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Getting the most from this guide

This guide has been written to help you study the poems of Norman MacCaig by developing your knowledge and skills in analysis to enable you to achieve your best in your exam. This guide has been written specifically with the Scottish exam system in mind, so it is all relevant to your study needs. MacCaig’s poetry features in both the SQA English National 5 and Higher Critical Reading exams. Whichever exam you are sitting, this guide will provide vital help and support. It will also enable you to gain a richer understanding of the poems, so that you can enjoy them even more.

The text used in preparing these materials is The Poems of Norman MacCaig, edited by Ewen MacCaig (Polygon 2005, ISBN 978-1-84697-136-5). The line numbers used throughout this guide correspond to those in this text.

What is in this guide?


•  a detailed review of each poem, focusing on understanding and analysis

•  a section which draws together the key themes and techniques shared by the poems

•  advice on how to approach the Scottish textual analysis questions, including the important final question

•  advice on how to plan and write your critical essay

•  key quotations and specific questions to help you direct your thinking



Watch out for the following features used throughout this guide, which will help you focus your understanding of the poems:
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Target your thinking

This feature appears at the start of every chapter. It will help you focus on key ideas which will be important in the chapter.
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Build critical skills

You will see this feature at various points in each chapter. The questions in this box will encourage you to think deeply, and to analyse and explore the texts more fully.
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Glossary

This box will highlight and define key words, for example techniques used by MacCaig.
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Exam tip

Top tips to help you maximise your chances of success in the exam.
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Key quotations

The key quotations will help you focus on important aspects of the text.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING

This feature appears at the end of each chapter. It will help you reinforce your learning by reminding you of key elements of the text and/or how to approach the exam.
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1 Introduction

Studying the poems

While using this guide you may find it useful to dip into sections, and poems, as and when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, Chapter 2: Context can be read before you read the poems themselves, since it offers information about the poet alongside an explanation of the cultural, literary and historical background to the collected works. In Chapter 2: Context you will find information about the aspects of MacCaig’s life and times that influenced his writing, the particular places and people that inspired his work, and the style that made his poetry so unique.

In Chapter 3: Study and revision, each of the six poems has an analysis section dedicated to it. Each of these has a detailed line-by-line analysis that focuses on how the poet has employed different literary techniques in order to develop the central ideas or themes of the poem. You will notice that the poems themselves have not been included as part of this study guide. This is because you will have your own copies. The individual commentaries are designed to be read alongside the poems to help deepen your understanding and to help you develop your own analysis skills.

How to read and understand a poem

The analysis in this guide is not intended to be comprehensive and instead offers examples of some of the more widely taught interpretations – poetry should first and foremost be enjoyed and understood holistically. You should begin by reading the poem several times before questioning how the poem has made you feel and what issues it has made you consider further. Only once you have established this should you break down the poem to unlock the secrets of how the poet made you feel this way. Here are a few questions you should ask yourself:


•  What is the poem about?

•  What literary and poetic techniques have been used?

•  What effect do these techniques have?



What is the poem about?

This is about more than just identifying what is happening in the poem, although this is an excellent starting point. Ask yourself what the universal ideas or concerns are that are being explored, i.e. what are the poem’s themes? This can be a difficult process and may involve reading the poem several times. Poetry, by its nature, is much more dense than other forms of writing and so there is a lot more to unpack and discover, which is why it sometimes needs a little work to unlock the meaning.

Themes to look out for in MacCaig’s work include:


•  death and loss

•  humanity’s relationship with the natural world

•  violence and suffering

•  isolation



Literary and poetic techniques used

The poetic devices to look out for include:


•  imagery: metaphor, simile and personification

•  word choice

•  sound effects: onomatopoeia and assonance

•  rhythm and rhyme

•  enjambment and sentence structure

•  contrast



There are many other techniques discussed in this guide. You will need to read the poem carefully to see what other techniques have been used. There is a glossary of literary terms at the end of the guide to help you understand the function of the different techniques.

Preparing for your exam

Introducing the Critical Reading paper

Whether you are sitting National 5 or Higher English, your Critical Reading exam will follow the same format. It is worth 40 marks (40% of your overall mark) and is made up of two sections:


•  Section 1: Scottish text: also known as Scottish textual analysis or set text. This is marked out of 20 and is worth 20% of your total mark.

•  Section 2: Critical essay: this is also marked out of 20 and is worth 20% of your total mark.



Section 1: Scottish text

For this section of the exam, you will study one Scottish text or writer from the SQA list. The poetry of Norman MacCaig is on the list for both National 5 and Higher levels and covers six poems: ‘Hotel Room, 12th Floor’, ‘Brooklyn Cop’, ‘Basking Shark’, ‘Visiting Hour’, ‘Assisi’ and ‘Aunt Julia’. One of these six poems is chosen every year to be included in the exam. In Section 1, there are a number of shorter questions on the chosen exam poem. There is also a longer final question which offers you the chance to show your wider knowledge of MacCaig’s poems by referring to one or more of the other five poems. In National 5, there are a total of 12 marks for the chosen poem and 8 marks for the final question. In Higher, the division is 10 and 10.

What can you expect in the Scottish text section?

The shorter questions will ask you to focus closely on specific lines of the poem and to demonstrate your knowledge and skills in analysis by selecting examples of language or other poetic techniques and commenting on them. The final question will ask you something about the chosen poem and other(s) – it is likely to concentrate on an aspect of content such as theme or characters in the poems, or on a technique such as use of imagery or contrast. You should spend 45 minutes in total completing all of Section 1.

There will be more details on how to tackle these questions in Chapter 4.1 of this guide.
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Exam tip

You have 1 hour 30 mins total to complete the English Critical Reading paper:


•  approximately 45 minutes to complete Section 1: Scottish text

•  another 45 minutes to complete your answers for Section 2: Critical essay
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Section 2: Critical essay

The critical essay paper is divided into genre sections – MacCaig falls into the poetry genre. For each genre, the National 5 will have two essay questions, and the Higher will have three essay questions.

What can you expect in the critical essay section?

You should answer one question. Remember, you can choose from the poetry genre only if you have answered on a different genre in Section 1: Scottish texts. If you choose to answer on MacCaig for your essay, you should pick one of the two or three poetry questions. You will have approximately 45 minutes to write your essay.

There will be more information on how to plan and write your essay in Chapter 4.2.
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Exam tip

You must not deal with the same genre in both sections of the exam.


•  If you answer questions in Section 1 on the work of MacCaig, you may not write an essay on poetry in Section 2.

•  If you are planning on writing an essay on one of MacCaig’s poems, then you must select questions on a work of drama or prose in Section 1.
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2 Context


[image: ]

Target your thinking


•  What is meant by context?

•  How did the key moments in MacCaig’s life influence his work?

•  What do you know about the places and people that inspired MacCaig’s poetry?

•  What is unique about his style of verse?
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What is context?

Knowledge of context will help you understand and appreciate the poetry of MacCaig, but what exactly is context?

Context is the time, place, environment and surrounding events. Understanding the context of MacCaig’s life and how it may have affected the poet when he produced his work is crucial. It also refers to the way that MacCaig’s personal experiences and life may have influenced his poetry. While context is not specifically assessed in the National 5 or Higher exams, knowing about these things can help give us an insight into the writer’s intentions and reasons for writing. Being aware of these factors can also influence the way in which we interpret the poems, their themes and their messages. MacCaig was heavily influenced by the people and the landscapes of Scotland but also wrote about New York and Italy in the 1960s. Understanding a little more about the poet, the time period in which he was writing and the people and places that inspired him will increase our background knowledge and make our study of the text more meaningful.

Norman MacCaig’s life and work (1910–1996)

Norman MacCaig was born in Edinburgh in 1910. Although he spent most of his life in Scotland’s capital, his Gaelic ancestry had a big influence on the poet and his work. MacCaig’s mother was from the island of Scalpay, Harris, off the west coast of Scotland. As a boy, MacCaig would often visit his mother’s family on the islands. These childhood holidays triggered a lifelong love affair with the landscape and the people of the highlands and islands and each year MacCaig would spend his summer holidays in Assynt, on the north-west coast of Scotland. In his poems, MacCaig describes this dual heritage as like being ‘two men at once’, ‘two places I belong to as though I was born / in both of them’.
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Gaelic: this refers to Scotland’s indigenous language but can also be used to describe Gaelic culture – dance, history, music and traditions. Most of modern Scotland was once Gaelic-speaking, however just over 1% of people living in Scotland today speak Gaelic. The Outer Hebrides, where MacCaig’s mother was from, is where the highest percentage of Gaelic speakers still live.
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MacCaig went to school at the Royal High School in Edinburgh, where he had his first taste of writing poetry. When asked by his teacher to submit a piece of creative writing, the young MacCaig decided to write a poem as he figured it would involve less effort than completing a full creative story. Having submitted his poem he was pleasantly surprised that his teacher was very impressed with his work and from that point on MacCaig’s desire to write poetry never dampened. After high school MacCaig read Classics at Edinburgh University and then trained to become a primary school teacher, later working at the University of Edinburgh and the University of Stirling.

During the Second World War (1939–1945) MacCaig, a conscientious objector, refused military service. He did not do this for spiritual or political reasons but as he put it, ‘I just didn’t want to shoot other people.’ As a result of his views MacCaig was imprisoned and forced to do land work until the end of the war.


[image: ]

conscientious objector: during the Second World War there were nearly 60,000 conscientious objectors. After a brief spell in prison most were put to work in clothing and food stores, on the land or helping the war effort without engaging directly in combat.
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MacCaig’s first two books of poetry, Far Cry (1943) and The Inward Eye (1946), were part of the New Apocalypse Movement, an experimental, surrealist style of writing which he later disowned as he turned instead to writing very precise, accessible poems based on his observations. His first two books of poetry were so confusing and contained so many poems that were impossible to understand, that when his friend finished reading them he asked MacCaig when he was going to publish the answers. MacCaig wrote an immense number of poems – around 3,900 during his 45 years as a mature poet, of which just under 800 were published. He was good friends with many of the other Scottish poets with whom he would meet up in Edinburgh bars to laugh, debate and drink.

In his later years, MacCaig was widely celebrated and he received an OBE from the Queen alongside countless prizes and awards from the literary world.

MacCaig died in January 1996 at the age of 86. His funeral was a major public event. Televised, it was included in all the Scottish newspapers. Today, MacCaig continues to inspire a new generation of poets and writers and is affectionately known as the Grand Old Man of Scottish poetry.

Places

Edinburgh and Assynt

In the majority of his writing MacCaig inhabits two worlds – the highland world and the city of Edinburgh. Although he lived in Leamington Terrace, Edinburgh, Norman MacCaig loved the landscape of Assynt in the Scottish Highlands and thought often of the memories that he had created there. The landscape and people made a great impression on MacCaig and some of his best poems are inspired by his time in the place he described as the ‘most beautiful corner of the land’. Each year from the 1940s until the late 1980s he brought his family for long summer holidays in Assynt where life was very different from the experience he had in the bustling capital city. In 2010, on the centenary of his birth, the local community of Assynt showed their love for MacCaig by organising a week-long celebration in honour of the poet, with the festivities ending with a grand ceilidh.
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MACCAIG’S LEGACY

His memorial plaque in Inverkirkaig succinctly sums up his love of the area. It reads:

‘In Memory of Norman MacCaig (1910–1996)

Poet, fisherman and lover of the hills, lochs and people of Assynt.’
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Assynt’s landscape, nature and people inspired much of his poetry and MacCaig showed his love for the natural world by writing about frogs, toads, birds, mountains, lochs and of course the basking shark. His poetry

Travels further afield


Italy


New York City



People



What is unique about MacCaig’s style?

Approach to writing


Style
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