, resources, examples. When provided themes, inspiration, resources, examples. When 
people’s sketches and poems arrived, I had more input people’s sketches and poems arrived, I had more input 
into the book pages than usual. For example, with ‘into the book pages than usual. For example, with ‘The The 
prospect of a bath’prospect of a bath’, I copied the author’s handwritten , I copied the author’s handwritten 
poem onto the manuscript page using transfer paper, poem onto the manuscript page using transfer paper, 
then overlaid drawings from participants, and images then overlaid drawings from participants, and images 
from medieval manuscripts. Many of these Covid pages from medieval manuscripts. Many of these Covid pages 
feature medieval feature medieval Plague DoctorsPlague Doctors, and , and Danse Macabre Danse Macabre 
skeletonsskeletons, close cousins to the Angel of Death who arrives , close cousins to the Angel of Death who arrives 
all too early in many homeless lives. all too early in many homeless lives. 

Fortunately, most of A BOOK OF OURS had been finished Fortunately, most of A BOOK OF OURS had been finished 
before the virus arrived. The majority of the pages were before the virus arrived. The majority of the pages were 
made in face-to-face workshops at the made in face-to-face workshops at the Booth CentreBooth Centre and  and 
Back on TrackBack on Track in Manchester — the result of hundreds of  in Manchester — the result of hundreds of 
patient hours from deeply-involved makers. It’s bursting patient hours from deeply-involved makers. It’s bursting 
with lavish decoration, images of plant, animal and with lavish decoration, images of plant, animal and 
human ornament, imbued with sacred images and human ornament, imbued with sacred images and 

https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20160425-the-book-of-kells-medieval-europes-greatest-treasure
https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://www.backontrackmanchester.org.uk
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modern stories, colours fresh and vivid, created with modern stories, colours fresh and vivid, created with 
unmistakeable passion.unmistakeable passion.

I’ve repeatedly seen the calming impact of these I’ve repeatedly seen the calming impact of these 
workshops... An opportunity to share with others your  workshops... An opportunity to share with others your  
story, hopes and dreams. A chance to escape your story, hopes and dreams. A chance to escape your 
troubles, to disappear into vivid colour, organic shapes, troubles, to disappear into vivid colour, organic shapes, 
shimmering gold. Sometimes simply finding the joy and shimmering gold. Sometimes simply finding the joy and 
satisfaction in the decorating of a single letter. satisfaction in the decorating of a single letter. 
Making tiny, tentative steps, towards your potential: Making tiny, tentative steps, towards your potential: 
from the monks who made the from the monks who made the Book of KellsBook of Kells, to the , to the 
makers ofmakers of A BOOK OF OURS A BOOK OF OURS, to everyone reading this , to everyone reading this 
book, who doesn’t want that? book, who doesn’t want that? 

—  L O I S  B L A C K B U R N  —

https://www.bbc.com/culture/article/20160425-the-book-of-kells-medieval-europes-greatest-treasure
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/a-book-of-ours-2018-2021/
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POETRY: pass on the torchpass on the torch  

I’M LOOKING at the calendar pages for I’M LOOKING at the calendar pages for December. December. 
As I read, I remember the conversations that led to these As I read, I remember the conversations that led to these 
lines being written down. Several came from talking to lines being written down. Several came from talking to 
Andy, at theAndy, at the Booth Centre Booth Centre. Talking to Andy is something . Talking to Andy is something 
I’ve done for the last 10 years on and off — we’ve I’ve done for the last 10 years on and off — we’ve 
discussed wars and ex-wives and foreign cities and guns discussed wars and ex-wives and foreign cities and guns 
and much more. On this particular afternoon he talked and much more. On this particular afternoon he talked 
about the many, many people he’s known who’ve about the many, many people he’s known who’ve 
experienced homelessness. He talked about seeing rough experienced homelessness. He talked about seeing rough 
sleepers getting moved on, the unfairness of it. Talked sleepers getting moved on, the unfairness of it. Talked 
about his friend Dave camping in the park, talked about about his friend Dave camping in the park, talked about 
watching the rain washing away the flowers and all his watching the rain washing away the flowers and all his 
friends passing on, talked about Methyl Alcohol leaving a friends passing on, talked about Methyl Alcohol leaving a 
man blind and mad. man blind and mad. 

Together we made his comments into six word lines — Together we made his comments into six word lines — 
you’ll find Andy’s  lines in the calendar, written down by you’ll find Andy’s  lines in the calendar, written down by 
various scribes including Andy himself. When our various scribes including Andy himself. When our 
conversation finished, he looked out of the window at a conversation finished, he looked out of the window at a 
greying Manchester sky and said sadly, “Sub-zero tonight.”greying Manchester sky and said sadly, “Sub-zero tonight.”

Mostly, the experience of homelessness is passed Mostly, the experience of homelessness is passed 
quietly from person to person, through private conversa-quietly from person to person, through private conversa-
tions that disappear into the air. In A BOOK OF OURS such tions that disappear into the air. In A BOOK OF OURS such 
quiet conversations (and there were many) have been quiet conversations (and there were many) have been 
recorded on the page, using the exact words of the recorded on the page, using the exact words of the 
tellers. Then they’ve been given rich colours, and most tellers. Then they’ve been given rich colours, and most 

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
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importantly of all they’ve been given time — time to be importantly of all they’ve been given time — time to be 
heard, to be given a form and finally time to be seen for heard, to be given a form and finally time to be seen for 
their own beauty.their own beauty.

In the line for 3rd December, a woman remembers, In the line for 3rd December, a woman remembers, 
“Living in a car. Nobody notices.” In another, J talks about “Living in a car. Nobody notices.” In another, J talks about 
being beaten up, “Punch me, punch us, punch them”, I being beaten up, “Punch me, punch us, punch them”, I 
still recall his face contorted with rage and humiliation as still recall his face contorted with rage and humiliation as 
he spoke. You’ll see this line again in his poem Terce, he spoke. You’ll see this line again in his poem Terce, 
elsewhere. In yet another conversation a man who’d slept elsewhere. In yet another conversation a man who’d slept 
rough in London spoke about the power of compassion: rough in London spoke about the power of compassion: 
“Pass on kindness, the knock-on lasts forever.” I couldn’t “Pass on kindness, the knock-on lasts forever.” I couldn’t 
believe someone who’d seen so much violence had such believe someone who’d seen so much violence had such 
a gentle face.a gentle face.

Read all these lines together and you have a group poem. Read all these lines together and you have a group poem. 

I’ve told you about one page in December. On each I’ve told you about one page in December. On each 
page of A BOOK OF OURS there are many stories page of A BOOK OF OURS there are many stories 
entwined, between the words and the images. The job entwined, between the words and the images. The job 
of poetry is to help these words happen. To not get in the of poetry is to help these words happen. To not get in the 
way, and yet bring unity to numerous distinct voices. We way, and yet bring unity to numerous distinct voices. We 
used stark, simple poetic rules - six words to each line for used stark, simple poetic rules - six words to each line for 
the calendar. Formal repetition (in the shape of triolets) for the calendar. Formal repetition (in the shape of triolets) for 
the very formalised and respectful book of Saints, the Suf-the very formalised and respectful book of Saints, the Suf-
frages. A list of goodbyes and hellos for the Office of the frages. A list of goodbyes and hellos for the Office of the 
Dead…Dead…

Occasionally in this book you’ll see excerpts from the Occasionally in this book you’ll see excerpts from the 
project blog diaryproject blog diary I wrote and which Lois illuminated with  I wrote and which Lois illuminated with 
photos, which tries to tell what we saw and heard. But it’s photos, which tries to tell what we saw and heard. But it’s 
hard to express how much all of this means if you weren’t hard to express how much all of this means if you weren’t 
there. there. 

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
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E S S A Y S

—  P H I L I P  D A V E N P O R T  —

And hard for me to understand the full significance, And hard for me to understand the full significance, 
because I haven’t had the experience of homelessness. I because I haven’t had the experience of homelessness. I 
do know that some of our workshops brought self-forgive-do know that some of our workshops brought self-forgive-
ness and relief for many people. ness and relief for many people. 

Perhaps A BOOK OF OURS is most truly an illuminated Perhaps A BOOK OF OURS is most truly an illuminated 
manuscript because it contains some of the light of manuscript because it contains some of the light of 
understanding — these moments of human possibility for understanding — these moments of human possibility for 
both the dark and the light.both the dark and the light.



CALLIGRAPHY: heartfelt text

WHEN THE CALLIGRAPHIC PEN is reached for, there is a 
commitment undertaken a humble biro does not need. 
This is truly language made visible. 

It takes longer, is tricky, is slow, it requires some learnt 
skill, but the viewer can detect a deep valuing of 
the words. The ubiquitous book, the free newspaper 
or magazine still manages to have this turned-page 
delight at its core and we share this with our mediaeval 
cousins irrespective of the centuries between us.

Like many, I am lured into charity shops by the book 
section. Is there a bargain to be had before a book’s 
final journey to being pulped? The mediaeval mind 
could never have understood our casual attitude 
and carelessness towards bound pages. For them the 
‘codex’ was sacred. And A Book of Ours’ gives us a rare 
insight into the thinking, where a handmade book – thus 
a unique artefact – becomes something to treasure. 

In the same way those first Books of Hours were a heady 
combination of text and image, so too is A Book of Ours. 
Heartfelt text – born of gritty experience – integrates 
with powerful imagery. That imagery comes from a 
place where photographic realism is bypassed – where 
words and illustrations mirror the wish to describe the 
world as it is felt. 

—  E S S A Y S  —
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https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/hour/hd_hour.htm


The standard of calligraphy of Ours is not the same as in 
Hours but how could it be? The scribes in a monastery 
had time on their hands and, moreover, they hardly had 
anything else to do – a bed and their next meal did not 
concern them. 

No, A Book of Ours calligraphy might be uneven and, 
at times wobbly, but it is honest to life. Nevertheless, 
the connection with the medieval decorated letter 
is remarkable. The creative urge to unlock the artistic 
potential of the humble letter is a continuum across the 
millennia. It is a line that runs from early stone-carved 
headstones, through monastic manuscripts all the way 
to today’s branding logos and to the brilliant array here. 

To open a spread of pages in A Book of Ours is to 
experience the same delight as when seeing William 

Blake’s books. The elements are the same: the maker’s 
own words; hand lettering; illustrations to illuminate 
the poetry. In addition, both oeuvres show the huge 
commitment required to produce such elements by 
hand. A commitment all the greater if your hands are 

cold, or you’ve not slept for many nights. Paul Klee 
writes about the importance of the ‘visibility of effort’ 
and here, in A Book of Ours, we have a consummate 
example of the significance and value of an endeavour 
born of very precious effort, toil and energy.

—  S T E P H E N  R A W  —
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https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/william-blake
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/klee/hd_klee.htm
http://www.stephenraw.com
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—  E S S A Y S —

MUSIC: 
I woke up this morning

MUSIC IS a powerful form of communication. Back in 
medieval times it was often about communicating 
with a higher power. 

Monastic forms of music spoke of the heavenly 
or celestial, whilst other forms – the songs of the 
troubadours and minstrels - sang of a more earthly, 
everyday life.

Elements of that Medieval music underpin these songs 
- scales, drum patterns, drones, chanting – but you will 
also hear the influence of 20th century folk and blues 
traditions. Those traditions – protest songs, work songs, 
relationship songs – are also about singing the reality 
of your everyday life. They are songs of struggle and 
redemption. And that is what my co-writers have done 
so powerfully with the Book of Ours.

As a co-writer my job is to form the participants own 
words into melodies and songs. Sometimes I have to 
alter words or add phrases to create rhyme and meter 
but my guiding principle is always to add as little of my 
own writing as possible. These words are their words.

Although this is a secular work, in the tradition of 
medieval music the song cycle is made up of Hymns, 
Prayers and Antiphons (repetitive chants). 

https://soundcloud.com/philip-davenport
https://www.musictheoryacademy.com/periods-of-music/medieval-music/
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A  B O O K  O F  O U R S

The songs are arranged according to medieval tradition, 
in a cycle of seven stages - Matins, Laud, Prime etc - that 
represent different times of the monastic day. For example 
Matins are the start of the day, just like in the old blues 
songs that always begin with “I woke up this morning……” .

Once Covid hit, the rules of our socially distanced 
workshops meant we were not allowed to sing.  So in our 
time of isolation and separation, we chanted.  Just like 
the early medieval monks, back in the days when melody 
and harmony were condemned as ungodly. As the drone 
and rhythm of our spoken voices drew us in, we found 
connection.

—  M A T T  H I L L  —

https://soundcloud.com/philip-davenport
https://matthillsongwriter.com
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COMMENTARY: OURS 

TIME FOR THE HOMELESS can be a steely clock marking 
deprivations and chaos, an imposition from without of 
relentless vulnerabilities to lack: lack of shelter, lack of 
health and health care, lack of stability and safety.  The 
imagination learns to reinforce this trap of time.  In the art 
room, organized as an arthur+martha event, the mind begins 
to free up...

“Mine” becomes “Ours”—what is possessed is voice, 
memory, reflection, wisdom of not the solitary individual but 
many persons brought together, who co-exist on the page 
and in the book; they possess the untold history of people 
with lived experience of homelessness.

The ethics behind The Book of Ours and Homeless Library 
projects: “the story is theirs to tell.”  How do the leaders 
of arthur+martha fulfill this remit when it is they who have 
planned, organized, and conducted, and participated 
in the lives and imaginations of people with the lived 
experience of homelessness?  They come with various marks 
of visibility and power that a society based upon inequality 
confers on some but denies to others.  

Phil Davenport and Lois Blackburn, along with their 
colleague in music Matt Hill, acknowledge the privilege—
with its access to workshop space, funding, and education—
as they are vigilant about reducing to a minimum the 
temptations of appropriation and exploitation of the 
precarious vitality of other lives.  

—  E S S A Y S  —

https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/the-homeless-library/
https://arthur-martha.com
https://www.philipdavenport.com
https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
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They characterize their roles as “curators or midwives” 
(Matt Hill) of lives and works not their own. They are 
conservationists in the way that poets, from the beginning 
of recorded poetry, “conserve the image of a person 
across time” (Allen Grossman).  They facilitate, rather than 
control and interpret, an event of living and shaping.   

Commissioning becomes a form of collective artistic 
practice: I will do some of the work on your behalf . . . 
but, says Lois, “we are always checking where the power 
is,” making sure that no one’s authority gets usurped by 
another’s.  

The leaders come to their project with acquired training: 
when they see a blank page, they know how to begin 
filling it up, with language or with design. Without that 
experience, a person “comes [to the page] naked into 
the world,” terrified of a boundariless emptiness.  The 
leaders give them boundaries, coordinates.  The artist 
Lois draws a horizontal line, puts in an image, marks out a 
space for a text; the poet Phil lineates the poetic speech 
of a participant.  Phil, Lois, and Matt, along with the other 
makers around the table, abolish the terror of creation in 
isolation. 

https://matthillsongwriter.com
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/allen-grossman


The BOOK OF OURS draws us back 
to the archetype of circle and 
cycle; positively and negatively 
intertwined, signifying hopeless 
repetition and also renewal, or 

repetition as transformation:

 And the CIRCLE
 Of homelessness itself (March)
 Rough sleep. SHELTER. Outside once more (April)
 Pregnant, homeless, skeletal, autumn. Reunited
 Don’t get yourself lost in circles
 Wheels on fire, rolling down the road (October)

At the same time, the poet sings: “We are satellites stars 
surround us,” as do the seasons that give comfort, excitement, 
rest, and renewal, all marked in the book itself.  A great act 
of imagination and artistic imagination bring the makers from 
circles of despair caused by the circle of homelessness itself 
to at least a vision of belonging to the cosmic cycle; note 
the mysterious juxtapositions in “Pregnant, homeless, skeletal, 
autumn. Reunited” — belonging to both versions of the circle 
at once.

 When the sun coming up.
 The golden cogs of the clock. 

Usually representing mechanical circles, here the cogs belong 
to the generative source of the sun.  The second line has been 
snatched from Lawrence’s poem and song, being made to live 
again in a new context.  “Round”ness becomes support and 
even transformation: “the seasons bring us round again.”  In 
the midst of the cycle of an expression of malign and indifferent 
forces controlling one’s subsistence emerges the will and the 
vision: “you can TURN things around better.  



A monument, religious or secular, takes its viewer or reader 
out of the world of daily life into a vision of undiluted power.  
The audience is stunned, transported.  The Book of Ours, 
itself a monument, draws its audience into a 
stimulating confusion.  The Book of Hours 
encourages reflection, interiority and 
prayer; and The Book of Ours?—

The following calendar lines from October, each line 
composed by a different person 

You broke it all. Start again
Please don’t punish me again, God.
My being belongs to the elements.

The first line re-evaluates brokenness because after the 
full stop is a petition for new beginning.  In the fatalistic 
imagery of circles, “broke” layers personal failure but with a 
consciousness of the interruption of failure’s grim cycle.  To 
start again is to renew a cycle but now on one’s own terms.  
The “again” in the second line, addressed imploringly to God, 
is a brief prayer against resignation and helplessness and 
pain, but invoking the divinity, it at least reaches beyond the 
immediacy of one’s material existence as perhaps a point 
of self-recognition.  The centrality of the cosmos in A Book of 
Ours indicates the TURN towards that realignment: “we are 
satellites. Stars surround us.” .

—  P R O F E S S O R  J E F F R E Y  R O B I N S O N  —

https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
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Thanks
FIRST OF ALL, and most of all, we would like to thank the makers of this 

book for the beauty they’ve conjured out of difficulty. Also, for their 

openness, kindness and patience.

A debt of gratitude is owed by us to everyone who helped at The 

Booth Centre and Back on Track. To Karen, Paul, Jakir and Harriet who 

directly supported us through many workshops, and who managed to 

be simultaneously inspiring and keep us out of trouble. To Mark, Christine, 

Gary, Sue and all other volunteers for your time and skill. A special thank 

you to Amanda, as ever, for everything.

Thank you to all at Back on Track — particularly Katie for constant belief 

and for making good things happen when times were stormy. 

Thank you Dylan, Paul and the Inspiring Change Manchester Art Group, 

for the angels.

Thank you Kat and all the staff at Bury Art Museum, for supporting the 

debut exhibition of the unbound book with such enthusiasm.

Jeffrey Robinson and John Hodgson, your expertise was invaluable.

This project was kindly supported by The National Lottery Heritage Fund. 

Thanks to National Lottery players.

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://www.backontrackmanchester.org.uk
https://england.shelter.org.uk/what_we_do/inspiring_change_manchester
https://buryartmuseum.co.uk
https://www.centerforthehumanities.org/programming/participants/jeffrey-c-robinson
https://www.library.manchester.ac.uk/rylands/
https://www.heritagefund.org.uk
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The Booth Centre 

THE BOOTH CENTRE  is a community centre run with 
people affected by homelessness.    

The Booth Centre provides a warm welcome, an 
opportunity to belong, to gain a purpose and 
rebuild lives.  Our programme includes activities such 
as volunteering, creative projects and sports, as well 
as training and help to gain employment. We also 
support people to improve health and wellbeing, to 
access emergency accommodation, and to secure 
and maintain a permanent home. The Centre is 
run in partnership with the people who attend, and 
they apply their skills and experience to influence 
strategic change.  

The Booth Centre has been pleased to support this 
arthur+martha project.  Our Arts Group have been 
proud to be involved with creating this book over 
the last few years, having the opportunity to use 
their rich experiences, skills and talents, and to work 
together as a group.

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
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arthur+martha arthur+martha 
ARTHUR+MARTHAARTHUR+MARTHA  is an experimental arts organisation   is an experimental arts organisation 
based in the UK. Our aim is to help people find their cre-based in the UK. Our aim is to help people find their cre-
ative voice, building confidence, self esteem, self worth, ative voice, building confidence, self esteem, self worth, 
through art and writing. We work with older people, through art and writing. We work with older people, 
people living with dementia, people who have experi-people living with dementia, people who have experi-
enced homelessness.enced homelessness.

Being heard is a human necessity that can get forgot-Being heard is a human necessity that can get forgot-
ten in a hectic care home, or busy world. We bring at-ten in a hectic care home, or busy world. We bring at-
tention to the creativity of people who are sometimes tention to the creativity of people who are sometimes 
lost in the corners.lost in the corners.

Since 2007, Lois Blackburn and Philip Davenport have 
co-directed and delivered all projects for arthur+martha 
CIC, taking joint responsibility for managerial decisions. 
They devise, design, project manage, liaise and work 
with host venues, partners, volunteers, manage budgets, 
deliver projects, create bespoke promotional materials, 
evaluate and write appropriate reports. For this project 
they brought in the musican Matt Hill and calligrapher 
Stephen Raw to share their expertise in their fields. 

https://arthur-martha.com
https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
https://www.philipdavenport.com
https://matthillsongwriter.com
http://www.stephenraw.com
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For more information:

arthur+martha:  arthur-martha.com

Back on Track:  backontrackmanchester.org.uk

Lois Blackburn: loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com

The Booth Centre: boothcentre.org.uk

Philip Davenport:  philipdavenport.com

Matt Hill: matthillsongwriter.com

Stephen Raw: stephenraw.com

John Rylands Library: library.manchester.ac.uk/rylands/

The National Lottery Heritage Fund: heritagefund.org.uk

https://arthur-martha.com
https://www.backontrackmanchester.org.uk
https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://www.philipdavenport.com
https://matthillsongwriter.com
http://www.stephenraw.com
https://www.library.manchester.ac.uk/rylands/
https://www.heritagefund.org.uk
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appendix appendix 
A Book of Ours: Commentary

by  Professor Jeffrey Robinson

Ours

In our market economy and society based upon inequality, “ours” signi-

fies possession of an object of monetary value adding to our status in the 

minds of others.  Yet sitting at the workshop table on the second floor Art 

Room of the Booth Centre, among homeless makers of this book, I see not 

an object but an event of cooperative exchanges. Phrases and sentences 

and poems pass from one maker and one page to another maker or de-

signer and a new setting.  Language itself is held not so much by individ-

uals as by any number of collaborators.  “Ours” becomes a collectivity of 

mental, emotional, and artistic movement—a hum of voices and exchang-

es, rustlings of paper, pencils, markers, and pens.  

The book re-purposes a medieval artifact for daily prayer, The Book of 

Hours, as a claim of heritage previously invisible and unvalued, the collec-

tive histories of the homeless, disenfranchised and poor, unnoticed and 

trivialized.  O-U-R-S occupies H-O-U-R-S, just as P-O-E-T-R-Y occupies 

P-O-V-E-R-T-Y.  In each case just one consonant (H,V) separates 

https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/critical/staff/jeffreyrobinson/
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/hour/hd_hour.htm
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/hour/hd_hour.htm
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oppression from value, identity, and beauty.  The book intervenes in an 

injustice.  “The intent in our case is that this homeless history, this culture 

has a place to arrive on a page, to be finally OURS” (Philip Davenport).  

Time for people who’ve experienced homeless can be a steely clock: lack 

of shelter, lack of health and health care, lack of stability and safety.  The 

imagination learns to reinforce this trap of time.  In the art room, organized 

as an arthur+martha event, the mind begins to free up, a space for the 

recovery and loosening of memories, indeed becomes “a mode of memory 

emancipated from time and space” (Coleridge).  The Hours, occupied by 

“ours,” “re-break, re-set, re-model.”  

A Book of Hours could be designed with its owner in mind; their name 

printed in the book along with prayers designed for that person.  The sump-

tuousness of the book gave its owner status.  Possession was material:  The 

Book of Hours became a Book of Mine; here, upstairs at the Booth Centre, 

“Mine” becomes “Ours”—what is possessed is voice, memory, reflection, 

wisdom of not the solitary individual but many persons brought together, 

who co-exist on the page and in the book; they possess the untold history 

of the homeless...

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
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Lightness 

“Whenever humanity seems condemned to heaviness, I think I should fly like 

Perseus into a different space.  I don’t mean escaping into dream or into the 

irrational.  I mean that I have to change my approach, look at the world from a 

different perspective . . . . The images of lightness that I seek should not fade 

away like dreams dissolved by the realities of present and future.” (Italo Calvino, 

Six Memos . . .)

Heaviness, a burden to some, embodies the values of the powerful: heavy cul-

tural artifacts are made to last; they contain over time the jewels of power.  The 

gothic church is a monument; A Book of Ours—expansive pages, bright colours, 

writings crammed together—is a monument well bound; it, however, subverts 

the social hierarchy with its light “memos” from the lives of those without visi-

bility, the homeless.  Yet it is built to last.  The project that preceded A Book of 

Ours  promoted lightness, that “change of approach” more in keeping with the 

daily realities of the homeless: The Homeless Library.  Its participants made 

books of their lives on scraps of paper bound together crudely, their words 

sometimes inscribed over words already printed.  If you blew on some of them, 

they would scoot along the surface of a table.  They were blanked out scraps of 

former whose, waste, and their poets were, as Lawrence sometimes calls him-

self, Riff Raff.  But their lightness gave them another property: “These days the 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Memos-Millennium-Penguin-Modern-Classics/dp/014118969X
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Memos-Millennium-Penguin-Modern-Classics/dp/014118969X
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/a-book-of-ours-2018-2021/
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/a-book-of-ours-2018-2021/
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/the-homeless-library/
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papers in the street / leap into the air or burst across the lawns-- / not a 

scrap but has the breath of life” (Charles Reznikoff ).

During a workshop for six participants writing and designing A Book of Ours, 

around four trestle tables placed end to end and covered with paint-jars, 

pens and pencils and large partially filled sheets of paper, I walked off for a 

20-minute chat with Lawrence; in the far corner of the room was a glassed-

in case displaying some of the books from The Homeless Library.  Lawrence 

selected one and began to read a poem that he had delivered to the “fuckin’ 

politicians” of the Westminster Parliament who in 2016 had invited members 

of The Homeless Library to present their work.  When he finished, and after 

we talked about it, he tossed it back into the case, soundlessly.  The poem 

read from the book was immensely important less as a “creation” and more 

as a presentation of self as representative of an invisible body of citizens, and 

even more as a gesture, full of anger and hope, in the public sphere and the 

seat of power.  But the toss: at once dismissive of the artifact, its near-bodi-

lessness, its hardly bound and amateurishly constructed aspect, its lightness 

signifying waste.  But the toss also indicated its mobility, an expression of an 

unbounded will and freely articulate imagination.  Lawrence took up his con-

certina book and, hunting for the poem, ruffled the pages.  As an instance of 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/charles-reznikoff
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/the-homeless-library/
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book-making, it resembled samizdat publications.  The aesthetics of these 

books shift away from forms of monument and permanence, allure and invi-

tation through carefully manipulated design and colour features, to mobility 

and usefulness.  These books, as arthur+martha has always insisted, con-

tain a history by and large kept undocumented in what Sean Bonney might 

call the “police account.”  Their fragility and ephemerality, their lightness, 

transports the language, memories, and insights of “the other.”  In Glasgow 

I have seen them on exhibit in glassed-in cases, as they have also appeared 

in Manchester, Brighton and London, and now here upstairs at the Booth 

Centre in the corner case, valued as precious and rare artifacts.

Poetry, lightness, music: A “concertina” construction, Lawrence’s book was 

full of musical staves, across which he wrote poems—not under the staves 

as is conventional.  I noticed that in the poem, the word “poverty” appears 

twice, the second time running vertically, in an ungainly writing-over the 

forward-moving lines of both music and poem—cutting through, interven-

ing, disrupting a flow of ordinary musical and poetic rhythms as the disclo-

sure of what lies irredeemably behind the song, as Lawrence says, that is 

in the poetry.  A Brechtian scene of the juxtaposition of the painful with the 

hopeful reality.  The concertina as “sacred waste” (Bataille).

https://arthur-martha.com
https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
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Hope and Change

I asked Lawrence about the place that hope and change held in the poetry of 

the homeless; he proposed the following: write or draw what’s right in front 

of you, which is what people don’t see: it’ the elephant in the living room.  “An 

elephant is grey, but not all grey things are elephants.”  The art of the homeless 

discriminates, and then confers value.  It turns conventions and stereotypes, 

the grey quotidian, what the conventional representations of the homeless de-

mand, a cinema verité, into the “minute particulars” (Blake) of living colours.  

“Not all homeless people abuse substances; not all homeless people are 

wasteful and lack ambition.”  

Riff Raff ironizes the homeless as waste.  To write or draw the immediate real-

ity expands, perhaps contradicts, expectations.  “The doors of perception are 

cleansed” (Blake). “The percept has swallowed the concept” (David Batchelor).  

Lawrence equates the art of the homeless with Old Testament prophets who 

declaim not about the future but about the present: they present rather than 

imitate or conceptualize, getting closer to the truth. In A Book of Ours hope 

and change, declares Lawrence, may result from that honest focus on now.
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Frontispiece

In a large rectangular insert reaching to a left-hand margin the months 

parade down the page in four groups of three for a season, each one of 

which appears in a color: yellow-green, blue, yellow, and pinkish-red.  

Parallel to the list of months a vertical, loosely sequential grouping of 

letter-like forms float from top to bottom . . . or is it bottom to top?  An 

inviting stone house, with snow-covered pointed roof and tall brick chim-

ney, flanked on one side by two evergreen (Christmas?) trees and a sky 

of moon and stars.  Perhaps Christmas, coming at the end of the year 

and just “below” December marks a utopian moment at once in time and 

yet among the constellations: the otherness of Grimm’s fairy-tales.  

Yet this scene also connotes beginnings, the place from which one de-

parts, flanked on the right by the leafy origins of a vine travelling up the 

butterflies and beetles: spring is in the ascendency.  Vines become a 
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gnarly tree trunk (with owl peering out of a hollow) branching out just 

above the top of the text insert and opening to a rising sun over green 

hills.  Almost flush with the horizon is an ocean liner.  Overall, the text 

and the imagery partake of similar color tones: names and sequence of 

months evoke not clock time but natural and cosmic design, which the 

tiny couple must see as they stare out at the sunrise. 

The page is bewilderingly rich.  Are we to read down the page with 

the text or up the page with the imagery?  Is the house the goal of the 

homeless or the point of departure on the journey upwards and out-

wards, a waking up?  Insects seem properly located amidst vines and 

the tree, but the human imagination travels in hope from state to state.  

I suggest that the Frontispiece frames the quotidian particulate life in 

the calendar that follows, conferring value at every point.
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Leaders

“For, I is an other.  If brass wakes up a trumpet, it isn’t to blame.  To me this is 

evident: I give a stroke of a bow: the symphony begins to stir in the depths or 

comes bursting onto the stage.” (Arthur Rimbaud)

The ethics behind A Book of Ours and The Homeless Library projects: “the story 

is theirs to tell.”  How do the leaders of arthur+martha fulfill this remit when it is 

they who have planned, organized, and conducted, and participated in the lives and 

imaginations of the homeless?  They come with various marks of visibility and pow-

er that a society based upon inequality confers on some but denies to others.  Phil 

Davenport and Lois Blackburn, along with their colleagues musician Matt Hill and 

calligrapher Stephen Raw acknowledge the privilege—with its access to workshop 

space, funding, and education—as they are vigilant about reducing to a minimum 

the temptations of appropriation and exploitation of the precarious vitality of oth-

er lives.  They characterize their roles as “curators or midwives” (Matt Hill) of lives 

and works not their own.  They are conservationists in the way that poets, from the 

beginning of recorded poetry, “conserve the image of a person across time” (Allen 

Grossman).  They facilitate, rather than control and interpret, an event of living and 

shaping.

A man called A came into a music session and, listening to Matt’s guitar, asked if 

he could borrow it for a moment.  A very good player, he began a striking melody, 

https://arthur-martha.com/tag/book-of-ours/
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/the-homeless-library/
https://arthur-martha.com
https://www.philipdavenport.com
https://www.philipdavenport.com
https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
https://matthillsongwriter.com
http://www.stephenraw.com
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which Matt immediately recorded.  Matt asked A to repeat it but he suddenly be-

came shy.  Matt nonetheless placed it as an undersong to “Killing Floor,” returning 

to the fragment throughout the song.  A didn’t know where his melody came from: 

an unidentified shard of musical history saved from oblivion by Matt’s attentive and 

practiced ear, a disarming presence not interpreting but apprehending and con-

serving something of value.  

Commissioning becomes a form of collective artistic practice: I will do some of the 

work on your behalf . . , but, says Lois, “we are always checking where the power 

is,” making sure that no one’s authority gets usurped by another’s.  To intervene or 

enhance often means to compensate for a severe handicap — most evident, the 

leaders come to their project with acquired training: when they see a blank page, 

they know how to begin filling it up, with language or with design.  Without that 

experience, a person “comes naked into the world,” terrified of a boundariless emp-

tiness.  The leaders give them boundaries, coordinates.  Lois draws a horizontal 

line, puts in an image, marks out a space for a text; Phil lineates the poetic speech 

of a participant.  Phil, Lois, and Matt, along with the other makers around the table, 

abolish the terror of creation in isolation.
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Phil introduces the participants to Blake, Shelley, Hildegard of Bingen, and 

A Book of Hours, at which point he lets go.  The books join the mayhem of 

pages on the worktable.  The makers receive treasured bits of the tradition 

as occasions for their own re-purposing. 

 “Education” comes with no ideological baggage; the mind works from 

its own resources and with its own ends; the treasure may be stabilizing: 

“Books, people, pictures, those were the solidities in a life that otherwise 

knew only unsteadiness” (Peter Weiss, The Aesthetics of Resistance).  Phil 

introduces, facilitates, but doesn’t “educate” the way to canonical thinking 

and the artifact as capital.
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Proficiency

Matt is a guitarist and knows well and practices the folk tradition.  A song of 

the homeless, accompanied by Matt’s “proficient” guitar-playing, elegant and 

nuanced, seems to Phil to turn the song—an expression of otherness in expe-

rience and language—into a familiar too perfect artistic event; Matt’s guitar 

cushions and mutes rather than reveals precarity and unique value.  

The British poet and painter Allen Fisher promotes the “imperfect fit” in poet-

ry where the form and expression slightly jar the expected but with the result 

that the observer is no longer “bored” but “stimulated.”  In the case of A Book 

of Hours, the social conditions of the makers as well as their intentions are 

revealed.  So Phil asks Matt to accompany instead on the piano where Matt is 

less proficient; the undersong becomes cruder, more “archaic,” less consol-

ing than the guitar, and disclosing discomfort in the lines: “I have even been 

forgot / by the gold cog of the clock.”

Valued proficiency, on the other hand, arises unexpectedly from unpredict-

able sources, in A’s talented guitar-playing or the brilliance of a street-home-

less person, appearing one day and then disappearing, who could finger-click 

electrifying rhythms.

https://matthillsongwriter.com
https://allenfisher.co.uk
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The Archaic and an Imperfect Fit

In ancient Greek culture the Classical Period is associated with the “perfection” of 

forms, in sculpture the proportions of the “ideal” human being, in drama the imag-

ination of Sophocles that produces ideals of persons acting strictly on the human 

and social scale: in both cases the synchronizing of a society with the types of per-

sons equipped to sustain it on its own terms.  Preceding the Classical Period was 

the Archaic Period, with its outsized statues of persons at least as much attuned 

to the divine as to the social, and lyric poetry, such as Sappho’s, of extravagant 

emotional definition and in her case homoerotic love.  The Archaic positions itself 

somewhat outside the social status quo of a society.  A Book of Ours ushers the pe-

riphery of establishment expectations.  The perspectives of the homeless re-align 

and re-purpose familiar representations of the social and the individual; signs of 

the archaic, the presence of “medieval” associations such as A Book of Hours itself 

indicate this defamiliarization.  “Archaic” in this project stands for anything that 

grates against the idea of art as purity, consistency, and singularity of construction, 

which usually points to a principle of exclusion of unwanted materials and voices.  

The British artist and painter Allen Fisher coined the phrase “imperfect fit” to char-

acterize art that deliberately fosters signs of what perfection would call a mistake 

or an inaccuracy but that in fact signifies inclusion.  For example, calligraphy, itself 

“archaic,” appears throughout A Book of Ours, gorgeous and polished, but it ap-

pears inconsistently, along with cruder, less polished penmanship.

https://allenfisher.co.uk
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Leave the Light On

“Leave the light on” is what the child, frightened from scary dreams, asks their 

mother.  The lines (in A Book of Ours Calendar, May and November) here allows 

for the expression of helpless vulnerability: “We were full of mice and / The kids 

slept on the floor.” Vulnerability as claustrophobia: Not “our house was full of mice” 

but we were full of mice: no escape, only chaos and invasion.  When she wants to 

indicate the insidious, unstoppable invasion of winter temperatures in a Wiscon-

sin farmhouse, the American poet Lorine Niedecker says that the cold “mouse[s]” 

in.  Mice, the lines imagine, at once run through the minds of parents and over and 

around and touching sleeping children on the floor.  In a life of civility, the children 

sleep on beds and the parents’ heads are clear of invasive filth.  The lines never es-

cape the fact of this reality that, however, does not dominate the speaker’s outlook.  

There is still room for her to be “thankful for shelter.”

 

 I walked out my own house

 I understand why people are homeless

 Been there. It was like a storm

 Like when you’re in the rain.

The writer, said to me at her end of the worktable, “I don’t know if this is a poem.”  

I, who had been stunned by these lines, muttered: “Who knows what a poem is,” 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/lorine-niedecker
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not knowing why I said this.  Lois Blackburn, overhearing, said—perhaps 

as much to me as to Linda—“Look, a professor of poetry who can’t define a 

poem.”  Coming from Lois and the worktable, “professor of poetry” was gen-

tle mockery: the purveyor of cultural capital seated at the table of “utopian 

margins.”  

“I understand why people are homeless / Been there.”  The declaration 

opens out to the comparison of homelessness to a rainstorm, presumably 

a reference to the inescapability of rain when you’re in it. “Out of the hole,” 

suggests escape from darkness and nightmare into light and also escape 

from mouse-hood, a mind full of mice with a mouse’s tunnel vision. A tre-

mendous distance is traversed from the pinched space of nightmare, to 

liberation and understanding, to prayer outward and upward and its re-

ciprocation.  The history of a single person, splitting up, slightly changed, 

into other poetic homes in the Calendar.  For example, surrounded by other 

voices (May):

 Old shears and a hand-pushed mower

 Out of the hole. Prayers answered

 New house, thankfull but no furniture

 And the kid slept on the floor

 The kids slept on the floor

 2017. sad smell of death. children cry.

 WHO AM I KING OF EGYPT?

https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
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Or from November:

 The bloom Winter’s serpents can’t harm.

Beetroot baked or pickled. Hotpot.

When we had young kids, homeless

I was thankful for shelter, but

We were full of mice and

The kid slept on the floor.

Oscar the Grouch still happy in bins
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Rhythm

The performance of “Satellites” as song begins with rhythms set with every-

day objects: sticks, jingles, paint brushes.  I am surprised by the intensity 

of the rhythm-makers.  Their eyes turn down or up, they create a world of 

beats which even after the guitar and voices begin, continue with an intense 

independence that belie their supposedly subordinate place in the event of 

song. 

Percussion, says John Cage, is the admission of “noise” from the world 

beyond the enclosed space of music, not a release from that world or pro-

tection from it; the prolonged attention to rhythm brings that world back 

into music.  When the rough sleeper begins and ends the song with his 

finger snaps, he brings the body itself as an instrument into the space of 

words and melody.  Cage says that “the purpose of music is to sober and 

quiet the mind, thus making it susceptible to divine influences . . . [and] 

receptive to the to the spiritual aspect of life.”  With raised or lowered eyes, 

the rhythm-makers enter and create a trance that incorporates rather than 

transcends the noise of that world of chaos and mayhem.  In a recording 

of “Gold Cog” you can hear scraps of the room itself.  Simultaneous with 

the rhythms comes the chant, low and repeating, from another, an earlier 

place—an evocation of the medieval, a flavour of the archaic.

https://www.johncage.org
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Monuments

The meaning of “Ours” in the Calendar of A Book of Ours presents itself 

as the visibility of the scribes who produce the book.  By contrast, the 

scribes of A Book of Hours and the conditions of its production remain 

largely invisible.  The paints and paper, the participants around the work-

table appear in photographs.  Simple and at times crude writing styles 

follow upon lines of calligraphic elegance.  Pen pressures, ink colors, and 

writing styles match in their unpredictable variety the mix of memories, 

person experience or observations of the day, prayer, and sententiae, bits 

of poetry transposed from poems.  

Traditionally architectural monuments belong to an aristocracy or capi-

talist system that succeeds by suppressing any indication of the workers 

forced to build it.  Yeats speaks to a similar aristocracy of poetry pro-

duction when he says: “A line will take us hours maybe; / Yet if it does 

not seem a moment’s thought, / Our stitching and unstitching has been 

naught.”   The title, “Adam’s Curse,” refers to labor as the curse, but A 

Book of Ours celebrates that labor and reveals laborers as an at least 

temporary community: a monument of labor is a contradiction that re-

flects a takeover of a tradition by the people who actually constructed 

it.  A monument, religious or secular, takes its viewer or reader out of the 

https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/13th-century-english-book-of-hours
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world of daily life into a vision of undiluted power.  The audience is stunned, 

transported.  A Book of Ours, itself a monument, draws its audience into a stim-

ulating confusion.  A Book of Hours encourages reflection, interiority and prayer; 

and A Book of Ours? —
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Calendar, Co-Existence, and Us

If any one line (or grouping of lines) in the Calendar is observed singly, it comes 

forward as a visible notation of the vast store of thinking, dreaming, and experi-

ence of the individual who wrote it.  A reader, reading from the point of view of 

the unique individual, can acknowledge that overwhelmingly excluded life; it’s 

as if a prisoner in solitary confinement uttered a phrase only to be swallowed 

up in the darkness of their uniqueness; indeed, solitary confinement reinforces 

a prisoner’s uniqueness and is the prison industry’s way of disarming a per-

son of any collective identity or power.  I realize that my notion of “coherence” 

refers to the exfoliation of a person strictly as individual consciousness.  Does 

this explain the unsettling effect of reading the Calendar: every fragment imme-

diately is sutured to (listed next to) another, which transforms it into something 

very different from it as singular, not a fragment but a whole that fits among 

other wholes creating a collective, which is to say an art-of-coexistence.  All of 

these utterances drawn into immediately proximity make something vaster and 

more powerful than the word “community” or the word “class” or even the word 

“homelessness” registers: the sum of the parts exceed the whole.

I asked Lois about the proposed audience for A Book of Ours, and she first 

answered as I expected: the participants are the audience—proud of their work 

and impassioned by their collaborations.  Those near the bottom rung of society 

have found visibility as the “utopian margin,” co-existing in their 

https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
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“making-unmaking” (Maggie O’Sullivan) of text and image, claiming within their 

own domains, at once social and haunted, the great art of the past for inspiration.  

Passion, she said repeatedly, drives Lois in her work with the homeless.  And 

where on the page has passion found a place?—in the Calendar at those (many) 

moments of striking contrast in the text.  For example,

 The world Turns for a reason

 The big answer to Life’s a CIRCLE.

 Seeing the faces of our children

 Rough sleep. Shelter, Outside once again

 Dangled him out of the 11th floor

 What becomes of the shooting stars

 In the dark of Lucifer’s fall?

 difficult life now

 getting slowly better

On the page colors vary among the lines as do styles of writing from the free 

hand of a scribe to calligraphy, all of which adds to contrast.  Contrast at the level 

of statement and vision excites and rivets a reader/viewer past all class and edu-

cation difference.  And it creates a moment that aligns participant and the casual 

visitor to a public exhibition (cathedral, library, university) of A Book of Ours in a 

single perceptual and emotional vantage point.  It’s not “us” the makers versus 

“them” the audience.  It creates an audience of “us.”  From the perspective of 
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these contrasts, the culturally mainstream values of “unity” and “harmony” sudden-

ly appear artificially imposed, suppressing the genuine innate difference articulated 

among people.  Contrast in A Book of Ours accords with the alternate tradition of 

radical poetics formulated by Bertolt Brecht (in drama a “scene” of the fact of capi-

talist society: wealth and poverty, agency and helplessness) and others, and further 

indicating the coming together of a diverse humanity, and us, with a common pur-

pose of recovering and expressing human dignity.  And as I read slowly, awkwardly 

across these lines, I feel a hand, rough yet gentle, from a person, not precisely a 

single person, pressing against my arm.
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Mayhem

Mayhem is often the daily life of the homeless.  And vulnerability.  Sleeping rough, 

will I be attacked? Raped? Burgled? Drenched? Frozen? Simply wakened or dis-

turbed in sleep?  To sleep in a doorway mocks the idea of the threshold or passage 

from outside to inside and protection, it mocks the very notion of transition and the 

will required to make it possible.

 The Happy Camper    Homeless Man

 Sleeping under the    Sleeping in a shop

 Stars makes me feel    Doorway, in the

 at one with     Manchester drizzle,

 Mother Nature    Makes me feel that

       Mother Nature should

       just bugger off

Mayhem means not only chronic insecurity but also noise as an obliteration of 

boundaries.  The job of A Book of Ours is at once to keep the space of art work free 

of mayhem for meditation, exchange, and exploration and making and yet to allow it 

in as acknowledgment of the real history of the homeless.  In A Book of Ours may-

hem appears as displacement and design.  Imagine, for example, a cacophony of 
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voices and noises, of needs and desires in real time and space transposed to 

the separate lines of the Calendar, fifteen or sixteen per page, six words per 

line and myriad styles and content of writing; or imagine the arabesque-like 

unpredictable movement and variety of image along the borders of the text 

as the design-of-mayhem.  Mayhem is to be sure aestheticized, and yet it 

retains its swarming immediacy for the reader/viewer as juxtaposition and 

unexpectedness.  The page evinces a unity that doesn’t resolve differences 

but keeps them in play: co-existences in play.
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The Room

An art studio, a dance studio, a study, an orchestra rehearsal space have in 

common the principle that “form follows function”; the physical space and its 

accoutrements enhance, reinforce, and further the activity that occurs there.  

They encourage a singular focus with space for unhindered meditation upon 

it.  In one sense, the studio repeats “in a finer tone” the desired experience of 

“home,” a place in which the presence of the exigencies of the world can be 

titrated, controlled, as one wishes.  

At first glance, the arthur+martha workspace at the Booth Centre only bare-

ly approximates the studio; it does not appear to anticipate the needs of the 

participants making A Book of Ours and is porous to the mayhem at its bor-

ders.  But we must look more closely.  Phil Davenport calls the workspace itself 

a “scriptorium,” invoking a medieval site of manuscript production with poets, 

artists, calligraphers, and musicians collectively labouring on the artwork.  The 

Booth Centre, which nests this workspace, encourages art practice as part of 

the process of finding oneself again in the midst of a life of chaos and vulnera-

bility (which takes many diverse, often contradictory, shapes).  On the second 

floor of the Centre, the art room provides space for distraction from troubled 

environments.  The arthur+martha projects spread out and occupy the art 

room, taking distraction to a new level by promoting reflection, singly and 

collectively among participants, about one’s life.  The room itself is C-shaped, 

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://arthur-martha.com/portfolio/a-book-of-ours-2018-2021/
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with the actual workspace in the long back of the C.  I open the doors from the 

stairwell into a room without the feeling of shape or containment or purpose at all.  

At one end of the C is the loo, along with the door to an office.  The participants 

have already gathered around four trestle tables shoved together to make one 

long work area.  

Each person keeps his or her coat and pack right where they sit; because of the 

nature of their lives, the pack may contain most of what they possess in the world.  

Only trust, built up over time, will allow them to leave coat and pack in the near-

by office when they go downstairs to the noisy cafeteria.  Papers, paints, pencils, 

brushes, markers, rulers cover the table surface, and people are talking and mov-

ing around as they work on their pages.  

The far end of the C opens to a large less inhabited space where people some-

times go to quieten themselves down on one of the sofas.  It is here where on one 

visit I peeled off from the group with Lawrence (Riff Raff ) and then J for “inter-

views.”  The room itself has almost no atmosphere even though here and their in 

empty spaces on the walls between stacked-up chairs are pieces of the partici-

pants’ art work and photos, often with a caption of something essential to the per-

son: “My name is Matthew and I like making art.”  On the other side of the tables 

stands a big rack that slots in the tables folded up and stored at the end of the 
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session.  More art works are on the walls.  A “bite” is taken out of those racks into a 

space that holds musical instruments and other items for the activities.  

Early on, Phil and Lois struggled hard to keep out people who wanted to sell drugs 

to the makers of art; someone tried to destroy some of their work.  Vigilance is 

constantly required to keep the space free of other people, which is difficult be-

cause the space doesn’t feel truly separate, at times more like a thoroughfare, and 

more of a storage space.  Phil and Lois want to nurture a place and occasion for 

meditation and artistic practice, where the mayhem of their lives is suspended for 

the sake of the “play drive.”  Yet the participants inevitably bring that other life into 

the room, and so Phil and Lois have tried to incorporate it into artwork.  The noise 

made by Booth Centre staff members, for example, who from time to time disrupt 

the activities through a lack or refusal of awareness, is nonetheless allowed into the 

recording of songs.  They emphasize again and again that, while the experience of 

their activities may certainly be therapeutic, the intention and the goal is not with 

“self” and “process” but with product: they come there to make art works and to 

compose and perform songs, all of which has its trajectory beyond the walls of the 

Booth Centre, into larger versions of the public sphere.  They are making their own, 

previously unacknowledged and undocumented history.  So, this room, at once pro-

tected from yet porous to the world of their daily lives, architecturally indifferent to 

their work here, oddly suits the purpose and content of their art.  They occupy this 

space—with their trestle tables and art scattered on the walls, the patter or hum of 

conversation, just as A Book of Ours occupies The Book of Hours. 
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Scattered Leaves

The trestle tables support myriad sheets of paper scattered from one end to the 

other.  Old, venerable books—The Book of Common Prayer, The Book of Hours, the 

work of Hildegard of Bingen, Blake’s illuminated manuscripts—mix in with and on 

the same plane as pages written and designed by the participants.  Some photos 

scattered through A Book of Ours reveal sites of great activity, at once purposive, 

joyous, and randomly playful (“Mind drifting lazily. / All over the place”).  Then in 

other photos an artist has held up their page to be seen in the concentrated joy of 

its making: a single page has been momentarily lifted out of the sea of scatterings 

for view.

 A Life, a Presence like the Air,

 Scattering thy gladness without care”

  (William Wordsworth, “To the Cuckoo”)

 Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth

 Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind

  (Percy Bysshe Shelley, “Ode to the West Wind”)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hildegard_of_Bingen
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45562/to-the-cuckoo
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45134/ode-to-the-west-wind
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Calendar (October)

Viewing calendar pages in A Book of Ours, I realize over and over again how 

difficult it is to find coherence in the art of the homeless and yet how fundamen-

tal is coherence to the project.  The calendar form, the daily cycle of prayer in 

A Book of Hours, the overall organization in seasons and annual cycles, insures 

coherence at once imposed on and acknowledged by the participants.  But read 

in sequence, the line by line contributions to the days of the month appear to 

emanate from unexplained sources of individual experience, and each source of 

life is isolated from every other source; idiosyncrasies of print styles, the colors 

of print, the levels of generality and specificity scatter rather than concentrate 

my attention; aesthetically I am unsettled.  But maybe I am looking for coherence 

in the wrong way.  

On the opening page, January, a rich brown gnarled tree-trunk rises up from the 

bottom to scatter its branches near the top, crossed by “January” and crossing 

in front of and slicing through the perfect yellow roundness of a full moon.  The 

tree is a tremendous source of rising energy.  From this vantage point, many of 

the design elements throughout the calendar point to a world of energies, ex-

citations.  The protagonist in Peter Weiss’s The Aesthetics of Resistance envi-

sions the otherwise chaotic, often dangerous and apparently fruitless lives of the 
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disenfranchised in terms of the living tendencies of trees: “From root systems 

reaching out into the earth, these peculiar trunks grew upward and then 

stretched arms out in all directions . . . . The trees were imbued with growth.  

Sap seeped upward through the ramifications to the knots in which the 

germs of the leaves lay hidden . . . . The city was inhabited . . . . Tomorrow, the 

branches would stretch out toward the light.  In a matter of weeks, their buds 

would open.  The trees were palpitating the air, the expanse, they were re-

ceptive, like the bird that rose up from the shadows, floating upward and dis-

appearing behind the rooftops.  Perhaps, I thought, everything on earth, as it 

rotates in space, is one big hearkening and sensing of countless nerve fibers 

and tentacles, of the finest materials and organs of all imaginable forms, that 

all life is merely there to feel and, in continual excitation, to emerge from 

blindness to understanding.”  

Taken as a whole, the designs on the pages of the Calendar reveal a world of 

excitations and vibration: decoration is continuous movement, often featuring 

life forms—trees, butterflies and insects, flowers, animals.  The anti-gravita-

tional direction of movement here, as in A Book of Hours and Blake’s Songs 

of Innocence and of Experience, proposes a coherence of a life force heading 
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towards some form of enlightenment and change, “too big for words” to express.  

Wakefulness is such a tendency.  “Birds sing if you wake early / Hopping from 

place to place” (February); you wake up to excitations.  October:

 Wake every morning can’t bloody move

 Wake in the darkness of me

 Wake with the sun in my mouth

Waking is a rhythm of words warming, exciting the body into life and conscious-

ness leading, in the last line, to a surreality of hope.   
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Help is too big to put in words

On this page the man in the moon fills up the entire space of an arched 

pane, with three stars just below and to the right of the face. The base 

of the window is a quatrain, while two of its lines and a third, “Mum and 

dad and me,” follow the contour of the arch, at the top of which stands 

the phrase “myself to get off drugs.” All text is calligraphy—elegant and 

archaic; the “H” of “Help” coloured in purple and gold adopts the large 

decorated initial found in illuminated manuscripts. The text is written in 

green—a colour that among the makers of A Book of Ours often signifies 

woods and parks: the monumental cathedral window appears in the co-

lour of natural cycles. 

Outside the arch, up and to the left, five stars in celebratory, spiritual, 

“universal” gold receive the gaze of the man in the moon and accentu-

ate the presence of the three small stars below the face; the two groups 

of stars frame the face and really the entire page as an index of cosmic 

perspective. The artist painted the moon, which also may be layering 

his image of himself, in black, the makers’ colour for the everyday world. 

This image tyrannizes the space of the arch: crude grotesque, sinister, 

yet strangely Halloween-esque. A longer, less anxious view, however, 

reveals something more like Blake’s Tyger not bent on “evil,” or Franken-

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/43687/the-tyger
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stein’s creation that is hopeful and anticipates acceptance. It is scary only 

to one encountering the other of homelessness as unknown and previously 

invisible. The moon reflects light; does it also give back the self-portrait of the 

artist? The monumentality of aristocratic art in gold and green together with 

the contrasting and uncomfortable black outlines of the countenance, itself 

carved like a jack-o- lantern out of a pumpkin, hurls that countenance outside 

any culturally familiar frame. Conversely, crude, marginal humanity, isolated or 

homeless, “occupies” an illegitimate space. A ruled line, a threshold between 

word and image that Lois Blackburn had drawn, at once establishes the two 

separate domains which, however, the visual poet has transgressed: text bub-

bles up vertically from the ledge, and like a gas conforms to the contours of 

the arch.

What is help? The makers around the worktable were writing their versions of 

“Suffrages,” the section of the traditional Book of Hours devoted to the Saints, 

or people who offer help. Figures from “My Mum” to an English teacher to “St. 

Jimi Hendrix” are invoked as givers of “inner strength” and “confidence,” and 

then of reflection, hope, light and liberty: they “walk through a burning door, 

without a care,” “your outstretched hand / Bring[s] light to mind.” “From dark-

ness the lightning strikes light / Power and agility unchain your liberty.” “An 

English teacher taught me to write without fear.” 

https://loisblackburnartist.wordpress.com
https://www.gardnermuseum.org/experience/collection/13375
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“Help” co-exists in many forms around the trestle tables; here much personal 

fragility is at stake. “To write without fear”: some of the makers feel a particu-

lar stress in writing, the central activity, along with design work, in the group; 

the shame that some people feel at having lived the experience of homeless 

must kick in precisely at the moment of writing about it which is also the 

point at which art-as- distraction becomes, through the help of leaders and 

other makers, art as articulation of reflection, desire, and hope.

At this moment of writing unique lives begin to co-exist with other lives. The 

writer, also the artist, of “Help is too big to put in words” wanted to remain 

anonymous. In making the visual element, he began with the moon and then 

the stars. He left the project before completing the cosmic element of his 

design: Lois, picking up on the bright stars in the upper left, augmented the 

heavenly domain with more stars and deep blue. She also had pencilled a 

template for the page, marking out the space for the quatrain and the image 

of the moon. Gary, a volunteer with a graphic design background, illustrated 

the sumptuous “H,” and Lois did the scribing of the quatrain “on behalf of” 

the anonymous poet. 

Commissioning becomes a form of collective artistic practice: I will do some 

of the work on your behalf . . , but, says Lois, “we are always checking where 

the power is,” making sure that no one’s authority gets usurped by anoth-

er’s, and that each participant “gets to shine.” Some of the lines of the poem 
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are transferred by other makers, out of context, into the days of the Calendar 

(based upon the Calendar in The Book of Hours, with its daily prayers marking 

the seasons). This process of creative co-existence, the making of “ours,” con-

fers on the makers pride, pleasure, and inspiration. 

“Syntax . . . is the arrangement of the army. As we move away from it, we 

demilitarize it” (John Cage). Except for the aphoristic first line of the quatrain, 

repeated in the fourth, none of the lines of text comprises a sentence that, 

when following its grammatical and syntactical rules, completes an action or 

acknowledges a condition of being. For people with lived experience of home-

lessness, completion and fulfilment may be a fantasy of their reality, while 

the clipping of a sentence into fragments or shall we call them demilitarized 

wholes, projects its essential, crucial content, as in a dream ( just like the 

countenance comes forward undiluted), occupying the syntax of power: 

Mum and dad and me 

myself to get off drugs 

Naked in a big world 

The workspace, four trestle tables linked in a long row, is littered with large 

sheets of paper, markers and pens, paints, rulers, but also a scattering of “sa-

cred texts”: The Book of Common Prayer, Hildegard of Bingen, Blake’s Illumi-

nated Plates: all on the same plane of intention: reading great works, re-pur-
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posing them, writing out of them and into one’s own life. Phil Davenport calls the 

workspace “our scriptorium” invoking a medieval site of manuscript production 

with poets, artists, calligraphers, and musicians collectively labouring on the art-

work. The Booth Centre encourages art practice as part of the process of finding 

oneself again in the midst of a life of chaos and vulnerability (which takes many 

diverse, often contradictory, shapes). The art room, on the second floor of the 

Centre, provides space for distraction from troubled environments. 

The arthur+martha projects that occur within the art room distract but takes 

distraction to a new level, promoting reflection, singly and collectively among 

makers, about one’s life; it channels creative activity outward: no surprise that 

this page, “Help is too big to put in words,” looks out the window of an unseen 

room and finds a reality untouched by the constraints of daily life, framed not by 

markers of neo-liberal insult but by moon and stars. And yet . . . the moon’s teeth 

remind me suddenly of my own observations of people asking for money, seated 

on cardboard, along Byres Road (Glasgow) pavement: bad teeth. It’s shocking 

and dismaying to see decaying teeth in often attractive young people: a sign that 

nothing covers up in them a process of the disintegration of the human face when 

society refuses to arrest it—and perhaps a revelation before my eyes of something 

“elemental” about human vulnerability which neo-liberalism tries relentlessly to 

deny. Yet the artist shows the man in the moon with bad teeth: what a cosmic 

affront to respectability! 

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
https://arthur-martha.com
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For almost a decade, Sean sat on the Byres Road pavement by a British Red 

Cross store front. I stopped every few days for a chat that would either produce 

an account of a recent ailment, usually of vitamin deficiency or circulation prob-

lems in his legs, and trips to the hospital, or acute observations on sun, cloud, 

and wind patterns along with precise descriptions of horizons as seen from his 

seat. He said that he was descended from an accomplished painter in the well-

known school of artists called the “Glasgow Boys,” whose work is on permanent 

display in Glasgow. Sean had terrible teeth. Several months ago (late 2020), I 

passed by Sean’s spot only to find a cardboard box full of cut flowers and notes. 

He was dead. No one could tell me what had happened to him. After a week the 

flowers had faded and then the box disappeared. Vanished: the precariousness 

of a life, a friendship. Death hovers around this page. In the Book of Ours Cal-

endar for February it is said: “Death rushes into the Church.” Joan said to me, “I 

have now outlived my mother,” and Lawrence said: “I was supposed to die at 42; 

I am now 54.” 

Members of the group working in the scriptorium praise the hours spent there 

as a highpoint in their week—a time of support, protection from the mayhem of 

daily living, stimulation, absorption in book- or song-making. They have claimed 

a space for themselves, encapsulated on this page in the poem’s central word 

“Help,” which names their often playful communal experience around the work-

table at the same time that it points in this instance to the strenuous trial of drug 

addiction treatment. The poem suppresses the urge for frantic petition (“Help!”), 
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shifting to a simple, capacious noun. I see the entire work on this page—words, im-

ages, and overall design—as the form that Help takes, in both its present and future 

meanings—an artistic enactment of nurturing interdependence. 

The main articulation from experience, “myself to get off drugs,” within the quatrain 

and crowning the arch, brings into the “churchy” environment an irrefutable fact of 

the art. What does this work of art do? It constructs a utopian vision of a “naked” and 

invisible person, stripped of all defences, trying to get off the drugs, in a “big world” 

(without boundary, coherence, infrastructure) where Help in fact does exist and peo-

ple in need can receive it. Although help is finally too big to put in words, each of the 

three phrases in the poem is indeed very big, filling its line with irrefutable, irreduc-

ible content just as the drawing of the man in the moon fills the entire arch pane. The 

words in those fragments work and stretch at least to their capacity. The lines com-

prise a triptych of principal realities in the writer’s and artist’s lives that flowing under 

the arch forms an open curved space of certainty, vulnerability, and daring, under 

the sign of Help coming directly out of the stone of the gothic arch in green, archaic 

calligraphic writing. 

Precariousness may blind us to the possibility of something secure, known, and cer-

tain in personhood, felt as identity. We perhaps too often equate identity with material 

stability in our lives, but there may be something unsold, unreified, in the experience 

of homelessness. “Naked in the big world”: Jobian vulnerability, stripped of defences 

as a condition of extreme deprivation but also as unencumbered and free. One of the 
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arch walls reads: “Mum and dad and me,” suggesting that vulnerability may bring 

with it the support of family. In a society that seems to require victimhood – in-

cluding homelessness -- protection or a roof over one’s head may also come with 

the price of limit; each meaning of “naked” necessitates its opposite. “Poor, unac-

commodated man” (King Lear) can also see into the heart of being. The moon-face 

surrounded by stars all seen in an arch pane puts reality (realities) under the sign 

of dream: the frame is haunted. “If forced to choose, favor the reflection—it’s the 

more real” (Gaspar Orozco). “Churchy,” archaic, medieval signs further pitch the 

life back into the domain of dream, legend, and prayer where rules not driven by 

quotidian exigencies apply. 

This page, with the central image of a face, may, in its mix of order and disorder, 

isolation and help, reality and dream, have found a form that is identity. “To live is 

to defend a form,” says German Romantic poet Friedrich Hölderlin. Identity, a posi-

tivity emanating from this page, exceeds its representation, “too big”; it comprises 

the artist’s history, current living conditions which include along with deprivations 

and self-medication the stimulating and nurturing working group with its leaders 

and makers, who have educated themselves about The Book of Hours and re-pur-

posed it to make it “ours.” He remains nowhere. 
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No sign

Binds.

Rarely

A vessel to grasp him. 

(Friedrich Hölderlin, trans. Richard Sieburth)

The arch pane looks out, envisions, while it represents an entire church or house of 

worship, a sacred space that doesn’t bind and doesn’t contain and yet reaffirms.  In 

another translation of this tiny poem, the first line is “He is homeless” which carries 

the German well beyond the literal. “He remains nowhere” catches more accurate-

ly than “homeless” the experience, the feeling of the makers of A Book of Ours as 

caught in a non-place, without enclosure or containment at all levels of being, a 

state surely felt by the maker of this poem, Friedrich Hölderlin himself often remain-

ing nowhere in body and mind but not precisely without-a-home. The line speaks to 

a condition of precarity to which all of us are potentially vulnerable, bound “rarely” 

to a vessel of safety. Fesseln; Gefäss; fassen: bind or chain or even enthral; vessel or 

jug or pot; grasp. A person who remains nowhere is haunted by the sound of bind-

ing, either as imprisonment and limitation or as its opposite, a desired containment; 

or as grasped as if possessed or held in protection or love. 
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The Gold Cog of the Clock

You can’t see it or hear or read it by staring at the page, but a tick or a click 

runs all the way through the poem, the song, and the images—a rhythm of 

life? of death? of song? of a mechanism?  The cog of the clock ticks every 

second, in the silence of the night the death-watch beetle clicks loudly to 

its mate in rotting wood, and a street homeless man around the worktable 

clicks dexterously the rhythm that sets the song in motion and then after 

the song ceases, stretches it further into silence.  

Around the workshop table, rhythms of song are felt deeply (with eyes 

raised or lowered) by participants and produced by them; rhythm becomes 

a trance in dream-space, sacred space.  Two major images imported to 

the page — a medieval plague doctor and an equally archaic death-watch 

beetle — look down upon and support from below the text of the poem in-

scribed as plain black print contrasting with the title’s calligraphic gold.  The 

same dull greenish gold finds its way to outlines of leafy design up the right 

margin and in the legs and claws of the beetle.  The gold hints of the sun, 

the cog of a sunbeam.  At the same time, the images beam death and decay 

across the text: the ineffectual medical treatments of plague doctors and 

the beetles’ softening of the support structures of old buildings.  The clock 

inked by Lawrence on the beetle’s back links mechanical ticking to death, 
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death’s proximity.  As another voice in a line somewhere in the Calendar has it: 

“Death rushes into the church.”  The poem is written in three groups of triplets, 

beginning with the three-word lines—“Friends of darkness / Gather round me”—

leading to an eight-word line that announces the poem’s experiential centre, sad 

and incontrovertible: “I am a prisoner of my own Mind.”  Such a bleak statement 

channels one of the oldest tropes in poetry: “I cannot speak; I will speak,” the cri-

sis of the poet’s “broken tongue” (Sappho) appears here as the speaker’s mental 

imprisonment.  Other participants have written: “I’m sorry I have nothing to say,” 

“I tried to write but / my mind doesn’t work / any more,” “I’ve lost my frame of 

mind.” (These lines begin another song, Sleep Til The Spring.)  

Lawrence’s mind was in a bad way when he spoke the first three lines to Phil, 

speaking and not remembering what he said; Phil wrote them down and lin-

eated them into a triplet.  And now the poem, as form and social speech, takes 

off.  Friends become demons, “gather round me” repeats and deepens, sounds 

gather, particularly the ‘m’s and ‘I’s and ‘d’s of the second triplet.  By the time the 

poem reaches its first major metaphor, prisoner of the mind, acute characteriza-

tion and interpretation of self, released in poetic rhythm and sound, the prisoner 

demanded of the speaker is no longer a prisoner.  Matt, the composer, arranger, 

and singer, linked this line musically to the next, erasing the triplet break:
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 I am a prisoner of my own Mind

 I live in my own strange Ways

In this poem “Strangeways” is a heavily loaded word and point of reference.  

Within site of the Booth Centre, Strangeways is a prison, infamous for its many 

executions since opening in 1868 and for its high suicide rate.  As recently as 

2017 an Independent Board called it “squalid, vermin infested.”  Booth Centre 

attendees have spent time there. The name “Strangeways on this site goes back 

to 1322 when “strangwas,” derived from Anglo-Saxon “Strang” plus “gaewaesc” 

(a place by a stream with a strong current”): its roots are in the archaic.  Yet 

Strangeways the prison was designed by a mid-nineteenth-century architect 

Alfred Waterhouse best known for his designs for the Manchester Town Hall with 

its clock tower and clock bell and clock face bearing the inscription, “Teach us to 

number our Days (Psalm 90:12).  

Strangeways has made its way into popular culture; Lawrence himself particular-

ly likes the 1980s rock band The Smiths with their album Strangeways, Here We 

Come. Not so far behind the name Strangeways lies trauma, mental and physical, 

personal and collective, broadcast in society and in culture.  Songs also recast it 

as does Lawrence as a pathway off the familiar and predictable, the reassuring: 

“I live in my own strange ways”: at once frighteningly without boundaries and 

guidelines but also on “my own” (a repeated phrase) track, the tenuously free 

https://www.boothcentre.org.uk
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space “owned” but not controlled by neoliberal demands.  For a poem ground-

ed in the vertigo of mental derangement, “The Gold Cog of the Clock” reaches 

beyond that enormous stricture.  And that gold cog?—it’s a tiny object, one with 

no individuality, unnoticeable, invisible, a mere function, and yet . . . it thinks!  It 

can forget! And it forgets someone even less visible than it, the speaker of the 

poem.  Perversely, the clock tower dominates Manchester, a symbol of the city’s 

organization, wealth, and the visibility of its enfranchised citizens.  But forget-

ting stands behind the massive act that is A Book of Ours: resistance against the 

forgottenness of the homeless.  Poetic sounds beat out the rhythm in ‘o’s: own, 

forgot, gold, cog, clock.  The metaphor of the gold cog of the clock, that has the 

power to forget, is a tremendous act of projective imagination. This poem seeks 

to fulfil an ancient function of poetry, to work “against our vanishing” (Allen 

Grossman). 
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Circles

“Circularity, a figure for wholeness, also connotes boundedness.  Recursiveness 

can mark a sense of deprivation fostered by failed advance, a sense of alarm 

and insufficiency pacing a dark, even desperate measure, but this dark accent 

or inflection issues from a large appetite or even a utopic appetite” (Nathaniel 

Mackey).

The calendrical origin of A Book of Ours draws us back to the archetype of circle 

and cycle; positively and negatively intertwined, signifying hopeless repetition 

and also renewal, or repetition as transformation:

 And the CIRCLE

 Of homelessness itself (March)

 Rough sleep. SHELTER. Outside once more (April)

 Pregnant, homeless, skeletal, autumn. Reunited

 Don’t get yourself lost in circles

 Wheels on fire, rolling down the road (October)
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At the same time, the poet sings: “We are satellites stars surround us,” as do 

the seasons that give comfort, excitement, rest, and renewal, all marked in 

the book itself.  A great act of imagination and artistic imagination bring the 

makers from circles of despair caused by the circle of homelessness itself to 

at least a vision of belonging to the cosmic cycle; note the mysterious juxtapo-

sitions in “Pregnant, homeless, skeletal, autumn. Reunited” that propose one’s 

belonging to both versions of the circle at once.

 When the sun coming up

 The golden cogs of the clock.

Usually representing the most mechanical, intractable of circularities, here 

the cogs belong to the generative source of the sun.  The second line has 

been snatched from Lawrence’s poem and song, being made to live again in 

a new context.  “Round”ness becomes support and even transformation: “the 

seasons bring us round again.”  In the midst of the cycle of an expression of 

malign and indifferent forces controlling one’s subsistence emerges the will 

and the vision: “you can TURN things around better.  The following calendrical 

lines from October, each line composed by a different person, are heart-rend-

ing; they convert private pain into a vision of cosmic coherence:
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 You broke it all. Start again

 Please don’t punish me again, God.

 My being belongs to the elements.

The first line re-evaluates brokenness because after the full stop is a petition for 

new beginning.  In the fatalistic imagery of circles, “broke” layers personal failure 

with a consciousness of the interruption of failure’s grim cycle.  To start again is 

to renew a cycle but now on one’s own terms.  The “again” in the second line, ad-

dressed imploringly to God, is a brief prayer against resignation and helplessness 

and pain, but invoking the divinity, it at least reaches beyond the immediacy of 

one’s material existence as perhaps a point of self-recognition.  The centrality of the 

cosmos in A Book of Ours indicates the TURN towards that realignment: “we are 

satellites. Stars surround us.”  Or, as it is declared here: “My being belongs to the 

elements,” recalling Wordsworth’s “Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course, / With 

rocks, and stones, and trees.”  The vulnerability of the homeless to death, its con-

stant intrusion, its immediacy, in their daily consciousness (“Death rushes into the 

church”), now becomes part of a larger natural and spiritual cycle.

Go through the rigmarole

Mess it up, repeat your role

Break it up and start again

We are satellites, stars surround us

We are satellites, we’ll find a new course.

(“Satellites”, from A Book of Ours song cycle)
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In the tradition of annotating illuminated manuscripts, we invited a trust-

ed scholar to write the Commentary for A Book of Ours. Professor Jeffrey 

C. Robinson’s recent work includes: Wordsworth Day by Day: Reading His 

Work into Poetry Now (2005); a paperback edition of The Walk: Notes on a 

Romantic Image (2006); Unfettering Poetry: The Fancy in British Romanti-

cism (2006), co-edited with Jerome Rothenberg Poems for the Millennium, 

Volume Three; The University of California Book of Romantic and Postro-

mantic Poetry (2009); Untam’d Wing: Riffs on Romantic Poetry (poems) 

(2010); Active Romanticism: The Radical Impulse in Nineteenth-Century and 

Contemporary Poetic Practice, ed. with Julie Carr (2015); Poetic Innovation 

in Wordsworth 1825-1833: Fibres of These Thoughts (2019). He is Professor 

Emeritus at the University of Colorado and Honorary Senior Research Fel-

low at the University of Glasgow.

http://https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/critical/staff/jeffreyrobinson/

