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Abstract: The article is focused on Lesley Saunders’ volume of poems entitled The 
Walls Have Angels approached via Bachelard’s aesthetics, more precisely via the 
“inside/outside dialectics” through which we will prove how the poetess 
contemplates both the being and the non-being through the circuits of the verb “to 
be”. The verb “to be” also associated with the truths and factual facts of Saunders’ 
poetry is comprised in the Notes inserted at the end of the volume of poems entitled 
The Walls Have Angels. The Notes are focused on various real topics regarding the 
British community which the poetess has tackled in highly inspired poems. Her 
poems will be expanded upon using Lakoff’s experiential gestalt and Bachelard’s 
archetype of intimacy. The concept of Logos will be also considered in order to 
show how phonetic phenomena associated with the phenomenon of Logos enter a 
harmonious relation when things co-exist with the conscience of our existence in the 
world.   
 

Lesley Saunders, a widely-published British poetess, has written a large 
amount of poems included in various volumes among which mention is to be made 
of The Walls Have Angels and Her Leafy Eyes, the latter in collaboration with the 
artist Geoff Carr. Her publications also include a pamphlet entitled The Dark 
Ladder, of which the title poem won first prize in the George Mac Beth poetry 
competition. Her long poem “The Uses of Greek” was short listed for the Best 
Single Poem in the Forward Prize 1999 and she was awarded Joint First Prize in the 
prestigious Manchester Poetry prize for a portofolio of poems in 2008.     

The volume of poems entitled The Walls Have Angels is the result of 
Saunders’ presence at Acton Court, as a writer-in-residence over a two-year period. 
As it is mentioned in the Notes attached to the respective volume, Acton Court is “an 
early Tudor manor house and grounds on the outskirts of Iron Acton, near Yate, in 
south-west of England” (55). When King Henry VIII and his second wife, Anne 
Boleyn, were travelling through the western part of the country accompanied by the 
royal court, Nicholas Poynt, the owner of the court, had to build a new impressive 
East Wing to the existing “moated house” in order to accommodate them. Equally 
significant is the item of information regarding the fact The East Wing has hardly 
degraded itself due to the commitment of English Heritage which funded its 
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restoration in the twentieth century. Consequently, the house has preserved “its 
haunting beauty, the quality of its atmosphere and appearance” (55). Acton Court 
can be regarded as a valuable temporal cell, in Ricardau’s terminology. 

The meaning of the poem entitled “Stranger” should be associated with the 
first epigraph attached to it: “tis is like you/ as cherry is to cherry”. It has been taken 
from “Henry VIII”, one of Shakespeare’s last plays, more precisely from the scene 
where the king is informed by the nurse that the longed-for boy that Anne was 
expected to give birth to is a girl. As it is mentioned in the Notes, “Pericles” is 
another source of inspiration for the poem, through Act V, Scene I, which represents 
the reconciliation scene between Pericles and his daughter Marina. Very similar to 
Henry VIII, Pericles is determined not to speak with his daughter. Nevertheless, 
Marina will stay and sing to him till he decides to talk to her. Consequently, the 
second epigraph “I made this, I have forgotten and remember” is taken from T. S. 
Elliot’s poem “Marina” 

         
The first stanza reads as follows: 
before the moment of recognition 
with the light behind you 
blue as eyes 
the word daughter lies cradled  
in the hollow of a question 
a conversation he has yet to have 
with himself, the one thing 
he must give away to get back (Saunders 31). 
 
The image of the pensive and upset king is located at Acton Court. Exactly 

as a geometer, for whom the world is a perfect but empty sphere, Henry VIII, with 
“the light behind/ blue as eyes” faces “the word daughter cradled / in the hollow of a 
question”. The word “hollow”, which stands for semantic emptiness, paradoxically 
associated with the word “daughter”, invites us to expand upon the apparent 
negation of the profoundness of fatherhood associated with the king’s oscillations 
regarding the recognition of and reconciliation with his daughter. A 
phenomenological approach to the concept “full roundness” (Bachelard 262) will be 
employed by us with a view to showing how the word “daughter” stands for “the 
climax of concentration”, for the “excess of concentration”, for “full roundness”, for 
“the  model of being”, the actual scheme of the self depicted in the poem. 

“Full roundness”, is associated by Bachelard with the construction “Das 
Dasein ist rund”- the being is round and is charged with metaphysical connotations, 
with phenomenological essences. Saunders’ poem is charged with elements related 
to concrete essences, to a concrete phenomenology, because the word “daughter”, 
related to Elizabeth, also involves extreme “individuality, isolation, social 
weakness” (264).     

“Individuality, isolation, weakness”, in relation to Henry VIII this time, are 
alluded to in the next lines:  

 
and for this he is reading 
the research on fathers, their heroism 
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and shipwrecks   
how they survived by going mad 
until music could be brought on board  
to restore them (Saunders 31) 
 
Each and every line increases the meaning of the poem; the daughter is a 

living symbol and has acquired the symbolic value of “the only password”:  
 
or as if by saying the name of a child over 
and over like the surf on granite rocks 
at the bottom of the world 
or by riding deeper into the forest to stand 
inside the roaring silence of the pine trees 
hiding-place of so many deaths 
he could find against-all-odds nativity 
this passage through anger and danger 
for which daughter is the only password 
and though the scene is unclear at this point 
the moated house an island lost in fog. (Saunders 31) 
 
The axis of projection of the echo produced by uttering “the name of a 

child” over and over expands upon the “the surf of granite rocks/ at the bottom of the 
world” and deeper into “the forest to stand / inside the roaring silence of the pine 
trees/ hiding place of so many deaths”. The “movement of vision” (Bachelard 236) 
involves phenomenological concrete essences. Saunders’ concrete phenomenology 
merges the stable tonality of Logos (the logical), associated with “granite rocks” and 
the vulnerable tonality of Pathos (the emotional), related to the “roaring silence of 
the pine trees/ the hiding place of so many deaths”. Moreover, the axis of projection 
of the child’s name expands “against–all-odds nativity”, regarded by the poetess as 
“this passage through anger and danger/ for which the daughter is the only 
password”. The daughter functions like an agent of reconciliation within “the scene 
which is unclear at this point” and where “the moated house” is “an island lost in 
fog”.  

Moreover, Elisabeth’s complex and disturbing image of the self is not the 
work of “absolute Imagination” (Bachelard 102).It is a “phenomenon of the being”, 
or, better said, the “certainty of a reality” (103) received by us, the readers, through 
its “happy transmission”, aesthetically accomplished by Saunders in order to help us 
identify “the feeling of the historical immensity” (203) embedded in the image of 
Elisabeth and her future glory.  

The most expressive line is the very last one. Inspired from Eliot’s poem 
“Marina”, it is based on the phenomenology of the verb of speaking, dialectically 
charged with what Bachelard calls the “fullness and the emptiness of inner truths 
(199)”: “go not till he speak”. Taken from Marina’s speech within the prolonged 
recognition scene, it reveals the image of “full roundness” that asserts itself in a very 
intimate way, through the intimate dimension of the being where the being amounts 
to will and conscience reunited in the attempt to surpass all barriers, be they social, 
mental or emotional.   
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Saunders ends her comment in her Notes regarding the literary references 
from the poem concluding that “the poem recalls the fact that Anne left Henry with a 
daughter who went on to become one of the greatest of all English monarchs-and so 
it is essentially a response to the time-space continuum that is Acton Court” (59). 

The meaning of the poem “Shudder” included in the volume of poems 
entitled The Walls Have Angels, with direct reference to the word “shudder”, is 
explained by Saunders in the “Notes” attached to the respective volume and 
concerns the fact that it should be regarded as “an aesthetic idea” (59). It had first 
been associated by Frank Kermode with T.S Eliot’s literary criticism and his notion 
of “the horror, or even the beauty, of a body’s response to violent stimulus” (59). It 
was later associated with Greil Marcus’ comment on the manner in which the music 
composed by Van Morrison generated “a shudder (to) pass through the body… I 
hear Van Morrison’s whole 45-year professional career as a quest for that shudder”. 
Van Morrison, quoted by Saunders, in an interview in Los Angeles Times, 9 January 
2009, claims that “shudder” “is about getting out of one’s way so that the soul can 
be heard, I suppose” (59). The motto that has been attached to the poem explains the 
shudder as “An aura of almost tangibly gold” that “can be perceived around the 
performer” (39).       

 
The first stanza reads as follows:         
As if lighting will strike, the house 
has lit its candles of lilies, prepared 
its concerts of sunsets, the long present 
hanging on an out-breath, unsayable 
name of god in the mouth, tongue-tied 
wafer. As if to stop the music altogether. (Saunders 16) 
 
For properly depicting such lines, we suggest, as a possible entry, Camil 

Petrescu’s thesis concerning the concept of “substantiality” understood as “the 
integration into the concrete reality of the essences invoked by phenomenology” 
(218). Petrescu sets out from the assumption that the “axes of substantiality” are “the 
artistic, the scientific and the technical modalities, that means the entire culture and 
civilization”. He further highlights that without integrating the phenomenological 
essences into such a context they would “stay empty” (218).  

Since the concept “phenomena” stands for what can be brought to light, the 
phenomenological method describes those facts related to the inner and outer 
experience and it is usually associated with the mirroring of inner life (Enciclopedia 
333). Husserl, one of the most significant researchers of phenomenological issues, 
claims that we should take into account what happens within the conscience of the 
self, that this is revealed to us in close relation with the psychological experience, 
that we have to decode the essential presuppositions and concludes that 
phenomenology is to be regarded as “a description of essences acquired through 
immediate intuition” (459). Hume’s assumption that our relation to reality is 
rendered through “atomist sequences of sensory impressions, unified through 
psychological associations” (460) is also relevant to us as it also lays stress on the 
psychological experience commented upon by us in direct relation with Husserl’s 
position. 
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Getting back to Saunders’ lines, we assume that the house can be regarded 
as the part which stands for the whole. This synecdoche implies that the house can 
be interpreted as the symbol of the entire inner and outer world. The 
phenomenological essences can be figuratively approached through the 
phenomenology of the verbs of seeing and hearing. The house provided with “its 
candles of lilies” has prepared “its concerts of sunsets”. The phenomenology of the 
verb of speaking can be associated with the lines “the long present/ hanging on an 
out-breath, unsayable/ name of god in the mouth, tongue-tied/wafer”. We will link 
the lines to Petrescu’s suggestion of replacing the scientific method with “the 
substantial cognition of concrete essences” (218). 

Interestingly, the noun ”wafer”, from the first stanza, charged with spiritual 
connotations, has become a “concrete essence” suggesting our aspiration towards 
complete enlightenment, contextually accomplished in Saunders’ poem through 
music. Since knowledge and enlightenment imply patience and permanent 
endeavour, the line “as if to stop the music altogether” best translates the intense 
individual strain to accomplish these aspirations.                          

The substance, the concrete reality and essences, first related to the symbol 
of the house, are further alluded to through the nouns “body”, “bar”, “lute”, “boat”, 
“river” and “castello” in the following lines: “Which anyway creeps smokily into/the 
body through some downstairs bar/ like a struggle for custody, a private party/, the 
lutes boat floating us along an exiled/ river. Here in the castello, the acoustic’s/good, 
all the quiet notes trying to find / someone to kill”. Since music has always been 
regarded by our ancestors as part of our spiritual history, it seems that “the 
unsayable name of god”, related to “eternal or historical present” (Câmpeanu 24), 
the restless materially charged modern reality alluded to through the previously 
mentioned nouns and through the verb “to kill”, and the spiritual, rendered through 
the noun “wafer”, are the three ages , the three degrees of temporality, invoked by 
Saunders. 

History as present reality is alluded to through the questions: “What do you 
want? What are you doing here?” The answer: ”Praying to get lost in/ these lost 
moments, pure reflex” suggests the psychological reality of the modern man who, 
out of “pure reflex”, aspires at discovering music as an embryo of dreaming and of 
surviving. “The poetic phenomenology”, based on the expectation that the 
“phenomena of imagination should be set up and stabilized within consummate 
images” (Bachelard 158), implies the permanent association of concrete essences 
with those entities that are charged with metaphorical connotations. “Simple gift- 
givers”, perhaps the musicians, are associated with the image of “love and music 
travelling the road/ as far as the source of song and fire/though some drive for hours 
and never arrive”. The syntagm “the source of song and fire” suggests the essential 
potential of art to create detachment, liberation from social obligation, liberation 
which represents the basic characteristic of the activity of imagining, of intimately 
recreating reality.     

The verbal structure “though some drive for hours and never arrive” might 
suggest the crisis experienced by modern man. The word “crisis”, written in the 
Chinese language through two signs: “danger’ and “opportunity”, where danger 
might imply the failure of accomplishing one’s aspirations, whereas “opportunity” 
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as the one that forces us into contemplating our own historical conscience 
(Blandiana 203), might be an interesting key to interpreting Saunders’ poem.        

The last part of the poem is focused on the extraordinary potential of music, 
paradoxically, on the factual fact that it helps us both to transcend the material 
reality through experiencing the “shudder” that passes through us and to face the 
opportunities of enlarging one’s soul and mind: 

  
You’d like to know 
everything: the theory of stars, 
metals in transit like young kings 
bright with battle; salvific chords 
in the old bright style; new schools 
of melancholy. (Saunders 16) 
 
The lines: “O westron wynde/ show us the way, Saturday night fevers/ 

movement of the soul in vivacious flesh”, an allusion to Keats’ “Ode to the Western 
Wind”, highlights not the “psychology of the closed human being”, summed up in 
“the existential refusals”, in moments of isolation, in the “history of one’s 
reticences” (Bachelard 111), but, conversely, the positivism of one’s joy experienced 
in the vicinity of great art.  

The last lines can be related to the dangers that the modern man has to stand 
and control: “and now comes the hawk swooping/for its sparrow like a grace or 
rapture/out of the blue turning you gold”. Bachelard’s syntagm “the identity of 
intimate shadows” could offer an interesting reading to these lines. The 
“aura…almost tangibly gold” that “can be perceived around the performer” expands 
upon the listeners, who, due to the “shudder” that passes through them while 
listening to the mysterious music that has fascinated them beyond speaking, forces 
them, while perceiving “its grace, like a rapture”, into unveiling their intimate 
shadow.  

This action of bringing their dark contents to conscious view, in spite of the 
dangers involved in it, grants them the opportunity to be turned into “gold”, to 
acquire the same “aura of tangibly gold” as the one attached to the performers. In 
this way two human entities communicate through the symbol of “gold”-namely, the 
performer and the listener. The performer and, by extension, the composer, can be 
regarded as “agents of prototypical direct manipulation” (Lakoff 81), helping the 
listeners to coherently structure the experience as an “experiential gestalt”, defined 
by Lakoff as “ways of structuring the experience into structured wholes”. Since 
concepts are defined by Lakoff as “ways of partially structuring one’s experience in 
terms of another”, we assume that the performers figuratively correspond to “agents 
of prototypical direct manipulation”, awakening our personal and historical 
conscience, thus, helping us to realize the power that music can exert upon us.  

The identity of “intimate shadows” once surfaced reveals the “inner 
vastness” (Bachelard 212) of the listeners’ mind and heart. “Gold” has become an 
inner value precisely through the fact that we grow aware that we are unbound, 
infinite creatures who, through the power of music, have acquired “the conscience of 
our own greatness” (Bachelard 101). 
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Saunders’ poem entitled “Smalt”, published in The Frogmore Papers as first 
runner-up in the 2011 Frogmore Poetry Competition, reveals another factual fact 
mentioned in the Notes attached to the volume The Walls Have Angels in the sense 
that “smalt” refers to “a finely ground blue glass” (58) used for painting in the 15th 
century. We also learn from the respective Notes that Hans Holbein who was the 
court painter to Henry VIII used it combined with balsam and resin not with oil and 
used it as background in several paintings. Its effects mainly consisted of “a vivid 
jewel-like blue with a translucence and deep richness”. The poem seems to have 
been inspired by a photograph of one of the women from the Hungerford Household 
re-enactment troupe, according to Saunders’ reference from the same Notes. The 
picture reveals a beautiful woman dressed in blue and “white homespun” wearing a 
cap on her head and sitting in the kitchen of Acton Court looking as if “she has been 
there for the last hundred years”(58). 

 
The first stanza reads as follows: 
Did he see it coming, that blue? 
It was more like air than anything. 
Could he trust it, not to get too close, 
to stay in the realm of ultramarines, 
that flat-out fields reclaimed from the sea? (Saunders 12) 
 
Saunders impresses her readers with an imaginative challenge. She creates a 

poetic space that seems to help us to contemplate an emotional issue. The 
emotionality that colours the poetic space depicted in the poem is charged with 
sadness which directly emerges from the word “blue’, which is both a colour and a 
psychological state of mind. Surprisingly, once the poetic space has been created it 
“acquires unexpected values of expansion” (Bachelard 229). The same Bachelard 
speaks about “the phenomenology of ex” (229). We further share Bachelard’s 
approach to the phenomenology of the verb “to expand”, in the sense that the 
indefinite spatiality rendered through the word “blue”, that “was more like air than 
anything else” merges with “the realm of ultramarines/ that flat-out fields reclaimed 
from the sea”. The space has become a “value” and Bachelard argues that the 
“valuated space is always a verb, never an object” (229).  

The space depicted in the poem is “doubled by the conscience of our 
existence” (230) as residents inside it. This idea reverberates in the following lines: 
”I am an only child but the house/ does not want me to wear black? It loves the open 
throats/ of ox-blood, rose, the aestival/ visitations of gold.” 

Rilke’s approach to space as “the place of co-existence” (230) of various 
entities can be another entry to the meaning of Saunders’ poem. The” blue” inserted 
within the intimate space coexists with both the house as a whole and with various 
parts of it in the following lines: “The blue was something else: the cool of 
wall/against a woman’s back, the linen/weight of her hem, and the light itself/ 
material as the jug of warm milk / in a corner.” Moreover, the blue does not only co-
exist, it seems to be embodied in various entities depicted in the poem (the cool of 
wall against a woman’s back, the linen weight of her hem, the light itself). One can 
feel, due to this extension of blue, the increased intimacy of the atmosphere depicted 
in the poem. 
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Husserl’s concept of “concrete essences” (459) helps the reader to better 
identify himself with the subtle meaning of the poem. The blue, this “concrete 
essence” which represents the centre of the entire poetic space being also embodied 
within various entities present in the poem, is some sort of poetic embryo that makes 
the far-off past become the present, well rendered through the verb “to remember”, 
present in the following lines: “I remember the small/luminous time of settling a 
child /safely in bed, the beauty of the body’s/ response to dusk and its sleeping suit/ 
of selfhood: so easy overlooked,/ like a species of unguarded flower/ or the way 
evening in a kitchen/ briefly illuminates  a loved face, / that we are in the danger of 
losing them/ and making no record for the loss”. 

Everything that exists inside the house is charged with intimacy. The 
material phenomenology of blue turned into a concrete essence also embodied 
within various entities from the poem reverberates in metaphorically charged 
constructions such as the “luminous time of settling a child safely to bed, the beauty 
of the body’s response to dusk and its sleeping-suit of selfhood”. We further argue 
that our approach to the word “blue” also derives from its semantic association with 
sadness. The word “blue” has become a means of communicating the feeling of 
regret that such images as that of the child or of the beautiful woman described like 
species of unguarded flowers can be easily overlooked because of the passage of 
time. The two verbal structures “losing” reiterated under the nominal form “loss” 
suggests that the silent paradise depicted in the poem is doomed to failure and 
oblivion. Saunders refers to the factual fact that everything is transitory in the 
following lines: “Faces on a simple blue ground, ghosts of the future”.           

And yet, the extended metaphor “faces on a simple blue ground, ghosts of 
the future” can be interpreted through Ana Blandianu’s concept” history as future”. 
This syntagm highlights the idea that people and facts are endowed with value by the 
far-off memory, on condition that we might see “that blue” coming. “The blue” is 
that material essence, that splendid background embellished with the picture of a 
beautiful woman dressed in blue and white homespun sitting in the kitchen of Acton 
Court, inserted within the reality of recollections and activated by poems inspired 
from photographs based on suggestive historical facts. 

The artifacts that had been excavated from the Acton Court site and which 
include various household objects and pieces of masonry found in the moat have 
been used by Saunders as sources of information and inspiration for her poem 
suggestively entitled “Curatorial”. The poetess mentions in the Notes attached to the 
volume The Walls Have Angels that most of those objects are not on display at 
Acton Court, except for those italicized in the poem “Curatorial”. The other artifacts 
are “being held in storage at the Bristol City Museum” (58). 

Acton Court is introduced through the well-known paradoxical device of 
affirmation through negation in the following lines:  

 
House of muses whose only exhibits 
are rain-soaked displays of daylight, 
this is not what we came for, 
this elusive arrangement of doorways, 
 these bared walls magnificently untranslated. (Saunders 12) 
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The ontological circuit of the verb “to be” reveals itself within two 
structures. The first one is a metaphorical construction that comprises the verbal 
structure “are” in “whose only exhibits are rain-soaked displays of light”. The 
second consists of the form “is” present in “this is not what we came for”. The field 
of expectations is rather poor and we wonder whether values can grow on this 
“background of the non-being” (Bachelard 87). 

A phenomenological inquiry into the material values deposited at Acton 
Court also undertaken by us through the phenomenology of the verb “to see” brings 
into focus the only two objects that can be noticed in there: “a flute made from the 
bone of a goose” and “a decorative chafing dish handle”. Saunders has imbued her 
poem with the joy of imagining what any on-looker would expect to find in such a 
place. She has first introduced the “tonality of light” (Bachelard, 89), under the form 
“the only exhibits are rain-soaked displays of light”. 

Then, she mentions the soft sensations associated with the china dishes “the 
dead have touched/ that season they wore their flesh/ nonchalantly as sleeves/ 
leaving cups hanging by a finger, bowls/ filling to the brim with a room breath-
/touchables, like the sour plums/ seared from branches/ by a late-summer meteor-
shower”. 

Wondering how we can reconstitute the modulations of the voices belonging 
to those people that used to live at Acton Court, we have reached the conclusion that 
phonetic phenomena associated with the “phenomenology of Logos” (Bachelard 
104) enter a harmonious relation with the things when things co-exist with the 
conscience of our existence in the world, with the conscience of the onlookers, in the 
case of Saunders’ poetic background.     

We intuitively perceive the resonance of the rooms from the Acton Court 
depicted in the poem, focusing on sound patterns cognitively regarded as thought 
patterns. The “ea” vowel nucleus reunites “dead”, “season”, “leaving”, “breath” and 
“seared”. The words “dead” and “seared” prepare us not for dreaming, but for 
contemplating sad thoughts, whereas “seasons” and “breath” psychologically project 
us into a comfortable, stable and healthy space. The alliteration of “f’ brings together 
“flesh”, “finger”, “filling” ensuring the never ending “fraternity” (Bachelard 92) 
between the dead and the living. The syntagm “late-summer meteor shower” 
structured around the nasal and liquid consonants suggest the paradoxical cadences 
of life, recreating poetically the Acton Court as a court endowed with a human heart. 

The human component is further highlighted through the lines:   
 
or love- letters pushed nightly 
under the door by an invisible hand. 
We wanted the nuptial devotions 
of tables laid with worn silver 
a decorative chafing dish handle: 
shape- shifters, soothsayers. (Saunders 12) 
 
The word “soothsayer” is never misleading due to the fact that it suggests 

two types of dreams- the real and the desirable. Phonologically speaking, this word 
is suggested by the “o” sound repeated nine times in suggestive nominal 
constructions, by the fricative consonant “s”, repeated eleven times and by the open 
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vowel “a”, inserted eight times in both nominal and verbal structures throughout the 
last stanza. Since the nouns and the verbs are regarded as the “archetypes of 
speaking” by Bachelard, we might conclude saying that Acton Court, empty or filled 
with various artifacts, is placed on the border between the real and the unreal. The 
real and the imaginary merge into each other in Saunders’ poem, and this idea 
reverberates in the last two lines: 

 
We were dreaming of thimbles,  
we wanted a cure of souls. (Saunders 12) 
 
These two lines are an invitation addressed to us by Saunders to continue to 

dream and to breathe with love because even if we can no longer touch the things 
(the artifacts from Acton Court) “we can dream the element” (Bachelard 28). 
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