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THE BOG QUEEN IMMERSION PROJECT: 

TRANSFORMATION THROUGH CONTEMPLATIVE 

IMMERSION 
 

Caroline Coyle & Nicole McKenna 

Athlone Institute of Technology, Ireland 
ccoyle@ait.ie / nmckenna@ait.ie 

 

A collaborative art project by "Phenomenal Women” 

ABSTRACT  

With reference to Heaney’s Earth Goddess and the reclamation of woman, the Bog Queen 
video (which is a performance precursor of The Bog Queen Immersion Project), authenticates 
the spiritual transformation that occurs collectively with the physical experience of immersion. 
Connection between landscape and poetry is integral to the purification. From a spatial 
humanities perspective, the exploration of older woman immersed in bog and poetry, offers 
us a schema to make meaning of the social construction of older women in Irish society.  

KEY WORDS: women, ageing, transformation, bogs, poetry, Heaney, mother earth. 

Heidegger. 

 

The Bog Queen Immersion Project is site specific art project that seeks to actively 

contemplate the social construction of older women in society through immersion in 

bog pools and poetry. The Bog Queen Immersion Project references and takes as a 

point of departure, poet Seamus Heaney’s, Bog Queen (Heaney 1975) in which he 

establishes the figure of an Earth Goddess that works as metaphor for the reclamation 

of woman / Mother Ireland who is buried beneath layers of social conditioning / 

troubled histories. In reclaiming Heaney’s metaphor; the female voice and narrative, 

this transformative project seeks to explore questions surrounding older women in 

society, specifically, how the older woman is defined; in how they see themselves; and 

in how they are viewed.  

The Bog Queen Immersion Project is a two phase project. Phase one, The Bog Queen 

Video is a call to action to participate in phase two, the Bog Queen Immersion Project. 

The Bog Queen video is a filmed representation of the Bog Queen Immersion Project 

through video and poetry. While the Immersion Project is primarily an immersive, 

discursive, participatory, interactive action-based art project, the video is a 

performance and in that it is culture bound (Pagnes 2010). In the Bog Queen video, 
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we are invited to look and to listen to the video performance, and in doing so, to relate 

to the specificity of its particular context, situations and circumstances.  

Shot through the filter of Irish mists and soft focus black and white photography, the 

Bog Queen video opens with ‘woman’ immersing herself in therapeutic mineral rich 

peaty bog waters and is seen to experience the catharsis of both poetry and peat. The 

ancient Greeks used the term catharsis for the cleansing of the body by medicine, and 

the soul by art (Szcezeklik 2005). The art of poetry and the organic transformations of 

peat and bog matter are, by their very natures, metamorphic agents of change. The 

act of immersion represented in this video performance is accompanied by a poem, 

written by Caroline Coyle and entitled Paying Homage to the Bog Queen (see end of 

essay). This poem speaks of the spiritual transformation that occurs in tandem with 

the physical experience of immersion, whilst the homage paid in Coyle’s poem is to 

the Bog Queen of Heaney’s poetic imaginings 

Heaney’s Bog Queen poem is written as a first-person narrative that presents a 

powerful, organic feminine being – a mother earth / a magna mater that we are invited 

to experience through the literary imagination. In depicting the Bog Queen as the Great 

Mother – the giver of life and death, Heaney presents a queen who is closely 

associated with the body of the earth, the turning of the seasons, the unconscious, 

intuition, and the emotions (Hoff Kraemer 2003).  

In his poem, the queen’s body lies dead, yet sleeping, at the interface between nature 

and man. Her repeated “I lay waiting” stresses that, though dead, there is some form 

of sentience still at work. She remains conscious to all the processes of decay, even 

as she undergoes them: the “seeps of winter / digested me‘. Her brain is seen as 

“darkening”, and compared to a “jar of spawn” which is “fermenting underground”.  The 

gradual rotting of her body through soakage sees “Phoenician stitchwork / retted on 

my breasts” // soft moraines”. Her almost complete transformation from human to 

natural object sees her totally subsumed by the land:  the seeps of winter / digested 

me,’ (O’Brien 2006). 

The Bog Queen video echoes these metamorphosised states. The female body 

appears naked, stripped of the social signifiers of feminine culture, she enacts a series 

of cleansing rituals, symbolic of the bog’s metamorphic and transformative quality. 

Here, the body takes on added significance because of its centrality to feminist 
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discourse. While we see woman naked, there is no exchange of looks to establish a 

male gaze through the cinematic apparatus (Mulvey 1975), the voyeuristic technology 

of the camera is effectively undermined. The moments of performed immersion are 

private and personal, and yet the detached viewer is central to the witness of 

metamorphosis, and essential to the formation of boundaries, on and off screen, 

private and public, self and other.  

Feminist writer Hilary Weaver (2010) argues that Heaney’s poem depicts a society 

heavily dependent on women as objects of sexual desire, whilst his motifs of decay 

and frigidness are an extension of the idea that women are no longer valuable to 

society after their sexual desire ceases to exist.  Setting the video in bogs scarred by 

machine and man echo these sentiments. In a similar vein, critic Patricia Coughlan 

(1997) accuses Heaney of portraying the feminine not as an autonomous and 

independent Other, but merely as the ground against which the male self is defined, a 

viewpoint not at odds with third wave feminist or androcentric cultural theories. 

Coughlan’s feminist critique also notes an “erotic disrobing narrative” in Heaney’s Bog 

Queen (190). A view point not shared by many, but a suitably agreeable reference 

point for a Bog Queen Contemplative Immersion Project.  

Heaney’s closing stanza in Bog Queen sees the imagery of decomposition inverted 

and death becomes metamorphosised into a rebirth: ‘The plait of my hair, A slimy birth-

chord of bog, had been cut’. (Heaney 1974). The video’s second phase 

“Transformation” sees the queen cleansed of the worldly constructs that had 

subsumed her. To rise again, or to raise from the depth is the story of Heaney’s poem 

and this is the transformation that occurs in the video. In accepting and seeing what 

has decayed there is still hope to wake up.  

This layering of meaning and representation in the video works is contextual. The 

siting of this work and the context of place from which this very project is born is 

integral to its understanding and interpretation. The siting of this project in the bog 

makes use of the bogs’ peculiar ability to re-order and disturb the seeming naturalness 

of linear time through the many stories of fully preserved ancient bodies and artefacts 

discovered in bogs and which defy the linear logic of decline and decay. The bog is 

simultaneously natural and man-made and the layers of its conjoined sedimentary and 

manufactured histories are recorded in its material substance.  
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The video is thus a recording in which ancient, multiple layered histories are made 

visible. When ‘woman’ enters this space, this non-linear site, the ancient and 

contemporary and personal histories of her body are also revealed, and represented 

through video technologies. Through the use of reflective pools and vapours, these 

representations mirror, distort and emphasise the histories of ‘woman’: the cultural 

interpretation of social positioning of the older woman in society. 

The Bog Queen video is a prequel, an invitation or a call to action to participate in The 

Bog Queen Immersion Project. In the Immersion Project individuals are invited to 

immerse themselves in poetry and bog pools and to participate in this interactive 

participatory and discursive action project.  The term action comes from the Latin 

word actionem – the state or process of doing or praxis. This arts project or praxis 

moves along the interface that exists between an action that just refers to itself and a 

live art work intended not just as a mere ‘corpus of actions’, but as possible instrument 

of expression, communication and reflection. Heidegger who related art and language 

in an unusual way considered art as a tool for a profound reflection on to reality. "At 

bottom, the ordinary is not ordinary; it is extraordinary."  In seeking the origin of a work 

of art, Heidegger also proposes that “the work of art is a happening of truth” (Heidegger 

1971, p.53). 

Heidegger suggests in his Origin of Art essay “that all art is essentially poetry. Art, as 

the setting-into-work of truth, is poetry. Not only the creation of the work is poetic, but 

equally poetic, though in its own way, is the preserving of the work; for a work is in 

actual effect as a work only when we remove ourselves from our commonplace routine 

and move into what is disclosed by the work, so as to bring our own nature itself to 

take a stand in the truth of what is. (Heidegger 1971, p.38). 

Heidegger thinking is relative to the Immersion Project on many levels and not least 

because it is the praxis of the project that will affect the experience. As Heidegger says 

“The art work opens up in its own way the Being of beings. This opening up, i.e., this 

disconcealing, i.e., the truth of beings, happens in the work. In the art work, the truth 

of what is has set itself to work. Art is truth setting itself to work,” (Heidegger 1971, 

p.38).  

Heidegger’s phenomenological methodologies and inquiry in to the “being that we 

ourselves are” or “Dasein,” as he termed it – a German word for existence, as well as 



 

47 
 

his connectedness with Greek philosophies, are interesting in their connectedness to 

Heaney’s own methodology and writings. As a writer of prose and poetic thinkings, 

Heaney’s essays give us an insight in to his views on ideological and aesthetic issues 

in the context of the European intellectual tradition (O’Brien 2016). His fascination with 

Greek classics and the referencing of such against Irish Mythology, particularly in his 

creation of an earth goddess and the Bog Queen will no doubt be reflected in the 

staging and enactment of the Bog Queen Immersion Project. 

Whether the Bog Queen Immersion project will shape experience or simply express is 

subject to the here and now, or the being and time of this future project. As “an 

experience” as defined by Dewey (1939) in that if every part flows freely into what 

follows, carrying with it what preceded without sacrificing its identity. The parts are 

phases of an enduring whole. Nor are there any holes or mechanical dead spots 

in an experience. Rather, there are pauses that define its quality and sum up what has 

been undergone. 

The Bog Queen Immersion Project is under development. It has had a brief awakening 

and will rise from its slumber. At the very least it will be a happening – and there will 

be pauses and summing ups. After all, this is an immersive and discursive project. 

And we are in the course of making it happen. 

Paying Homage to the Bog Queen © Caroline Coyle  
 
Slink down the boggy layers, Bog Queen 
A million tree times over 
Immerse yourself Between the folded sheet memories of oaken secrets 
Let the fettle dewdrops lick your legs  
Shoots of pea grass warm your toes 
Encase your feet in black peat brogues 
Your breasts bogcottoned 
Your hair minnowlike  
Crowned with umbilical waterweeds 
 
Bathe yourself in Moons and Moss 
Murked humus of pain, drought, famine and sacrificial fruit 
Wet peat roots shoots 
Banked up frogged canals 
Your belly swollen with humic and tannic 
Hymning acidic secrets of a million stars  
Pay homage to the Bog Queen 
Listen for the soul poems  
She whispers from the peloid seepage of life.   
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