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EDITOR'S FOREWORD 

T h e Scotnotes booklets are a series o f study guides to major Scot t i sh 
wr i t e rs and l i terary texts that are l i k e l y to be elements w i t h i n l i terature 
courses . T h e y are a i m e d at senior pup i l s i n secondary s choo ls a n d 
students i n further educat ion co l leges and co l leges o f educat i on . E a c h 
b o o k l e t i n the series is w r i t t e n b y a person w h o is not o n l y an author i ty 
on the par t i cu lar w r i t e r or text but also exper ienced i n t each ing at the 
re levant levels i n schools or co l leges . Fur thermore , the ed i t o r ia l board , 
c omposed o f members o f the Schools and Further E d u c a t i o n C o m m i t t e e 
o f the A s s o c i a t i o n for Scott ish L i t e r a r y Studies, considers the su i tab i l i ty 
o f each book le t for the students i n quest ion . 

F o r m a n y years there has been a shortage o f readi ly accessible c r i t i ca l 
notes f o r the general student o f Scott ish l iterature. Scotnotes has g r o w n 
as a series to meet this need, and prov ides students w i t h v a l u a b l e a ids 
to the understanding a n d apprec iat ion o f the k e y wr i t e rs a n d m a j o r 
texts w i t h i n the Scot t i sh l i terary t rad i t i on . 

L o r n a B o r r o w m a n S m i t h 
R o n a l d R e n t o n 



N O T E ON R E F E R E N C E S 

T h e page references are to I a i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h : Selected 
Poems ( S P ) p u b l i s h e d by C a r c a n e t i n 1985 (paperback ) a n d l a m 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h : Collected Poems ( C P ) p u b l i s h e d b y C a r c a n e t m 
1992 ( h a r d b a c k ) . 

T h e D e d i c a t e d S p i r i t s 

T h e ded i cated s p i r i t s grow 
i n w i n t e r s of pe rvas ive snow 
t h e i r crocus a r m o u r . 
T h e i r p e r p e n d i c u l a r s of l i g h t 
f l a s h s h e e r l y t h r o u g h the p o l a r n i g h t 
w i t h m i s s i o n a r y f ire . 

T h e r e d a n d sombre s u n surveys 
the footsteps o f the ancestors 
i n the w h i t e ghost ly snow: 
f rom pas t s w i t h o u t a season they 
i n h a b i t the imper fe c t day 
o u r g r i e v i n g s p i r i t s k n o w . 

A b o u t us the h o r i z o n bends 
i t s o r p h a n i m a g e s , a n d w i n d s 
h o w l f r om the v a c a n t n o r t h . 
T h e map less n a v i g a t o r goes 
i n search of the u n s c e n t e d rose 
he grows i n h i s hear t ' s s o u t h . 

T u r n i n g on the i cy w h e e l 
of i m a g e w i t h o u t subs tance , h e a l 
us w h a t e v e r s p i r i t l i e s 
i n p o l a r l i g h t n i n g . L e t the ice 
b r e a k , l es t our p a r a l y s i s 
destroy o u r see ing eyes. 

T h e faceless n i g h t ho lds d ia logue 
w i t h us by the a n c i e n t rock. 
T h e demons we a b h o r 
d w e l l i n the was te of m i r r o r s we 
choose to protect us f r o m the f u r y 
of the d e s t r u c t i v e fire. 

O chosen s p i r i t s t u r n i n g n o w 
to y o u r large sk ies the s u n f rom snow 
h a s swept at l a s t , 
l e t m u s i c f r o m y o u r r i s i n g w i n g s 
be h e a r d i n i s l a n d s w h e r e we s i n g 
to p laca te a lost ghost . 



I a i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h was b o r n i n G l a s g o w i n 1928. T w o y e a r s later , 
h i s p a r e n t s , b o t h o f H i g h l a n d o r i g i n , m o v e d to the Is le o f L e w i s . H i s 
f a t h e r d i e d no t l o n g a f ter t h i s m o v e a n d t h e fami ly , t h r e e boys , w a s 
t h e n r a i s e d b y M r s S m i t h i n f a i r l y S p a r t a n c o n d i t i o n s i n the c r o f t i n g 
t ownsh ip of Bayble . H i s f o r m a l educat ion took place i n the local p r i m a r y 
school a n d t h e n i n t h e N i c h o l s o n I n s t i t u t e i n S t o r n o w a y . A f t e r t h e 
N i c h o l s o n , he w e n t to A b e r d e e n U n i v e r s i t y f r o m w h i c h he g r a d u a t e d 
i n 1949 w i t h a n h o n o u r s degree i n E n g l i s h . I n 1950 t h e f a m i l y m o v e d 
to D u m b a r t o n . I n the y e a r s i m m e d i a t e l y f o l l o w i n g , he q u a l i f i e d as a 
teacher o f E n g l i s h a n d t h e n d i d two y e a r s N a t i o n a l S e r v i c e before 
t a k i n g u p posts f i r s t i n C l y d e b a n k A c a d e m y a n d t h e n , f r o m 1955 to 
1977, i n O b a n H i g h School . I n 1977 he r e t i r ed f r om t e a c h i n g to become 
a f u l l - t i m e w r i t e r . I n t h e same y e a r he m a r r i e d D o n a l d a L o g a n a n d 
they spent t h e i r m a r r i e d l i fe t ogether i n the v i l l a g e of T a y n u i l t i n 
A r g y l l . 

C r i c h t o n S m i t h t r a v e l l e d extensive ly , l e c t u r i n g a n d g i v i n g p o e t r y 
r ead ings i n A u s t r a l i a , C a n a d a , I s r a e l a n d G e r m a n y . H e also v i s i t e d , 
w i t h o u t l i t e r a r y c o m m i t m e n t s , m a n y c o u n t r i e s i n c l u d i n g S p a i n , 
T u r k e y a n d C h i n a . H e w a s a w a r d e d h o n o r a r y doc torates b y t h e 
U n i v e r s i t i e s of Glasgow, D u n d e e a n d A b e r d e e n a n d w a s for a t i m e a 
v i s i t i n g professor i n the U n i v e r s i t i e s o f D u n d e e a n d S t r a t h c l y d e . O n e 
of t h e m a j o r f i gures of 2 0 t h - c e n t u r y S c o t t i s h l i t e r a t u r e , he d i e d i n 
Oc tober 1998. 



T H E D E D I C A T E D SPIRITS: 
T H E POET'S P U R P O S E 

I a i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s first c o l l e c t i on of poems w a s p u b l i s h e d i n 
1955 b y M a l c o l m M a c D o n a l d , E d i n b u r g h . I t w a s a s l i m p a p e r b a c k 
v o l u m e c a l l e d The Long River. I w a n t to b e g i n t h i s c o n s i d e r a t i o n 
o f C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poe t ry by d i r e c t i n g a t t e n t i o n to t h e first p o e m 
i n t h a t co l l e c t i on ( w h i c h is also the first p o e m i n the Collected 
Poems, p u b l i s h e d by C a r c a n e t i n 1992) because i n t h a t t i g h t l y -
p a c k e d p o e m a r e to be seen a s u r p r i s i n g n u m b e r o f h i n t s of t h i n g s 
to come. S o m e of these h i n t s w i l l serve to s t a r t us on our s t u d y of 
the poetry . 

I n ' T h e D e d i c a t e d S p i r i t s ' ( C P : 1) w e r e a d of s p i r i t s , sou ls , w h o 
s u r v i v e i n the d a r k n e s s a n d c h i l l of l o n g p o l a r n i g h t s . These 
s p i r i t s a re p i c t u r e d as c r o c u s - l i k e p e r p e n d i c u l a r s of l i g h t w h i c h 
b u r n w i t h a m i s s i o n a r y fire, a fire, t h a t i s , w h i c h m a y be t h o u g h t 
to b r i n g w i t h i t some form of t r u t h or s a l v a t i o n . T h e r e is no 
a t t e m p t i n the p o e m to say w h a t t h a t t r u t h m i g h t be. T h e r e i s 
o n l y a p l e a t h a t w h a t e v e r s p i r i t d w e l l s i n p o l a r l i g h t n i n g s h o u l d 
save us f r om a p a r a l y s i s w h i c h w o u l d destroy o u r a b i l i t y to see, to 
see c l e a r l y a n d t r u l y . S i m i l a r l y , t h e r e i s no c lear i n d i c a t i o n of w h a t 
k i n d of s a l v a t i o n m i g h t be i n m i n d , n o r for t h a t m a t t e r i s t h e r e 
a n y specif ic re ference to s a l v a t i o n i n the p o e m , b u t there is 
m e n t i o n of a j o u r n e y t o w a r d s a n u n s c e n t e d rose a n d at t h e e n d of 
the p o e m t h e s p i r i t s r i s e w i t h m u s i c i n t h e i r w i n g s t o w a r d s a s k y 
m a d e c l e a r b y s u n l i g h t . T h i s i m a g e r y w o u l d c e r t a i n l y seem to 
i m p l y the i d e a of s a l v a t i o n w h i c h is i n h e r e n t i n the w o r d 
' m i s s i o n a r y ' . 

A t no p o i n t i n the p o e m does C r i c h t o n S m i t h c l a i m t h a t he is 
to be c o u n t e d a m o n g the ded i ca ted s p i r i t s b u t the r e a d e r i s le f t i n 
l i t t l e doubt t h a t he r e g a r d s h i m s e l f as a t l e a s t f o l l o w i n g i n t h e 
w a y of these great souls - he respects t h e m , he is on some k i n d of 
j o u r n e y i n the d i r e c t i o n of the b e a u t y w h i c h i s p a r t of t h e i r w o r l d , 
he w a n t s to see c l e a r l y to t h e t r u t h of t h i n g s a n d h e , l i k e t h e m , i s 
s i n g i n g , e v e n i f at the t i m e of w r i t i n g i t is a l o n e l y song i n a 
b a r r e n l a n d . So we are left w i t h a f a i r l y s t r o n g i m p r e s s i o n t h a t 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h sees h i s ro le as a poet as b e i n g i n some sense a 
' m i s s i o n a r y ' one ; he is there to seek out the t r u t h of t h i n g s a n d to 
b r i n g some k i n d of s a l v a t i o n , some k i n d of he lp or comfort , to h i s 
r e a d e r s or l i s t e n e r s . 

T r u t h a n d comfor t do not , of course , n e c e s s a r i l y a c c o m p a n y 
each other . C r i c h t o n S m i t h is a l l too a w a r e of t h i s a n d t h a t is why , 
i n ' T h e D e d i c a t e d S p i r i t s ' , we find m e n t i o n o f m i r r o r s w h i c h 
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protect u s f r o m the ' fury /o f the d e s t r u c t i v e fire.' W h a t he m e a n s 
here is t h a t w h e n we look closely i n t o the t r u e n a t u r e of t h i n g s we 
m a y find t h e r e a f i re , t h a t is a t e r r i b l e t r u t h about ourse lves or 
about the w o r l d i n w h i c h we l i v e , w h i c h w i l l be too m u c h for us to 
bear a n d w h i c h w i l l therefore destroy u s . To protect ourse lves 
f r o m s u c h fire, w e p lace b e t w e e n i t a n d ourse lves m i r r o r s w h i c h 
are a r r a n g e d so as to d i s tor t a n d d i s g u i s e the r e a l n a t u r e of the 
fire a n d so p reserve u s f r o m i t . W e i n v e n t , as he t e l l s us i n a l a t e r 
poem, s u c h t h i n g s as p i c t u r e s , poems a n d m u s i c w h i c h act as 
screens , or m i r r o r s , b e t w e e n us a n d the fire. B u t the poet, the 
t r u t h - s e e k i n g poet , cannot i n d u l g e i n m i r r o r s . H e c a n n o t a v o i d 
d irect c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h a n y fire he m a y find, w h e t h e r i t i s the 
fire of t h e ' demons we a b h o r ' or, as the l a s t s t a n z a of the poem 
seems to i m p l y , the great fire of the s u n , the b r i n g e r of l i g h t a n d 
beauty , w h i c h m e l t e d the w i n g s of I carus as he flew too close to i t . 
So the poet w i t h o u t the pro tec t i on of m i r r o r s i s a t r i s k . 

To re inforce w h a t I have s a i d about the m i s s i o n a r y i n t e n t i o n 
a n d t h e r i s k s seen to be assoc ia ted w i t h i t , l e t u s l ook for a 
m o m e n t a t two shor t ex t rac t s , a poem from t h e sequence 'Love 
Songs of a P u r i t a n (BV, w h i c h is to be f ound i n the co l l e c t i on 
Thistles and Roses1 a n d a s t a t e m e n t m a d e b y C r i c h t o n S m i t h 
d u r i n g a ser ies of conversat ions i n 1977 . 2 

F i r s t the poem. I n t h i s t h e t r u t h - s e e k i n g ro le of the poet a n d 
the d a n g e r s a t t e n d a n t on i t a re the focus of a t t e n t i o n . 

To stand so steady that the world is st i l l 
and take your cold blue pen and write it down 
(all that you see) before the thought can k i l l 
and set on the l iv ing grass the heavy stone 
is what you're here for, though the trembling hand 
shake with the terror of that nothing which 
opens its large void mouth as i f i t yawned 
l ike a drunk man lying in a starless ditch. 

Tb hold quite steady while the helmet burns 
down to its slow white ash and lips turn sour 
and the eye l ike a yellow lamp stares down and 

mourns 
with abstract vision at the yellow flower 
is the true victory t i l l the day turn kind 
and brighter weather fly about the mind. 

H e r e the i m a g e of the des t ruc t i ve fire has been r e p l a c e d by the 
i m a g e of t h e open grave a n d the great v o i d i n t o w h i c h i t i n v i t e s 



4 S C O T N O T E S 

the w r i t e r w h o m u s t , however , i f he is to r e m a i n f a i t h f u l to h i s 
c a l l i n g , ' ho ld qu i t e s teady ' a n d keep o n r e c o r d i n g e v e r y t h i n g he 
sees. T h a t he t e l l s h i m s e l f ' is w h a t you ' re here for ' . H e m u s t not 
l e t h i s k e e n a w a r e n e s s o f d e a t h a n d n o t h i n g n e s s t e r r i f y h i m a n d 
cause h i m to t h r o w h i s w o r k as ide i n despa i r . 

O n e o ther r e m a r k m a y be w o r t h m a k i n g about t h i s poem. T h e 
' thought ' i n the t h i r d l i n e is a n a b s t r a c t t h o u g h t . W h a t C r i c h t o n 
S m i t h is s a y i n g i n t h i s poem is t h a t t h e poet's t a s k is to record a l l 
t h a t he sees, or, i t could be s a i d , a l l t h a t he i s a w a r e of i n h i s 
senses. H i s t a s k i s not to c o n s t r u c t theor ies out of concepts a n d 
a b s t r a c t t h o u g h t s i n the w a y t h a t p h i l o s o p h e r s o r socio logists or 
e conomis t s , or, for t h a t mat ter , p o l i t i c i a n s or p r e a c h e r s do. T h e 
poet h a s to s t a y close to a c t u a l exper i ence a n d w o r k w i t h t h a t — 
h o w t h i n g s look , h o w people seem to feel , h o w he h i m s e l f feels i n 
t h e i r presence . So , i n t h i s poem he is a f r a i d t h a t he w i l l not 
m a n a g e to r e cord these l i v i n g s e n s a t i o n s before some a b s t r a c t 
t h o u g h t s w i l l come i n t o h is h e a d a n d t a k e h i s m i n d off w h a t i s 
t h e r e before i t , the l i v i n g g rass . I n t h e l a s t s ix l i n e s , the sestet , o f 
t h i s sonnet , i t a p p e a r s t h a t a b s t r a c t t h o u g h t s have i n d e e d 
i n v a d e d h i s m i n d a n d caused i t to t u r n s i ck . T h e h e l m e t of h i s 
h e a d b u r n s d o w n to a w h i t e a s h a n d the l i p s t u r n sour a n d the eye 
becomes l i k e a y e l l o w l a m p l o o k i n g d o w n on a y e l l o w flower. 
Y e l l o w is a c o l our u s e d by C r i c h t o n S m i t h to s i g n i f y s i c k n e s s o r 
m e n t a l i l l - h e a l t h . H e r e , i t seems, the t h o u g h t s w h i c h have a r i s e n 
i n h i s m i n d o n c o n f r o n t i n g the grave a n d the v o i d have i n d e e d 
k i l l e d off h i s a b i l i t y to feel p o s i t i v e l y about l i f e ; a l l he c a n do is to 
s tay steady, not to g ive w a y to fear, a n d to w a i t for be t ter t i m e s . 
H e i s a poet a t r i s k f r o m h i s a w a r e n e s s of the g rave a n d t h e 
s t r a n g e , d i f f i cu l t t h o u g h t s w h i c h are occas ioned by i t . 

W h a t n o w of the o ther concern of the m i s s i o n a r y poet — not 
t r u t h b u t comfort? T h e k i n d of comfor t C r i c h t o n S m i t h h a s i n 
m i n d is the comfort d e r i v e d f r o m a s h a r i n g of exper ience , f r o m 
h u m a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d c o m p a n i o n s h i p . T h i s is w h a t C r i c h t o n 
S m i t h s a i d i n our 1977 conversa t i ons . 

Poetry should not be a game. One writes a poem 
because one feels deeply about something and 
somehow or another what you feel deeply about 
happens to coincide with what a number of other 
people feel deeply about. Poetry is not an affair of 
words. I mean you can be the most br i l l iant word-
manipulator in the world and yet not be a poet 
because you have to have this feeling and people 
have to feel in themselves that what you're ta lk ing 
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about is something that is meaningful and 
important to them. If i t isn't then it's a fai lure. I 
always come back to that . 3 

So, to s u m m a r i s e , for C r i c h t o n S m i t h poetry, a t l eas t the best 
poetry, h a s s o m e t h i n g of a m i s s i o n a r y func t i on . I t probes for the 
t r u t h o f t h i n g s , h o w e v e r c o m p l e x t h a t t r u t h m a y be, a n d i t b r i n g s 
to i t s r e a d e r s some k i n d of comfort , even i f o n l y the comfort of 
k n o w i n g t h a t the poet is a w a r e of a n d cares about w h a t m a t t e r s to 
the r e a d e r i n q u e s t i o n . I n h i s p r o b i n g the poet h i m s e l f r u n s the 
r i s k of c o m i n g u p a g a i n s t r e a l i t i e s w h i c h are a l m o s t , or a c tua l l y , 
too h a r d to accept. H e p u t s h i s m i n d a t r i s k , a s do f a m o u s 
t h i n k e r s a d m i r e d by C r i c h t o n S m i t h , l i k e F r e u d a n d K i e r k e g a a r d 
a n d W i t t g e n s t e i n . T h e poet, however , is d i f ferent f r o m these i n 
t h a t he does not w o r k i n a b s t r a c t t h o u g h t s , concepts ; he w o r k s 
close to t h e a c t u a l exper iences of l i fe , the s ights a n d sounds a n d 
scents of l i fe a n d a l l t h e i n n e r fee l ings w h i c h are a r o u s e d b y these . 

O n e c o m m e n t is needed t h o u g h , before e n d i n g t h i s 
p r e l i m i n a r y s u r v e y o f C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s v i e w of h i s ro le as a poet: 
m i s s i o n a r y zeal does not necessar i l y exc lude h u m o u r . I t is t r u e 
t h a t the w i l d , a b s u r d , h u m o u r w h i c h c h a r a c t e r i s e s some of the 
bes t of C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s prose i s not so m u c h i n ev idence i n h i s 
poetry. B u t i t is t h e r e i n p laces , even w h e n the o v e r a l l i n t e n t is 
a n y t h i n g b u t l i g h t h e a r t e d , as, for e x a m p l e , i n 'The W h i t e A i r of 
M a r c h ' ( S P : 58 ; C P : 154). T h i s to those who k n o w the m a n i s not 
s u r p r i s i n g . S t r a n g e t h o u g h i t m a y seem to say at the e n d of t h i s 
account o f the se r i ousness w i t h w h i c h C r i c h t o n S m i t h w o r k s as a 
poet, he can be one of the most c omica l of c o m p a n i o n s a n d a 
s p e a k e r of spontaneous w i t a n d good h u m o u r . H e h a s on s e v e r a l 
occasions r e f e r r e d to Walpo le ' s d i c t u m , " T h i s w o r l d is a comedy to 
those t h a t t h i n k , a t ragedy to those t h a t feel . " (See S P : 58 ; C P 
154). I n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w o r k , comedy a n d t ragedy are b o t h to be 
f ound , s o m e t i m e s v e r y closely i n t e r t w i n e d . 



N O R T H AND S O U T H 

' The D e d i c a t e d S p i r i t s ' m a y be seen as a p o e m i n w h i c h C r i c h t o n 
S m i t h sets h i s course as a poet. I n i t there is a lso the f i r s t 
a p p e a r a n c e of one of the mos t p e r v a s i v e t h e m e s i n h i s poetry , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the e a r l i e r poetry. I t m a y be c a l l e d s i m p l y the 
t h e m e of N o r t h a n d S o u t h . 

C o n s i d e r t h e poem a g a i n . I t b e g i n s i n the p o l a r n i g h t a n d t h e n 
moves s o u t h , a l i t t l e , to a l a n d s t i l l c o ld a n d n o r t h e r n . T h e i m a g e s 
of t h i s desolate c o u n t r y are ' o r p h a n ' ones a n d t h e y are t w i s t e d out 
of shape b y the h o r i z o n . A n d t h r o u g h t h i s w o r l d h o w l the w i n d s 
w h i c h come f r o m a f u r t h e r a n d m o r e v a c a n t n o r t h . F r o m t h i s 
n o r t h t h e n a v i g a t o r goes i n s e a r c h of some rose , some l i v i n g 
beauty , the n a t u r e of w h i c h he does not p r o p e r l y k n o w , because he 
h a s never , i n h i s n o r t h , met w i t h i t ; i t i s as yet 'unscented ' . B u t 
one t h i n g he does k n o w a n d t h a t is t h a t the rose w i l l be f ound , i f 
a t a l l , g r o w i n g i n the s o u t h , the s o u t h for w h i c h he longs , ' h i s 
hear t ' s s o u t h ' . 

J u s t h o w he w i l l r e a c h t h a t s o u t h i s not , however , c lear , for he 
is 'map less ' . H i s n o r t h e r n w o r l d can prov ide h i m w i t h no m a p , no 
gu ide , to h e l p h i m r e a c h the s o u t h . M o r e o v e r the j ourney , i f we 
p a y h e e d to the t i t l e of the co l l e c t i on , The Long River, is go ing to 
be a l e n g t h y one, not across seas, b u t a l o n g a r i v e r , pas t the b a n k s 
a n d a l l t h a t h a p p e n s t h e r e o n . A n d t h e r e is no m e n t i o n of a 
d e s t i n a t i o n . W h o k n o w s i f there w i l l be one? T h e day, r e m e m b e r , 
i s i m p e r f e c t ; there m a y be no h a p p y e n d to the j ourney , no sense o f 
c o m p l e t i o n . 

T h i s c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n a s y m b o l i c N o r t h w h i c h is c h a r a c t e r 
i sed b y d a r k n e s s a n d c h i l l a n d h a r s h n e s s a n d a S o u t h w h i c h i s 
f u l l of l i g h t a n d w a r m t h a n d gent le b e a u t y p e r m e a t e s the w o r k of 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h , b o t h the prose a n d the poetry. I t h i n k , there fore , 
t h a t one of the best w a y s i n t o the poetry is to focus u p o n t h i s 
N o r t h / S o u t h s y m b o l i s m to see h o w i t a p p e a r s i n the e a r l y poems , 
w h a t C r i c h t o n S m i t h seems to m e a n b y i t a n d w h a t o ther ideas 
soon emerge a longs ide i t . F o r t h i s purpose I w a n t to t u r n to 
a n o t h e r e a r l y p o e m , 'Some D a y s Were R u n n i n g L e g s ' ( C P : 2). 

I n t h i s poem C r i c h t o n S m i t h r e c a l l s c h i l d h o o d exper iences on 
the Is le of L e w i s . I n the f i r s t two s t a n z a s , the images are those of 
joy a n d l i g h t a n d colour. T h e c h i l d r e n , boys i t a p p e a r s , w e r e 
happy , r u n n i n g a r o u n d , go ing h o m e i n the r e d g low of the s u n s e t , 
h e a r i n g the o l d m e n s a y i n g t h a t the nex t day w o u l d be a f ine one 
too. T h e y look f o r w a r d to t h e i r g a m e of t h r o w i n g stones a t s t i c k s . 
(Not , as one m i g h t suppose , s t i c k s i n the w a t e r or s t i c k s set u p i n 
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a f ie ld b u t , i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s m e m o r y a t least , t e l e g r a p h poles . 
T h e game w a s to h i t the l i t t l e c h i n a cups on the cross-trees . ) 
T h e n , a t the s t a r t of the t h i r d s t a n z a , a change t a k e s p lace . T h e 
poem becomes m o r e a g i t a t e d . T h e i m a g e s are of s t o r m a n d s tress 
a n d menace . R a i n floods forever the green p a s t u r e , horses t u r n 
t h e i r b a c k s i n t o the w i n d (a s i g n of c o m i n g storm) a n d , i n the sea , 
the too thed rocks are seen l o o m i n g ' s h a r p a n d grey ' . T h e s o u n d of 
the l a n g u a g e of the poem is r o u g h e n i n g too; the l e t t e r ' r ' i s g r a t i n g 
i n the ear a n d the 't's are p u t t i n g a st i f fness i n the l i n e s . 

A n d t h e n comes the l a s t c l i m a c t i c s t a n z a . T h e people of the 
i s l a n d cover t h e i r m i r r o r s w i t h s h a w l s so t h a t the l i g h t n i n g w i l l 
not be a t t r a c t e d to t h e m . (The reader m i g h t w e l l suppose t h a t the 
fear w a s t h a t the s h i n i n g g lass of the m i r r o r w o u l d somehow 
a t t r a c t the l i g h t n i n g flash. B u t t h a t was not the r e a s o n for the 
s h a w l i n g . To the people of L e w i s the m i r r o r was a n object assoc iat 
ed w i t h v a n i t y . It w a s only p r u d e n t therefore , w h e n God 's w r a t h 
was r o l l i n g r o u n d the heavens i n a t h u n d e r s t o r m , to cover the 
' s i n f u l glass ' . ) T h i s l i g h t n i n g is l i n k e d i n the poem to the speed of 
the eel , the eel w h i c h l ives i n the ocean. T h e i s l a n d i s , as i t were , 
caught i n t h i s n i g h t of s t o r m between the m i g h t y forces of sea a n d 
sky. B u t s u d d e n l y the poem quie tens . W e move f r om n i g h t back 
in to e v e n i n g a n d there the s q u a w k i n g of the b l a c k rooks (errone
ous ly p r i n t e d as ' rocks ' i n C P ) seems to be enveloped i n a n d c a l m e d 
by the gent le e v e n i n g w h i c h flows back a r o u n d t h e i r w i n g s . 

N o w c l e a r l y we h a v e here a n oppos i t i on of N o r t h a n d S o u t h ; 
the f i r s t two s t a n z a s be long to the S o u t h a n d the l a t t e r two to t h e 
N o r t h . A n d at the e n d of the poem i t i s the S o u t h w i t h i t s s oo th ing 
power w h i c h p r e v a i l s . B u t i t i s the b l a c k crows w h i c h most need 
our a t t e n t i o n . 

W h y are they re ferred to as ' r o m a n rooks '? It seems best 
s i m p l y to fo l low C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s o w n e x p l a n a t i o n . T h e R o m a n s , 
because of h i s o w n schoo l ing , he assoc ia ted w i t h h a r s h n e s s a n d 
v io lence , a n d he r e m e m b e r e d t h a t the R o m a n s h a d a n eagle as 
t h e i r s y m b o l . So , i t seemed a p p r o p r i a t e to add a n edge o f v io lence 
to the rooks by c a l l i n g t h e m ' r o m a n rooks ' . T h e s m a l l V ? A c a p i t a l 
'R ' seemed to be o v e r d o i n g i t . T h e n , he added , the rooks came f rom 
the left because t h a t to the R o m a n s w a s the s i n i s t e r side - the 
w o r d sinistra i n L a t i n w a s the w o r d for the left h a n d , a n d t h a t 
w a s the h a n d i n w h i c h the dagger was h i d d e n b e h i n d the back . 
A n d the w o r d b l a c k ? It a p p l i e d to the rooks a n d , of course , to the 
R o m a n s too w i t h t h e i r b l a c k gowns, j u s t l i k e the flapping w i n g s of 
the crows . T h i s w a s the e x p l a n a t i o n . B u t , the r e a d e r m a y object, 
the R o m a n s d i d not w e a r b l a c k gowns at a l l . T h e i r togas were 
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w h i t e . H o w d i d the poet come to over look t h i s fact? 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s r e p l y w a s s i g n i f i c a n t . It h a d n e v e r o c c u r r e d 

to h i m to p i c t u r e the R o m a n s i n a n y t h i n g b u t b l a c k gowns . A l l 
gowns i n h i s exper ience were b l a c k - the gowns of m i n i s t e r s a n d 
o f t e a c h e r s , b o t h f igures of a u t h o r i t y a n d v io lence . T h e m i n i s t e r s 
p r e a c h e d hot he l l - f i r e a n d the teachers w i e l d e d be l t s . So R o m a n s 
came e a s i l y to m i n d , i n b l a c k . 

So o u r b l a c k c rows , a l i a s the b l a c k - g o w n e d R o m a n s , a l i a s t h e 
b l a c k - g o w n e d teachers a n d m i n i s t e r s of L e w i s , emerge as s i g n i f i 
c a n t f igures i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s e a r l y l i f e . S o m e t h i n g m o r e n o w 
needs to be s a i d about a n d a r o u n d t h e m - not the c rows , not the 
R o m a n s , b u t the b l a c k gowns o f the L e w i s o f C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s 
exper ience . 

I n the essay ' R e a l Peop le i n a R e a l P l a c e ' C r i c h t o n S m i t h 
m a k e s i t c l e a r t h a t t h e m i n i s t e r s a n d t e a c h e r s of h i s i s l a n d w e r e 
respec ted w i t h i n a c l e a r l y d e n n e d m o r a l a n d soc ia l c o n t e x t . 4 

I n G a e l i c there is a w o r d cliii for w h i c h t h e r e is no r e a d y 
E n g l i s h e q u i v a l e n t . I t m e a n s s o m e t h i n g a k i n to good r e p u t a t i o n . 
To be accorded r e p u t a t i o n i n L e w i s , however , a p e r s o n h a d f i r s t l y 
to be l i eve i n a n d act i n accordance w i t h the m o r a l v a l u e s of the 
c o m m u n i t y a n d secondly to h a v e some s k i l l w h i c h cou ld m a k e a 
c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h e c o m m u n i t y . N o w , s ince t h e s k i l l s w h i c h 
m i n i s t e r s a n d teachers h a d to offer w e r e r e g a r d e d as b e i n g v e r y 
i m p o r t a n t to the c o m m u n i t y , these people , i f t h e y were good a t 
t h e i r w o r k a n d observed the c u s t o m s of the c o m m u n i t y , w e r e 
g i v e n great respect . C r i c h t o n S m i t h once t o l d , for e x a m p l e , of h o w 
t h e boys i n a school c lass h a d been b e l t e d by the h e a d m a s t e r for 
t h r o w i n g s n o w b a l l s a t the m i n i s t e r ' s son , not because t h e y h a d 
b u l l i e d the boy i n a n y way, b u t s i m p l y because he w a s t h e 
m i n i s t e r ' s son (1977 C o n v e r s a t i o n s ) . 

T h e a u t h o r i t y of the b l a c k gowns , t h e n , c a r r i e d the w e i g h t o f 
t h e w h o l e c o m m u n i t y . W h e n the h e a d m a s t e r w i e l d e d the be l t he 
w a s d e f e n d i n g not j u s t the m i n i s t e r ' s s t a t u s i n the c o m m u n i t y ; he 
w a s , i n effect, d e f e n d i n g the w h o l e m o r a l a n d soc ia l f r a m e w o r k o f 
the c o m m u n i t y i tse l f . So these b l a c k f igures i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s 
y o u n g w o r l d w e r e i n d e e d i m p r e s s i v e , a n d to be f e a r e d . 

Y e t the p i c t u r e is s t i l l not c omple te , for i n t e r m i n g l e d w i t h t h e 
m o r a l a n d soc ia l v a l u e s of the i s l a n d e r s w a s a n o t h e r po tent 
e l e m e n t i n i s l a n d l i f e , the p a r t i c u l a r f o r m of C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f 
w h i c h h e l d s w a y i n the i s l a n d . T h e in f luence of t h i s be l i e f on the 
m i n d of C r i c h t o n S m i t h is so p e r v a s i v e t h a t some k n o w l e d g e o f i t 
seems e s s e n t i a l to a n y adequate u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h i s w o r k . 

T h e two c h u r c h e s w h i c h d o m i n a t e d the r e l i g i o u s l i fe of L e w i s 
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as C r i c h t o n S m i t h k n e w i t as a boy were the F r e e C h u r c h of 
S c o t l a n d a n d the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n C h u r c h of S c o t l a n d . B o t h are 
C a l v i n i s t i c c h u r c h e s . T h e C a l v i n i s t bel ieves t h a t h u m a n be ings 
are the descendants o f the s i n f u l A d a m a n d E v e a n d m u s t , for 
t h a t r e a s o n , be themse lves by n a t u r e s i n f u l , i m b u e d w i t h o r i g i n a l 
s i n . T h e y are not , there fore , f it to enter H e a v e n . T h e r e i s , 
moreover , n o t h i n g at a l l t h a t they c a n do to r e d e e m themse lves 
a n d e a r n a p lace i n H e a v e n because , s ince they, i n t h e i r c o r r u p t 
state , h a v e no free w i l l they cannot r i d t h e m s e l v e s of t h e i r s i n . 
T h e on ly poss ib le w a y for t h e m to r e a c h H e a v e n is for t h e m to be 
g r a n t e d e n t r y by G o d , not for a n y good they have done i n t h i s l i f e , 
b u t s i m p l y because G o d chooses to a d m i t t h e m , to p lace t h e m 
a m o n g those e lected to H e a v e n . T h e choice, the e l e c t i on , w i l l , 
i n d e e d , h a v e been m a d e outs ide of t h i s t i m e i n w h i c h we l i v e , for 
G o d , the a l l - k n o w i n g one, m u s t have k n o w n f rom the b e g i n n i n g o f 
t i m e ( i f t i m e i n d e e d h a s a n y re l evance i n t h i s context ) who is a n d 
who is not to be saved . T h i s p a r t of C a l v i n i s t doc t r ine is k n o w n as 
p r e d e s t i n a t i o n : i n d i v i d u a l s a re p r e d e s t i n e d to be s a v e d or not to 
be saved . 

"To be s a v e d f r om what? " , one m i g h t w e l l a s k . T h e a n s w e r i s 
s t a r k a n d u n c o m p r o m i s i n g - H e l l . Those who are not a m o n g the 
e lect w i l l b u r n i n H e l l for ever, t h r o u g h a l l e t e rn i ty . I w e l l 
r e m e m b e r C r i c h t o n S m i t h t e l l i n g , years ago, h o w h i s m o t h e r a n d 
h e r f r i e n d s expected a m i n i s t e r to be able to m a k e h i s 
congregat i on t r e m b l e a n d even col lapse f rom t h e i r seats by 
p i c t u r i n g for t h e m the h o r r o r s of H e l l . M i n i s t e r s w h o c o u l d no t do 
t h i s were scoffed a t a n d dubbed "wooden m i n i s t e r s " . 

H o w m a n y , t h e n , m i g h t be expected to be s a v e d f r o m H e l l a n d 
elected to H e a v e n ? A c c o r d i n g to the C a l v i n i s t , few. T h e great 
mass of the h u m a n race is doomed to e t e r n a l fiery t o r m e n t . 

It s h o u l d now, I t h i n k , be poss ib le to a p p r e c i a t e the 
s ign i f i cance of the b l a c k crows f l a p p i n g i n f r om t h e left . T h e y 
symbo l i se not on ly the f r i g h t e n i n g a u t h o r i t y of the f igures i n 
b l a c k g o w n s ; they c a r r y w i t h t h e m the who le ethos of a 
c o m m u n i t y , a n d a s t e r n r e m i n d e r of w h a t i n the poem ' G o i n g 
H o m e ' ( S P : 37 ; C P : 176) is c a l l e d 'the great fire t h a t is b e h i n d our 
thoug hts ' . 

It s h o u l d be poss ib le too now to u n d e r s t a n d w h y M r s Scott i n 
Consider the Lilies has no i n t e r e s t i n the n a m e s of b i r d s a n d 
f l o w e r s . 0 S h e h a s , l i k e h e r m o t h e r before her , o ther t h i n g s i n m i n d 
- the fear of H e l l a n d the hope of finding i n a text f r o m the B i b l e 
or i n a w o r d or two i n a s e r m o n the voice of G o d t e l l i n g h e r t h a t 
she is a m o n g the saved , the elect. W h a t do b i r d s a n d flowers 
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m a t t e r i n s u c h c i r c u m s t a n c e s ? A n d w h a t do m i r r o r s m a t t e r , a n d 
poetry? P r a c t i c a l t h i n g s m a t t e r : we h a v e to s u s t a i n ourse lves 
t h r o u g h t h i s l i fe w h i c h G o d h a s g i v e n u s . B u t p r e t t y t h i n g s , or 
e v e n b e a u t i f u l t h i n g s , a r e o f no consequence a t a l l r ea l l y . A n d , o f 
course , w e s h o u l d keep God 's l a w . E v e n i f so d o i n g does not e n s u r e 
t h a t w e s h a l l g a i n H e a v e n , s t i l l we s h o u l d keep i t , for i t i s God 's — 
a n d those who b r e a k i t s h o u l d not be f o r g i v e n ; they s h o u l d be 
p u n i s h e d . 

T h e f o l l o w i n g b r i e f anecdotes w i l l , I t h i n k , at t h i s p o i n t need 
no e x p l a n a t i o n . 

O n e day C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s m o t h e r f o und h i m m a k i n g l i t t l e 
w o o d e n h e n s i n a n outhouse . S h e w a s p u z z l e d a n d a n n o y e d . S h e 
a s k e d , " W h y do y o u m a k e wooden h e n s w h e n the L o r d h a s m a d e 
r e a l ones?" A n o t h e r day, a g e n e r a t i o n e a r l i e r , one o f h i s m o t h e r ' s 
b r o t h e r s w a s f o u n d , w h e n he was three y e a r s o l d , t i p p i n g some 
m i l k f r o m a cup onto the stones a t the f ront o f the croft house . H e 
w a n t e d to see the w h i t e m i l k m a k e s p l a s h e s . H i s m o t h e r s a w h i m 
a n d took h i m a n d p u t h i m i n a c ree l a n d h u n g i t over the peat f i re . 
S h e t o l d h i m t h a t he w o u l d s tay t h e r e u n t i l he h a d l e a r n e d not to 
w a s t e God ' s good g i f ts . T h e n e i g h b o u r s a p p r o v e d . (A Writer's 
Journey, P a r t 1, S e c t i o n 1, ' T h e D i v i d e d G r o u n d ' ) 

T H E LAW AND T H E G R A C E 

I n the p r e v i o u s sect ion we s a w some evidence of the N o r t h / S o u t h 
d iv ide i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w o r k a n d we s a w i n p a r t i c u l a r t h a t 
l o o m i n g l a r g e i n the N o r t h of h i s exper ience were t h e doc tr ines 
a n d f igures of the C a l v i n i s t i c churches of h i s n a t i v e i s l a n d . T h i s 
p u t s u s n o w i n a p o s i t i o n to u n d e r s t a n d one of the o ther m a j o r 
t h e m e s i n the poetry, the t h e m e of l a w a n d grace. T h e law, as one 
m i g h t expect , be longs to the N o r t h a n d the grace to the S o u t h . 
W h a t I w a n t to do i n t h i s sect ion is to cons ider a few poems w h i c h , 
more t h a n o thers , are about t h i s t h e m e . F i r s t , however , i t seems 
best to offer some expos i t i on of w h a t C r i c h t o n S m i t h m e a n s b y 
these t e r m s , l a w a n d grace. 

W h a t grace a p p e a r s to m e a n , i n p a r t , for C r i c h t o n S m i t h is 
t h a t sense of i n n e r h a r m o n y a n d b e a u t y w h i c h can s u d d e n l y t a k e 
possess ion of us for a m o m e n t or two . S u c h m o m e n t s are a l w a y s 
u n p r e d i c t a b l e . T h e y m a y occur w h e n we are l o o k i n g at a w o r k of 
a r t or l i s t e n i n g to a piece of m u s i c or r e a d i n g a poem. O r they m a y 
occur w h e n we see a b i r d i n f l i ght or a deer i n m o v e m e n t a g a i n s t a 
s k y l i n e . S u d d e n l y , for e x a m p l e , w h e n we are l i s t e n i n g c a s u a l l y to 
a s i n g e r we rea l i se t h a t we are not j u s t l i s t e n i n g to a p l e a s a n t 
song; we are a w a r e of a change i n our f ee l ing ; o u r s p i r i t s soar, 
u s u a l l y not for l o n g , b u t they soar a n d we feel w i t h i n u s a s t r o n g 
sense of b e a u t y a n d c a l m . W e feel at peace w i t h the w o r l d a n d 
w i t h ourse lves . T h a t k i n d of f ee l ing is w h a t C r i c h t o n S m i t h c a l l e d 
'aesthet i c grace ' (A Writer's Journey, P a r t 1, Sec t i on 3, 'Grace ' ) . H e 
is c a r e f u l to say t h a t such m o m e n t s of 'aesthet ic grace ' m a y not 
a l w a y s be assoc ia ted w i t h t h i n g s we u s u a l l y t h i n k of as grac ious 
or g race fu l . It m a y be a deer w h i c h occasions the f ee l ing , b u t i t 
m a y a lso be a footbal ler i n h i s fluent s k i l l w i t h the b a l l . 

B e s i d e s 'aesthet i c grace ' C r i c h t o n S m i t h spoke of a n o t h e r k i n d 
of grace , w h a t he ca l l ed ' theo log ica l grace' . I n fact i t m i g h t be j u s t 
as w e l l to t h i n k of t h i s k i n d of grace as s i m p l y ' h u m a n grace ' . T h i s 
di f fers , as he descr ibed i t , f rom 'aesthet ic grace ' i n t h a t i t i n v o l v e s 
not j u s t a f e e l i n g of i n n e r h a r m o n y w i t h i n onese l f b u t a lso a n 
u p s u r g e of w e l l - w i s h i n g t o w a r d s a n o t h e r l i v i n g t h i n g . I n s u c h a 
m o m e n t , one i n v o l u n t a r i l y extends a k i n d of b l e s s i n g to a n o t h e r — 
w h i c h i s p r o b a b l y w h y C r i c h t o n S m i t h u s e d the t e r m theo l og i ca l 
w h e n d e s c r i b i n g t h i s k i n d of grace. T h i s is e x a c t l y w h a t he is 
w r i t i n g about i n 'Two G i r l s S i n g i n g ' ( S P : 19; C P : 48). 

I n c o n t r a s t to s u c h grace , ' aes thet i c ' or ' h u m a n ' , t h e r e is w h a t 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h c a l l s ' the l a w ' . B y t h i s he m e a n s a n y set of r u l e s , 
r e g u l a t i o n s , precepts or s t a n d a r d s w h i c h governs h o w people feel 
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a n d h o w t h e y b e h a v e . ' L a w ' t e l l s us h o w to w r i t e a piece of m u s i c 
a c c o r d i n g to t h e r u l e s l a i d d o w n for w r i t i n g t h a t p a r t i c u l a r k i n d 
of m u s i c ; ' l a w ' t e l l s u s h o w to b e h a v e . ' L a w ' m a y e v e n i n s i s t o n 
h o w w e s h o u l d t h i n k . ' L a w ' i s p r e d i c t a b l e a n d order ly , a n d sets 
a r o u n d u s stone w a l l s . It i s a r e s t r i c t i v e force i m p i n g i n g on the 
i n d i v i d u a l a n d h i s i n b o r n spontane i ty . L a w c a n , of course , enab le 
us to t a m e t h e c o n f u s i o n a n d the conf l ict w h i c h s u r r o u n d s u s a n d 
w h i c h is i n o u r o w n m i n d s too. I t c a n , there f o re , m a k e l i fe secure 
for u s . B u t t h a t does not a l t e r the fact t h a t i t i s a r e s t r i c t i v e force 
a n d , i f we p a y too m u c h heed to i t , t h e n t h i n g s m a y go t e r r i b l y 
w r o n g w i t h u s . 

N o a t t e m p t h a s been m a d e i n the f orego ing to d i s t i n g u i s h 
b e t w e e n types of l a w w h i c h m a y be h a r m f u l a n d types w h i c h m a y 
be b e n e f i c i a l . A s one w o u l d expect , the type w h i c h C r i c h t o n S m i t h 
u s u a l l y h a s i n m i n d is the l a w of the C a l v i n i s t a n d t h a t i s w h a t he 
objects to i n the p o e m ' T h e L a w a n d the G r a c e ' ( S P : 2 1 ; C P : 54). 

'The L a w a n d the G r a c e ' i s a d i f f i cu l t poem. I ts l anguage i s , b y 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s s t a n d a r d s , u n u s u a l l y abs t rac t . W e f i n d 'angels ' , 
' b lack dev i l s ' , a 'stone' , ' p a t r i a r c h s ' m e n t i o n e d , b u t none of these 
a m o u n t s to a prec ise a n d effective i m a g e . T h e y f u n c t i o n more as 
r a t h e r g e n e r a l i s e d a n d s w e e p i n g m e t a p h o r s t h a n as images w h i c h 
we c a n p i c t u r e a n d to w h i c h we can respond . A n d the rest of the 
l a n g u a g e of the poem is a b s t r a c t too: ' l aw ' , 'grace' , 'hypocr isy ' , 
' b l a sphemy ' , ' fa lsehood' , 'free', 'perfect ' , ' des ign ' , ' imperfect ' , 
' insu f f i c i ency ' . . . W h a t gives t h i s p o e m i t s force is not i m a g e r y b u t 
the r h e t o r i c a l v i g o u r w i t h w h i c h the poet addresses the p a t r i a r c h s . 

W h a t t h e n is the a r g u m e n t of the poem? 

It's the law they ask of me and not grace. 

T h e ' they ' are the p a t r i a r c h s o f the l a s t l i n e - one m a y 
p r e s u m e t h e m to be the officers of C a l v i n i s m , the m i n i s t e r s a n d 
e lders a n d teachers i n the c o m m u n i t y . T h e y d e m a n d t h a t he , t h e 
w r i t e r , s h o u l d conform to t h e i r l a w s a n d so be w h a t t h e y t h i n k he 
ought to be, e v e n i f i t w o u l d be h y p o c r i t i c a l of h i m to be so. T h e y 
' k n o w no ange ls ' . T h e y are , t h a t i s , u n a w a r e of the fact t h a t people 
c a n , i n t h e i r m o m e n t s of h u m a n grace , be l i k e 'angels ' , m e t a p h o r i c 
ange l s p e r h a p s , b u t 'angels ' nonethe less . T h e force of the d e m a n d 
t h a t the w r i t e r s h o u l d conform to the w a y s of the p a t r i a r c h s i s 
i n c r e a s e d by the a l l u s i o n to r e l i g i o u s p e r s e c u t i o n a n d t o r t u r e . T h e 
p a t r i a r c h s , the u p h o l d e r s of the l aw , w i l l r esor t to t o r t u r e to force 
h i m to fo l low t h e i r w a y s , t h e i r l a w s . A t t h i s p o i n t the p o e m needs 
to be c a r e f u l l y w a t c h e d , for the tone becomes m o m e n t a r i l y 
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sarcas t i c a n d the m e a n i n g s of k e y words i n i t b e g i n to sh i f t 
b a c k w a r d s a n d f o r w a r d s be tween the two s ides of the conf l ict . T h e 
'grace ' w h i c h is to be b r o u g h t to a m a l i g n a n t h e a d is grace as 
u n d e r s t o o d , or r a t h e r m i s u n d e r s t o o d , by the p a t r i a r c h s . I t is a 
p e r v e r t e d , fa lse grace . A n d the 'angels ' who w i s h h i m to be w h o l l y 
dead (devoid of s p i r i t ) a n d who w i s h to s t a n d bes ide the stone they 
set on h i m , the gravestone , are to be t h o u g h t of as agents of 
s u p p r e s s i o n . These ange ls m a y be e i t h e r the stone a n g e l s one sees 
on graves tones or the supposed ange ls of the c h u r c h , i n t r u t h the 
b lack d e v i l s . These a n g e l s - c u m - d e v i l s seem to be m o v e d by some 
force w i t h i n themse lves to w a r a g a i n s t l i f e , a g a i n s t beauty , 
v i t a l i t y , h u m a n emot i on . T h e y w a n t to dr ive l i fe out of the l i v i n g . 
(The i m a g e of the stone is u s e d here , a n d e l sewhere , b y C r i c h t o n 
S m i t h to s ign i fy a h e a v y dead w e i g h t u p o n the h u m a n hear t . ) T h e 
poem ends on a def iant note . H e , the poet, has h i s o w n t r u e 
ange ls . T h e s e t rue ange ls r e s t r i c t a n d suppress no-one. T h e y are 
for h i m be ings - e i t h e r v a g u e l y i m a g i n e d or else i m a g i n e d as 
p a r t i c u l a r ' ded i cated s p i r i t s ' he h a s k n o w n o r r e a d about - w h o 
set for h i m the s t a n d a r d s of t r u t h a n d the e x a m p l e s of h u m a n 
f ee l ing to w h i c h he asp i res . These ange ls s omet imes leave h i m , 
seem to desert h i m , but w h e n they come to h i s m i n d , he is 
h u m b l e d a n d m a d e i n c a p a b l e of speech by t h e i r j u d g e m e n t o f h i m 
- i n fact h i s j u d g e m e n t of h i m s e l f i n c o m p a r i s o n w i t h t h e m . T h i s , 
he suggests , i s s u r e l y e n o u g h to ask of anyone . T h e p a t r i a r c h s 
s h o u l d l eave h i m to be r u l e d by these finer l a w s of h i s o w n a n d no t 
t r y to i m p o s e t h e i r l a w u p o n h i m . 

'The L a w a n d the G r a c e ' is a v e r y i n t e n s e , c e r e b r a l , poem b u t 
one w h i c h can h a r d l y be i gnored by anyone i n t e n t on u n d e r 
s t a n d i n g one of the m a j o r themes i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w r i t i n g . 

A n o t h e r poem w h i c h is spec i f i ca l ly on the t h e m e of the l a w 
a n d the grace is ' C o n t r a s t s ' ( C P : 138). I n t h i s poem i m a g e s d r a w n 
f rom the free, spontaneous w o r l d of n a t u r e are set a g a i n s t objects 
w h i c h def ine the l i fe of the person who i s l o cked i n t o the k i n d of 
l a w C r i c h t o n S m i t h ident i f i es w i t h the churches he k n e w . So, i n 
t h i s s t y l i s h l i t t l e p o e m w r i t t e n i n t r i p l e t s w i t h r h y m e a n d h a l f -
r h y m e e cho ing a l l the way , we find the d a i n t y deer s t e p p i n g out i n 
a wide open w o r l d of mosses a n d m o o r l a n d s set a g a i n s t the b l a c k 
c lothes of the churchgoer . T h e n we find the c h a n g i n g , m o v i n g seas 
set i n c o n t r a s t to the churchgoer ' s p s a l m s a n d to t h e s a l t y r o w s of 
m u s s e l s w h i c h are fixed i n place . I n th i s i m a g e o f the m u s s e l s 
there i s , i t seems, a suggest ion of a s i m i l a r i t y b e t w e e n the 
m u s s e l s a n d churchgoers , b o t h b e i n g f ixed i n p lace , bo th b e i n g 
salty. A n d t h a t suggest i on is re in forced by the re ference to the 
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m u s s e l s as s l u m s . P s a l m s a n d s l u m s are l i n k e d i n t e r m s of s o u n d . 
A f t e r t h i s , i n the t h i r d s t a n z a , we h a v e a h i g h p l a t e a u set a g a i n s t 
the B i b l e a n d the poet h i m s e l f v i e w i n g f r o m t h a t p l a t e a u a l l the 
people d o w n be low m o v i n g about i n ' k i n g d o m s ' w h i c h to h i m seem 
r a n d o m , there for no p a r t i c u l a r r e a s o n , j u s t there i n a l l t h e i r 
var ie ty . I n a l l these s t a n z a s the poet h i m s e l f sets the i m a g e s of 
grace a n d f reedom - the deer, the sea , the r a n d o m k i n g d o m s — 
a g a i n s t the i m a g e s of l a w . H e counters the i m a g e s of l a w w i t h 
those of grace . H e c o n t i n u e s to do t h e same i n the l a s t two 
s t a n z a s . A g a i n s t the l a w - e n f o r c i n g w i l l of the c h u r c h g o e r he sets 
the s o u n d of w a t e r r u s h i n g over ' l u c i d stones ' . T h e stones here are 
not grey a n d heavy. T h e y are c lear , c l e a n , w a s h e d by the w a t e r 
a n d i n t h i s t h e r e is the suggest i on t h a t the stones are c l ear 
m i n d e d , l u c i d , i n c o n t r a s t to the t h i n k i n g of the churchgoer . T h e 
s o u n d of the s a l m o n b u b b l i n g i n the s u n l i g h t is a n o t h e r i m a g e of 
f r eedom a n d joy. F i n a l l y , a g a i n s t h i s antagon i s t ' s p r e o c c u p a t i o n 
w i t h d e a t h , the poet sets the huge m i g h t of the i n c o m i n g t ide 
w h i c h k n o w s n o t h i n g of s i n a n d w h i c h is f u l l i n s t e a d of r i c h sea -
l i fe w h i c h f l our i shes u n d e r the moon , the m o v e r of t ides . T h e f i n a l 
c o n t r a s t c a n now be seen. T h e p o e m h a s m o v e d f r o m the 'b lack ' o f 
the o p e n i n g l i n e to the l i g h t of the ' r i s i n g moon ' i n the l a s t l i n e . A l l 
the w a y t h r o u g h the poem the i m a g e s o f ' l a w ' have been c o u n t e r e d 
b y i m a g e s of 'grace ' a n d , at the e n d , we have been m o v e d f i r m l y 
f r o m the d a r k i n t o the l i g h t , f r o m the ' l a w ' in to the 'grace' . 

T h i s m o v e m e n t f r o m ' l a w ' to 'grace ' occurs a g a i n a n d a g a i n i n 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w o r k . P r o b a b l y the mos t obvious a n d s u b s t a n t i a l 
i n s t a n c e of i t i s i n Consider the Lilies. I n t h a t n o v e l , M r s Scott i s 
forced to l eave h e r h o m e d u r i n g the S u t h e r l a n d C l e a r a n c e s . T h i s 
causes h e r great d i s t ress , b u t i t also r e s u l t s i n h e r m e e t i n g w i t h 
exper iences w h i c h l e a d h e r to q u e s t i o n h e r o w n b l a c k w a y s . B y 
the e n d of the nove l the t e r r i b l e m e m o r y o f h e r m o t h e r s h r i e k i n g 
m a d l y i n the m o o n l i g h t by the l ochs ide for fear of H e l l has lost i t s 
p o w e r over h e r a n d she h a s b e g u n to change f r om b e i n g a 
c r a m p e d a n d c r a m p i n g c r e a t u r e of the ' l a w ' i n t o a w o m a n w h o 
not ices a n d responds to s i m p l e , b e a u t i f u l t h i n g s i n h u m a n l i fe — 
c h i l d r e n a n d f a i r y s tor ies , de l i cate w a l l p a p e r , the q u ie t l i g h t of 
e v e n i n g . S h e h a s f o u n d too the f r i e n d s h i p of D o n a l d M a c l e o d a n d 
h i s f a m i l y a n d i n M a c L e o d h i m s e l f she h a s f ound a m a n w h o 
u n d e r s t a n d s a n d s y m p a t h i s e s w i t h people r a t h e r t h a n j u d g e s 
t h e m . M a c L e o d i s i m p l a c a b l e i n h i s r e s i s t a n c e to P a t r i c k S e l l a r 
a n d to h i s s u p e r i o r s , the people w h o drove the H i g h l a n d e r s out of 
t h e i r g lens to m a k e w a y for sheep. A n d he d r i v e s off the p o m p o u s 
a n d se l f - centred m i n i s t e r w h o w i s h e s to c l a i m M r s Scott as one of 
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h i s flock. B u t to o r d i n a r y , m i s g u i d e d a n d imper fec t people he is 
k i n d a n d t h o u g h t f u l . H e does not rage w h e n he finds t h a t M r s 
Scott h a s been p r y i n g i n t o h i s l e t t e rs . H e u n d e r s t a n d s w h y she 
w o u l d w i s h to do so. So , M r s Scott h a s m o v e d , or a t l e a s t b e g u n to 
move, a w a y f r o m the s y m b o l i c N o r t h a n d i ts ' l a w ' i n t o t h e S o u t h 
a n d i n t o 'grace ' , b o t h 'aesthet ic grace ' i n h e r a p p r e c i a t i o n of the 
s m a l l b e a u t i e s a r o u n d h e r a n d ' h u m a n grace ' i n h e r n e w l y f o u n d 
fee l ings for D o n a l d M a c L e o d a n d h i s c h i l d r e n . S h e h a s b e g u n to 
cons ider t h e l i l i e s . 

A w o m a n v e r y l i k e M r s Scott i s to be f ound i n the poem ' O l d 
W o m a n ' (Your t h o r n e d b a c k . . . S P : 18; C P : 47). T h i s w o m a n is not , 
however , s h o w n as g r o w i n g t o w a r d s grace. I n the first four 
s t a n z a s of the p o e m she is set i n v a r i o u s contexts . F i r s t , as she 
c a r r i e d a cree l on h e r back . T h e creel m a y be t h o u g h t o f as f u l l of 
peats , the c o m m o n cargo for the w o m e n to carry . T h e h e a v y cree l 
w o u l d d r i v e i t s r o u g h b a s k e t w o r k i n t o h e r back , h e r ' t h o r n e d 
back ' . A s she w a l k e d she h a d no r e g a r d at a l l for t h e s p r i n g 
daf fodi ls . I f they were i n h e r way, she s t a m p e d t h e m d o w n . T h e n , 
i n the second s t a n z a , we m a y p i c t u r e h e r i n c h u r c h , a n o t h e r of 
the l i m i t e d range of contexts she w i l l exper ience d u r i n g h e r 
c r a m p e d l i fe . H e r e , she feels no sense of forg iveness for anyone . 
Indeed , she resents the fact t h a t G o d forgives . G o d h a s no 
b u s i n e s s to encompass people i n H i s grace a n d so to forg ive t h e m . 
H e ought to keep to the l a w s H e h a s m a d e a n d p u n i s h those w h o 
b r e a k t h e m . H e r e , the woman ' s obsess ion w i t h l a w r a t h e r t h a n 
grace i s l e a d i n g h e r i n t o c on f ronta t i on w i t h G o d H i m s e l f . S h e i s , 
as i t w e r e , p r e s u m i n g to t e l l H i m h o w H e s h o u l d behave . N e x t , we 
see h e r as she w a s a t h o m e w a t c h i n g h e r d r u n k e n h u s b a n d 
r e t u r n i n g f r o m d r i n k i n g , p r e s u m a b l y i n a bar. S h e t h o u g h t of the 
b a r as b e i n g u t t e r l y e v i l , a place w h e r e m e n are e v i l a n d she 
c lassed i t w i t h S o d o m , the c i ty s a i d to be des t royed by G o d 
because o f the e v i l , the h o m o s e x u a l i t y , of the m e n t h e r e i n . S h e 
made , not ice , no d i s t i n c t i o n here b e t w e e n degrees of e v i l . To a 
m i n d l i k e h e r s , d r i n k i n g i n a b a r is e v i l a n d there is no p o i n t i n 

* It is interesting to notice that this stanza is in the present tense 
whereas a l l the others in this part of the poem are in the past tense. As 
the writer addresses the woman, he places the daffodil and the husband 
and the cradles a l l i n the past, but the set mouth seems sti l l to be there 
before his gaze. It is as i f he gave up recall ing her past for a moment and 
looked at her with that mouth in the present as he makes the poem. He 
wi l l return to looking at her in the last four stanzas of the poem. 
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t r y i n g to decide h o w ev i l i t i s . T h a t is w h y she c o u l d r e c k l e s s l y 
assoc iate the b a r w i t h the i n f a m o u s S o d o m . F i n a l l y , the c rad les . 
H e r h a n d s , g r a i n e d a n d r o u g h e n e d by w o r k , r o c k e d the c rad les i n 
w h i c h h e r c h i l d r e n lay. B u t t h e r e is no sugges t i on i n the p o e m 
t h a t the c h i l d r e n , h e r o w n bab ies , were l oved by her . I n s t e a d the 
w o r d ' s i n f u l ' b r i n g s a sense of d r e a d to t h i s p a r t of the poem. W h a t 
she s a w i n the c rad le w a s a b a b y f u l l of s i n , o r i g i n a l s i n . I t w a s 
b a d l i k e the r e s t of u s . It w o u l d , u n l e s s i t h a p p e n e d to be one of 
the few elect , go to H e l l w h e n i t s l i fe w a s over a n d b u r n t h e r e for 
e tern i ty . A s the c h i l d r e n f r om these c rad les grew, she s u r r o u n d e d 
t h e m w i t h 'stone w a l l s ' , l a w s to be obeyed, not to save t h e m f r o m 
p e r d i t i o n but j u s t because she t h o u g h t l a w s , God 's l a w s , s h o u l d be 
obeyed. W e are not here to b a r g a i n w i t h G o d , she w o u l d reason , 
o n l y to obey a n d hope . 

A f t e r these f our o p e n i n g s t a n z a s , comes the p i v o t a l f i f th 
s t a n z a . T h e w o m a n h a s h a d a h a r d l i fe - h e r b a c k t h o r n e d , h e r 
h a n d s g r a i n e d . B u t the poet does not p i t y her. I n s t e a d , i n t h i s 
s t a n z a , he fo l lows r a t h e r the i m p l i c a t i o n s of the set m o u t h a n d 
the co ld eyes by e m p l o y i n g a s t r a n g e i m a g e to s i g n i f y the s i ckness 
of h e r m i n d . S h e is p i c t u r e d as a w o m a n w i t h y e l l o w h a i r (the 
colour, r e m e m b e r , w h i c h C r i c h t o n S m i t h uses to suggest s i c k n e s s 
of the m i n d ) a n d t h a t h a i r is enc losed i n a s c a r f of grey, the co lour 
of d u l l l i f e l essness . W i t h i n t h a t scarf , the h a i r b u r n s s lowly. H a i r 
w h i c h b u r n s s l o w l y suggests not v i t a l i t y b u t a h e a d w h i c h is 
u n h e a l t h i l y h e a t e d . Is there a h i n t here of b r i m s t o n e i n h e r m i n d ? 
T h e n , to complete the i m a g e , the h a i r i s s a i d to f a l l w i l d l y ' l i k e the 
m o u n t a i n spray ' . T h e w i l d n e s s i m p l i e s t h a t the h a i r i s u n k e m p t , 
the m i n d d i s t r a u g h t . So , t h i s s t a n z a a m o u n t s to a c o m m e n t on the 
u n h e a l t h y n a t u r e of the l i fe the o ld w o m a n h a s l i v e d . A n d yet , the 
r e a d e r m a y sense some s y m p a t h y for the w o m a n i n i t . T h e y e l l o w 
m i g h t h a v e been f a i r a n d the b u r n i n g m i g h t h a v e been s h i n i n g 
a n d the m o u n t a i n s p r a y m i g h t have been d a n c i n g , not f a l l i n g . A l l 
m i g h t h a v e been , b u t the fact i s the woman ' s l i fe h a s gone w r o n g ; 
w h a t m i g h t h a v e been never w a s , not for her . C r i c h t o n S m i t h 
h i m s e l f , however , i n t e n d e d no h i n t of s y m p a t h y . H e s a i d , w h e n 
q u e r i e d about t h i s verse , ' N o , I h a d no s y m p a t h y for t h i s w o m a n 
a t a l l . S h e is a l l l a w a n d no grace ' (1977 C o n v e r s a t i o n s ) . 

A n d so to t h e l a s t s t a n z a s of the poem. I n these t h e w o m a n is 
p i c t u r e d , n o w i n the present tense , i n h e r h o m e ' a m o n g t h e 
u n f o r g i v i n g b r a s s ' , the b r a s s o r n a m e n t s w h i c h r e l e n t l e s s l y 
d e m a n d a t t e n t i o n , w h i c h never excuse the one who h a s to p o l i s h 
t h e m a n d w h i c h , there fore , subject h e r to t h e same k i n d of 
u n c o m p r o m i s i n g d e m a n d s as she imposes on o thers . B e s i d e h e r 
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too, i s the ' s i n f u l g lass ' , the m i r r o r w h i c h reflects v a n i t y . I n h e r 
room she l i v e s , s i l e n t a n d lonely, never h a v i n g a c q u i r e d the grace 
to forgive m a n k i n d on i ts w a y to the grave . O u t s i d e , the 'daf fodi ls ' , 
s ymbo l s of S p r i n g a n d the 'deer ' , s ymbo l s of grace a n d p a s s i o n , 
f l o u r i s h a n d the s o u n d of the sea i n w h i c h h e r b r o t h e r s d r o w n e d 
now d r o w n s the s q u a w k i n g of the ' peev i sh crow' . T h e i m a g e of the 
crow r e t u r n s , t h i s t i m e not to be enve loped i n t h e peace of the 
e v e n i n g b u t to be d r o w n e d by the m u s i c of the sea , ceol na mara. 

' O l d W o m a n ' i s one of C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s best k n o w n poems. It 
i s a lso one w h i c h h a s i n i t some of the most f r e q u e n t l y r e c u r r i n g 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of h i s m a n n e r of w r i t i n g poetry. So, before m o v i n g 
on to d i s cuss o ther poems a n d o ther t h e m e s , I w a n t to t a k e a 
m o m e n t or two to d r a w a t t e n t i o n to the s t y l i s t i c f ea tures to be 
seen i n t h e poem. 

Recording of detail T h e poem is a re f lect ion on the n a t u r e of the 
o ld w o m a n a n d the k i n d of l i fe she has l e d a n d s t i l l l eads . I t e m b y 
i t e m d e t a i l s of the woman ' s pas t are recorded a n d t h e n i t e m by 
i t e m d e t a i l s of the w o r l d outs ide of h e r r o o m are recorded . 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h is f o l l o w i n g here i n one of the t r a d i t i o n s of G a e l i c 
poetry - the r e c o r d i n g i n prec ise d e t a i l of the s a l i e n t f ea tures of 
the object i n view. 

Tone T h e tone, however , is cooler, more c a l m l y re f lect ive t h a n is to 
be f ound i n m a n y of the desc r ip t ive poems i n t r a d i t i o n a l G a e l i c 
l i t e r a t u r e a n d the t i g h t n e s s of the contro l over the l a n g u a g e i s 
ex c ep t i ona l . T h e l a n g u a g e i s not e x u b e r a n t or p a s s i o n a t e ; t h e r e 
are no c a s u a l adject ives or i n t r u s i v e con junct ions . E v e r y w o r d a n d 
every p h r a s e , one feels, i s s c r u t i n i s e d , t r i m m e d to fit e x a c t l y i n t o 
p lace . T h e r e is a p u r i t a n i c a l q u a l i t y i n t h i s w r i t i n g : we are i n 
search of the t r u t h about the w o m a n ; there i s no p lace , there fore , 
for s l a c k n e s s or for a n y t h i n g t h a t is m e r e l y decorat ive . T h i s is i n 
accord w i t h w h a t C r i c h t o n S m i t h w r i t e s i n a poem col lected for 
the f i rs t t i m e i n the C a r c a n e t Collected Poems. I n ' A r t ' ( C P : 353) 
are these l i n e s . 

Those who don't know what they do 
embroider most brightly 

the constant invisible churches 
where the music's most sweet. 

Imagery L a c k of embro idery , however , i s not to be confused w i t h 
lack of imagery . Indeed i t is prec ise ly the c o m b i n a t i o n of the 
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sparse , ' p u r i t a n i c a l ' tone w i t h a p ro fus i on of images t h a t seems to 
me to be one of the most obvious features of C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s s ty le . 
These i m a g e s often move t h r o u g h the poetry i n oppos ing c lus ters . 
I n ' O l d W o m a n ' , for e x a m p l e , we find on one h a n d the ' t h o r n e d 
back ' , 'set m o u t h ' , 'cold eyes', ' g r a i n e d h a n d s ' , ' s i n f u l cradles ' , 'stone 
w a l l s ' , ' ye l low h a i r ' , ' s car f of grey ' , ' u n f o r g i v i n g brass ' , ' s i n f u l g lass ' , 
the ' grave ' a n d 'the peev i sh crow' , a l l images of the N o r t h . O n the 
other h a n d we have the ' r i s i n g daf fodi l ' , ' the free daf fodi ls ' w a v i n g 
i n the v a l l e y s , ' the deer ' , a n d 'the huge sea' ( S P h a s 'seas') w h i c h 
s ings over the h e a d l a n d , a l l images of the S o u t h . 

Structure. T h e poem is a r r a n g e d i n t r i p l e t s , s t a n z a s of three l i n e s . 
T h e o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e , however , is not s i m p l y a m a t t e r of t r i p l e t 
a f ter t r i p l e t f r o m first to l a s t . T h e r e is a di f ference b e t w e e n the 
first p a r t of the poem a n d the l a t t e r p a r t . T h e first five s t a n z a s 
s p e l l out , i n a s t r a i g h t - u p , r a t h e r s ta t i c w a y the v a r i o u s aspects of 
the w o m a n ' s l i fe a n d a p p e a r a n c e a n d t h e n , a f ter the w o r d 
' F i n a l l y ' , the poem flows on w i t h the effect of one sentence r i g h t to 
the e n d . I t i s as i f , once the w o m a n h a s been descr ibed , j u d g e m e n t 
is p a s s e d on h e r i n one steady, c o n t i n u o u s m o v e m e n t of the m i n d . 
(The presence of the f u l l stop, i n a l l e d i t i o n s , a f ter the w o r d g lass 
is p u z z l i n g ; t h e r e is no g r a m m a t i c a l r e a s o n for a f u l l stop t h e r e , 
t h o u g h the stop does create a n i m p r e s s i o n of the poet p a u s i n g to 
set the w o m a n c l e a r l y i n v i ew before he proceeds to m a k e the final 
c o m m e n t about her.) 

W i t h i n t h i s o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e o ther s t r u c t u r e s c a n be seen. T h e 
first l i n e i n each of the s t a n z a s is shor t . I t cons is ts e s s e n t i a l l y of a 
n o u n preceded b y a n adject ive (or adverb) , except i n the case of 
the s i x t h s t a n z a w h i c h i n t r o d u c e s the final flow of the poem. T h e 
effect of t h i s is to set before the r e a d e r a s t a r k cata logue of the 
w o m a n ' s p h y s i c a l a t t r i b u t e s a n d t h e i r i m p l i c a t i o n s a n d t h e n , at 
the e n d , to set a g a i n s t these , e q u a l l y obviously , the i m a g e s of the 
free w o r l d b e y o n d her. I f these first l i n e s are a b s t r a c t e d f r om t h e 
poem, t h e n the m o v e m e n t a n d d i r e c t i o n of the poem becomes 
c lear : T o u r t h o r n e d back ' , T o u r set m o u t h ' , T o u r co ld eyes' , T o u r 
g r a i n e d h a n d s ' , T o u r y e l l o w h a i r ' a n d t h e n ' F i n a l l y you 're a lone ' , 
'who n e v e r l e a r n e d ' , ' the free daf fodi ls ' , ' the huge sea' . . . 

Rhyme and Rhythm T h e second a n d t h i r d l i n e s of each s t a n z a 
r h y m e , or h a l f r h y m e a n d , i n severa l of the l a s t l i n e s i n the 
s t a n z a s , p r e d o m i n a n t l y i a m b i c r h y t h m s are to be f ound . M o s t of 
the f i r s t l i n e s , those shor t ones j u s t r e m a r k e d on, consist , r h y t h m i 
cal ly , of a n u n s t r e s s e d s y l l a b l e fo l lowed by two s t ressed sy l lab les . 
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W h a t we have t h e n i n ' O l d W o m a n ' is a piece of verse w h i c h 
l ies s o m e w h e r e be tween free verse a n d t r a d i t i o n a l l y s t r u c t u r e d 
verse . I t i s a r r a n g e d i n t r i p l e t s , b u t these are not i d e n t i c a l l y 
s t r u c t u r e d ; the second a n d t h i r d l i n e s of each s t a n z a do r h y m e , 
b u t the r h y m e is not a l w a y s f u l l r h y m e ; there are p a t t e r n s o f 
r h y t h m i n the f i r s t a n d l a s t l i n e s , b u t these are not q u i t e r e g u l a r 
a n d g e n e r a l l y the poem feels more l i k e fluent free verse t h a n l i k e 
s t r u c t u r e d verse . M a n y of C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poems are w r i t t e n i n 
t h i s way. 

T h i s s a i d , there are s t i l l two o ther f ea tures c o m m o n to 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poe try w h i c h i t seems best to r e m a r k on here . 

Allusion T h e poetry can at t i m e s be qu i te h i g h l y a l l u s i v e . T h e 
a l l u s i o n s m a y be to E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e - i n c i d e n t s i n Robinson 
Crusoe or i n S h a k e s p e a r i a n p l a y s for e x a m p l e . O f t e n they are to 
G a e l i c l i t e r a t u r e or to p a r t s of the B i b l e . I n ' O l d W o m a n ' there are 
two a l l u s i o n s , one to the B i b l i c a l s tory about the fate of S o d o m 
a n d G o m o r r a h a n d the other, i n the las t s t a n z a of the p o e m , to the 
G a e l i c express i on ceol na mara, the m u s i c of the sea . 

Apostrophe In ' O l d W o m a n ' the poet apos t roph ises the w o m a n , 
t h a t is he addresses h e r i n h e r absence, or at l eas t w i t h o u t h e r 
k n o w i n g t h a t she is b e i n g addressed . O n e m i g h t say t h a t he is 
v i r t u a l l y s o l i l o q u i s i n g about h e r as he observes h e r a n d reca l l s 
h e r p a s t l i f e . 

T h e d i s c u s s i o n of ' O l d W o m a n ' h a s been a l e n g t h y one, b u t one 
w h i c h , I hope , w i l l h a v e left the r eader not only w i t h a f a i r l y c l ear 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g of w h a t the poem is about b u t a lso w i t h some 
a p p r e c i a t i o n of the m a n n e r i n w h i c h C r i c h t o n S m i t h w r i t e s h i s 
poetry. I w a n t to e n d t h i s sect ion n o w w i t h a m u c h s h o r t e r 
d i s c u s s i o n of a n o t h e r poem, t h i s t i m e one w h i c h exempl i f i e s not 
' l a w ' b u t 'grace' . T h e poem is 'Two G i r l s S i n g i n g ' ( S P : 19; C P : 48). 

I n t h i s shor t , fluent poem, we are to ld h o w two g i r l s s a n g 
together for m i l e s a n d m i l e s of a b u s j o u r n e y t h r o u g h one d a r k 
N o v e m b e r n i g h t . T h e song they s a n g was of no p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t 
to the w r i t e r of the poem a n d they were not s i n g i n g i t to p lease 
h i m , or anyone else. T h e y were s i n g i n g l i k e n i g h t i n g a l e s u p i n the 
ro cks or a c h i l d w h e n i t a w a k e s or l i k e l a r k s i n the sky, s i n g i n g 
t h a t is on ly to p lease themse lves . Y e t i n the d a r k b u s w i t h i t s 
u n p l e a s a n t y e l l o w l i g h t i n g , t h e i r s i n g i n g great ly m o v e d the poet 
because i t conveyed to h i m , suddenly , a f ee l ing of h u m a n w a r m t h 
a n d h a p p i n e s s , a n u n p r e d i c t a b l e m o m e n t of grace. 
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T h e r e a d e r c a n feel i n t h i s poem some of the f eatures we 
d i s c u s s e d w h e n d e a l i n g w i t h the p r e v i o u s poem. W e see the same 
prec ise , e conomica l s ty le a n d the f a m i l i a r i m a g e s of l i g h t a n d 
d a r k n e s s , h e a l t h a n d s i c k n e s s . T h i s poem, too, is m a n a g e d i n 
t r i p l e t s w h i c h h a v e no r e g u l a r m e t r e . T h e r e is no r h y m e i n the 
s t r i c t sense of the w o r d , b u t the use at the ends of l i n e s of w o r d s 
t e r m i n a t i n g i n ' i n g ' g ives some effect of r h y m e . T h e r e is some 
a l l i t e r a t i o n , b u t i t i s the r e p e t i t i o n of f u l l words r a t h e r t h a n t h e i r 
a l l i t e r a t e d b e g i n n i n g w h i c h chie f ly creates the echo i n t h i s poem. 

'Two G i r l s S i n g i n g ' is a s h o r t poem, yet i t i s one of C r i c h t o n 
S m i t h ' s best k n o w n , p e r h a p s j u s t because i t i s s h o r t a n d e a s i l y 
c o m p r e h e n d e d . T h e r e i s , however , a d a n g e r t h a t i t s shor tness a n d 
r e l a t i v e s i m p l i c i t y m a y l e a d a r e a d e r to m i s s the force of w h a t is 
b e i n g s a i d . To counter t h a t l e t me offer a l i t t l e b a c k g r o u n d to the 
poem . 

T h e r e w a s a t i m e w h e n C r i c h t o n S m i t h t r a v e l l e d r e g u l a r l y 
f r om O b a n to D u m b a r t o n to v i s i t h i s mother . H e t r a v e l l e d i n a b u s 
w h i c h le f t O b a n i n the l a t e a f t e rnoon a n d w h i c h h a d v i r t u a l l y no 
h e a t i n g i n i t , on ly a n o ld b l o w e r f a n at the front of the bus . T h e 
l i g h t i n g w a s d r a b , c h i l l i n g , a n d the a t m o s p h e r e f u l l of smoke . 
F r o m C r i a n l a r i c h to T a r b e r t , the b u s l u r c h e d f r o m side to s ide 
d o w n the r o a d by L o c h L o m o n d . T h e n , i t crossed to A r r o c h a r a n d 
a d d e d to i t s s w a y i n g a w r e t c h e d u p a n d d o w n m o v e m e n t as i t 
w e n t a l o n g ' the s w i t c h b a c k ' d o w n the s ide of L o c h L o n g to 
H e l e n s b u r g h . T h a t w a s w h e r e the t r o u b l e u s u a l l y came. Peop le 
w e n t to the door a t the f ront of the bus for a i r a n d s o m e t i m e s 
v o m i t s p a t t e r e d the side w i n d o w s . T h i s is h o w C r i c h t o n S m i t h 
r e m e m b e r e d i t . 

One night I was on the bus. It was a very dreary 
journey and it was very cold and it was very dark. 
Then suddenly, at the back of the bus two girls 
started singing a song. It was sort of unpredictable: I 
hadn't expected that anyone would sing on that bus 
- and, i t was so moving, and human. A n d this yellow. 
I always associate yellow wi th the yellow street 
l ights in cities, these harsh yellow street lights 
shin ing down on the streets. The yellow to me seems 
to be something mechanical and hostile - and then 
there was the harmony of these girls and the fact 
that suddenly out of the bus, for no reason at a l l , 
almost l ike birds. It doesn't matter what they were 
singing i n that bus... the unpredicted voices of our 
k i n d (A Writer's Journey, P a r t 1, Section 3, 'Grace'). 
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T h i s is a poem not about 'aesthet ic grace ' ; i t d i d not m a t t e r 
w h a t the g i r l s were s i n g i n g . (It was , i n fact, some pop song of the 
t i m e , the la te fifties.) T h e p o e m i s about the o ther k i n d of grace 
m e n t i o n e d e a r l i e r i n t h i s sec t ion , h u m a n grace. T h e s e g i r l s , 
w i t h o u t k n o w i n g i t , g r e a t l y m o v e d h i m s i m p l y because t h e y s a n g 
i n t h a t w r e t c h e d bus a n d he felt w i t h i n h i m s e l f a s u d d e n sense of 
h a r m o n y a n d of g o o d - w i l l , or b l e s s i n g , t o w a r d s t h e m , these 'voices 
of our k i n d . ' 

and it wasn't the words or the tune. It was the 
singing. 

It was the human sweetness in that yellow, 
the unpredicted voices of our k ind. 



ISOLATION 

So fa r t h i s d i s c u s s i o n h a s been conduc ted w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of 
the o p p o s i t i o n w h i c h is f ound i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poetry b e t w e e n 
the N o r t h a n d the S o u t h , the L a w a n d the G r a c e . T h a t oppos i t i on 
is m o s t obvious i n the e a r l i e r poetry, b u t i t p e r m e a t e s the l a t e r 
poetry too as i m a g e s of l i g h t a n d l i fe c l a s h w i t h those of d a r k n e s s 
a n d d e a t h . N o w , however , i t i s t i m e to t u r n to two o ther m a i n 
t h e m e s i n the poetry. B o t h are t h e m e s w h i c h b e l o n g to the 
m e t a p h o r i c a l N o r t h , b o t h d a r k themes - i s o l a t i o n a n d d e a t h . 

T h e mos t p e r v a s i v e t h e m e i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poe try is t h a t 
of i s o l a t i o n . It a p p e a r s i n m a n y forms a n d i t i s to be f o u n d 
t h r o u g h o u t the co l lect ions . I s o l a t i o n i s , too, i m p l i e d i n the t i t l e s of 
some of h i s b e s t - k n o w n co l lect ions : Hamlet in Autumn, Orpheus 
and Other Poems, The Notebooks of Robinson Crusoe and Other 
Poems, The Permanent Island, The Exiles. 

T h e e a r l i e s t a n d s i m p l e s t poems w h i c h embody t h i s t h e m e are 
those about l o n e l y w o m e n , s p i n s t e r s , w i d o w s , a n d o ld w o m e n . 
S o m e t i m e s these w o m e n are p r e s e n t e d as decent , ' o r d i n a r y ' 
people for w h o m l i fe h a s been d i f f i cu l t . S o m e t i m e s , m o r e often, 
t h e y are s h o w n as w o m e n whose l o n e l i n e s s is e s s e n t i a l l y a s e x u a l 
l o n e l i n e s s a n d w h o have w i t h i n t h e m s e l v e s a t u r m o i l of r e p r e s s e d 
fee l ings . O n e o f the mos t o u t s t a n d i n g e x a m p l e s of t h i s r epressed 
type of w o m a n i s to be f o u n d i n the shor t s tory 'The B l o t ' w h i c h 
w a s f i r s t p u b l i s h e d i n The Village.® A n o t h e r is i n the poem about 
M i s s T w i s s i n ' T r a n s p a r e n c i e s ' ( C P : 100). O l d w o m e n who are 
l o n e l y a r e , u n l i k e M i s s T w i s s a n d the a n g r y s choo lmis t ress o f ' T h e 
B l o t ' , u s u a l l y v i e w e d w i t h c o m p a s s i o n b u t s ince m o r e w i l l be s a i d 
of these o l d w o m e n l a t e r we w i l l pass t h e m by m e a n t i m e . 

I n these poems l o n e l i n e s s is l a r g e l y seen as s o m e t h i n g 
e x t e r n a l to the poet h i m s e l f . H e v i e w s o ther people's l one l iness 
a n d ref lects o n i t . T h e r e i s , however , a m u c h deeper sense of 
l o n e l i n e s s , p e r h a p s be t ter ca l l ed a sense of i s o l a t i o n , to be f o u n d 
i n o ther poems about ex i l e , i n t e l l e c t u a l i s o l a t i o n a n d g u i l t . 

Exile 
I n Towards the Human, C r i c h t o n S m i t h ref lects i n ' R e a l Peop le i n 
a R e a l P l a c e ' on the subject of ex i l e . T h e g ist of w h a t he says 
seems to me to be t h a t s e p a r a t i o n f r o m one's n a t i v e l a n d , w h e t h e r 
by choice or b y c o m p u l s i o n , i s a deep a n d d i s t u r b i n g exper ience . 
B u t m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n the i s o l a t i o n f r o m the l a n d i s t h e 
i s o l a t i o n f r o m the c o m m u n i t y w h i c h l i v e s i n t h a t l a n d . 
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It was because of the community that the fact of 
exile became so desolating and so frightening. For to 
become an exile is to become an individual on one's 
own in a world i n which there is no community. It is 
not leaving the is land or the village that is the 
terrible thing, it is leaving the community (Towards 
the Human, 23). 

O n c e s e p a r a t e d , there i s no w a y back , for he w h o r e t u r n s w i l l 
find t h a t the c o m m u n i t y he left b e h i n d h a s c h a n g e d i n h i s 
absence. T h e same po in t is m a d e i n the poem ' N o R e t u r n ' ( S P : 
110; C P : 232). 

No, really you can't go back to 
that island any more. The people 
are growing more and more unl ike you ... 

No, you cannot return to an island 
expecting that the dances wi l l be unchanged, 
that the currency won't have altered, 
that the mountains blue in the evening 
w i l l always remain so. 

T h e ex i l e , at l eas t the ex i le f rom t i g h t - k n i t c o m m u n i t i e s l i k e 
those on the Isle of L e w i s , c a r r i e s w i t h h i m a sense of g u i l t , for he 
feels t h a t he h a s deserted h i s people , the people of w h o m he w a s 
a n i n t e g r a l p a r t . T h e ex i le i s , too, a 'double ' m a n . P a r t of h i m w i l l 
r e m a i n i n the l a n d he left a n d p a r t of h i m w i l l be s e e k i n g to be a 
new m a n i n a n e w l a n d s c a p e . 

I n a l l t h i s t h e r e is a deep sense of i s o l a t i o n . E v e n i f the ex i l e 
leaves h i s c o m m u n i t y i n the c o m p a n y of o thers f r o m t h a t 
c o m m u n i t y , he is s t i l l a lone , i n a k i n d of co l lect ive l o n e l i n e s s . 
M o r e o v e r , s ince he cannot r e t u r n , the l one l iness i s v e r y final. H e 
is a lone i n h i s g u i l t ; g u i l t is by i t s v e r y n a t u r e a l o n e l y t h i n g . A n d 
he is a lone i n h i s n e w country , d i v i d e d w i t h i n h i m s e l f a n d h a v i n g 
to find a w a y i n a n e w country . 

T h i s , i t seems to me, i s w h a t C r i c h t o n S m i t h says about ex i le 
w h e n he ref lects on i t , i n ' R e a l Peop le i n a R e a l P l a c e ' . I n the 
poetry, as one m i g h t expect, the m a t t e r is not ref lected on i n s u c h 
a s y s t e m a t i c way. I n s t e a d the m i n d moves r o u n d a n d r o u n d the 
subject , w e a v i n g poems on the way. So, i n 'No R e t u r n ' the ex i l e i s 
t o ld t h e r e i s no w a y back for h i m b u t i n ' R e t u r n i n g E x i l e ' (You w h o 
come h o m e do not t e l l m e , C P : 226) he does r e t u r n , i n a s t r a n g e 
l i g h t , a n d is a s k e d to say n o t h i n g of h i s t r a v e l s b u t j u s t to r e t u r n 
qu ie t ly , k n o w i n g he is l oved . 
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Do not tell me where you have come from, beloved 
stranger. 

It is enough that there is l ight st i l l in your eyes, 
that the dog r is ing on his p i l lar of black knows you. 

I n a n o t h e r poem, 'There i s no S o r r o w ' ( C P : 226) , the ex i l e 
w a k e s u p one m o r n i n g to f i n d t h a t he is t r u l y at h o m e i n h i s n e w 
country . 

T h e r e are some m e m o r a b l e l i n e s i n these poems b u t the mos t 
f r e q u e n t l y a n t h o l o g i s e d of the ex i l e poems is 'The E x i l e s ' ( S P : 108; 
C P : 228) , a p o e m w h i c h h a s been t r a n s l a t e d i n t o E n g l i s h f r o m the 
poet's o w n G a e l i c p o e m Na H-Eilthirich. 

T h e poem beg ins by r e c a l l i n g the m a n y s h i p s t h a t left ' our 
c o u n t r y ' , the H i g h l a n d s of S c o t l a n d . T h i s o p e n i n g i s r e m i n i s c e n t 
of the p o i g n a n t m o m e n t s i n Consider the Lilies w h e n M r s Scott 
sees h e r son board the s h i p for C a n a d a a n d w h e n she beg ins the 
s i n g i n g of the ' O l d H u n d r e d t h ' p s a l m w h i c h is t a k e n u p by those 
on b o a r d the s h i p a n d l i n k s those d e p a r t i n g f rom the c o m m u n i t y 
to those left b e h i n d . I n t h e p o e m , however , the s h i p h a s ' w h i t e 
w i n g s ' . P e r h a p s these express , not w i t h o u t i rony , the hope felt by 
the e m i g r a n t s for a be t t e r l i fe i n C a n a d a . B u t i n the m e m o r i e s of 
those le f t b e h i n d , the s a i l s are not l i k e w h i t e w i n g s b u t r a t h e r l i k e 
the h a n d k e r c h i e f s w a v e d t e a r f u l l y i n f a r e w e l l . T h e s a i l o r s , 
t h o u g h , were l i k e ' b i rds on b r a n c h e s ' ; t h e y fe l t no grief . So the 
e m i g r a n t s , i t seems, were hope fu l a n d the s a i l o r s happy. O n l y 
those le f t on the shore w e p t s a l t t ears . 

O n c e the s h i p is out a t sea , there is a change . I n the m o n t h of 
M a y , t h a t happy , hope fu l m o n t h , the b l u e sea r u n s p a s t the s h i p . 
T h e s u n of the day i s , n e v e r t h e l e s s , on ly m e n t i o n e d i n p a s s i n g . I t 
i s the m o o n of n i g h t w h i c h grows b i g i n the p oem. I t i s t h a t m o o n , 
a n d not t h e s u n of d a y t i m e , w h i c h b r i n g s in to the m i n d s of the 
e m i g r a n t s t h e h o m e l a n d w h i c h is b e i n g left f u r t h e r a n d f u r t h e r 
b e h i n d . I n the d a y t i m e , there w o u l d be t h e s ights of l i fe a b o a r d 
s h i p to occupy the m i n d s of the t r a v e l l e r s a n d the s i g h t of the w ide 
open sea to r e m i n d t h e m of the s t r a n g e n e w w o r l d they were i n , 
b u t at n i g h t a sense of f a m i l i a r i t y w o u l d s u r r o u n d t h e m . T h e deep 
of the n i g h t a n d the m o o n a n d s t a r s w o u l d seem s t r a n g e l y l i k e 
h o m e to t h e m , the same m o o n a n d the s a m e s tars as over L e w i s or 
S t r a t h n a v e r or S t r a t h H a l l a d a l e . So a t the h a l f w a y p o i n t i n the 
p o e m , the d a y l i g h t h a s gone a n d the focus of a t t e n t i o n is on the 
e m i g r a n t s t h e m s e l v e s , e n c a p s u l a t e d i n the n i g h t a t sea. T h e i r 
fee l ings are conveyed i n the i m a g e r y w h i c h fo l lows . 

F i r s t , t h e y feel the m o o n as i f i t were s o m e t h i n g homely , 
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s o m e t h i n g comfor t ing ly f a m i l i a r l i k e a y e l l o w f r u i t , a g r a p e f r u i t 
p e r h a p s or a l e m o n , because i t i s ' l i k e a p la te on a w a l l ' , a r o u n d , 
n e a r - c i r c u l a r t h i n g . T h e p l a t e also creates a n i m p r e s s i o n of the 
homely , the f a m i l i a r . B u t t h e n the p la te is i n t u r n l i k e n e d to a 
s i l v e r m a g n e t , a b e a u t i f u l , mag i c t h i n g , h i g h u p i n t h e sky. T h e 
e m i g r a n t s r e a c h up t o w a r d s i t ; they l i f t t h e i r h a n d s to i t , as i f to 
p r a y to i t a n d to g rasp i t . T h e y are r e a c h i n g for t h i s moon w h i c h 
sends i ts b e a u t i f u l p i e r c i n g r a y s ' s t r e a m i n g i n t o the hear t ' , r a y s 
w h i c h b r i n g to the ex i l es b o t h t h e b e a u t y of the m o o n a n d a sense 
of the f a m i l i a r h o m e l a n d they are l e a v i n g . 

Y e t , i f we r e m e m b e r t h a t the h o m e l a n d they h a v e left w i l l 
a l r e a d y h a v e b e g u n to change i n t h e i r absence, t h e n we r e a l i s e 
t h a t the ex i les are r e a c h i n g out here for s o m e t h i n g w h i c h i s 
a l r e a d y a n i l l u s i o n . A n d does t h e co ld s i l v e r moon h a v e a n y n o t i o n 
a t a l l of i t s o w n beauty? W h a t are the ex i les r e a c h i n g for? N o t h i n g 
w h i c h c a n r e s p o n d to t h e m ; n e i t h e r m o o n nor h o m e l a n d is w h a t 
they t h i n k i t to be. O n e beg ins to notice t h a t s i n i s t e r w o r d , ye l low. 
T h e l a s t two l i n e s of the poem w o u l d seem to i n v i t e u s to 
s y m p a t h i s e w i t h the i n t e n s e h u m a n fee l ing of the ex i l es a n d yet 
w h a t is t h e object of a l l t h a t i n t e n s e f ee l ing - a n i l l u s i o n ? 

'The E x i l e s ' i s a v e r y i n t e n s e a n d , I t h i n k , c omplex poem. A s so 
often i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w r i t i n g , there is a sense of c o n t r a d i c t i o n 
a n d a m b i v a l e n c e . T h e w o r d 'never the less ' r e p e a t e d l y comes to 
m i n d . T h i s is so a n d t h a t is so, never the l ess . . . . T h e opposi te , t h e 
contrad i c tory , i s w a i t i n g i n the w i n g s . 

T h e ex i les we have cons idered so far have been ex i l es i n the 
n o r m a l l y accepted sense of the w o r d , w h a t m i g h t be c a l l e d 
g e o g r a p h i c a l ex i l es . B u t t h e r e are o ther exi les i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s 
w o r k , people w h o , t h o u g h r e m a i n i n g i n or close to t h e i r n a t i v e 
l a n d a n d c o m m u n i t y , h a v e de tached themse lves f rom the v a l u e s of 
t h a t c o m m u n i t y . These m i g h t be r e f e r r e d to as c u l t u r a l ex i l es . 

O n e of the c learest p r e s e n t a t i o n s of the c u l t u r a l ex i le i s i n the 
shor t s tory 'The W e d d i n g ' i n The Black and the Red? T h e r e the 
e m p t i n e s s a n d u n e a s i n e s s of y o u n g H i g h l a n d people who h a v e 
adopted the c u l t u r e of the F o r d motor car a n d the B a r c l a y c a r d 
a n d the lounge s u i t is c on t ras ted w i t h the easy, m a s t e r f u l s i n g i n g 
of the f a t h e r w h e n he l eads t h e m b a c k to t h e i r roots w i t h h i s 
p e r f o r m a n c e of G a e l i c songs k n o w n to t h e m a l l . T h e c u l t u r e 
r e p r e s e n t e d b y the f a t h e r here is not e x h i b i t e d as a n i d e a l one. H e 
w a s e m b a r r a s s i n g l y i n e p t i n m a k i n g h i s w e d d i n g speech , s p e a k 
i n g of the s e a - w o r t h i n e s s of the boat t h a t b r o u g h t t h e m f r o m the 
i s l a n d to the w e d d i n g a n d t e l l i n g b l u n t l y a n d f a c t u a l l y w h a t h i s 
d a u g h t e r w a s good at a n d w h a t she was not good a t o n the croft. 
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A n d , w h e n he h a d seen the y o u n g people d a n c i n g , he s a i d w h a t i n 
c i v i l i s e d society t oday w o u l d be r e g a r d e d as i n t o l e r a b l e : 'The 
people i n t h e r e aren ' t l i k e h u m a n be ings at a l l . T h e y ' r e l i k e 
A f r i c a n s ' . T h e fa ther ' s c u l t u r a l roots were not w i t h o u t t h e i r 
l i m i t a t i o n s . A n d the c u l t u r e of the F o r d a n d t h e B a r c l a y c a r d i s 
not , for t h a t m a t t e r , c o n d e m n e d i n t h i s story. W h a t is s a i d i s t h a t 
people w h o d e t a c h t h e m s e l v e s w h o l l y f r om t h e i r roots w i l l become 
ho l low, s h a l l o w people , t r y i n g to be at ease i n a w o r l d w h i c h is not 
r e a l l y t h e i r s . T h e y h a v e i s o l a t e d t h e m s e l v e s f r o m t h e i r 
c o m m u n i t y a n d i t s c u l t u r e . 

T h e same t h e m e of c u l t u r a l ex i le r u n s t h r o u g h the l o n g sa t i r e 
'The W h i t e A i r of M a r c h ' ( S P : 58 ; C P : 154). I n t h i s poem, w h i c h i s 
f u l l of i r on ies a n d of ha l f - c omic /ha l f - se r i ous echoes of T .S . E l i o t ' s 
p o e m ' T h e W a s t e L a n d ' , the exi les are depic ted as people who have 
not on ly de tached themse lves f rom t h e i r c u l t u r e b u t who h a v e 
c o m m i t t e d themse lves to false c u l t u r e . I n sect ion four of 'The 
W h i t e A i r of M a r c h ' , for e x a m p l e , a l a d y who h a s w r i t t e n ' l i t t l e 
songs ' a n d a s m a l l book on the v i o l a , w i s h e s to be i n t r o d u c e d to the 
' l ight ' s centre ' w h e r e the ' r e a l people are ' . T h e tone of the p o e m 
revea ls t h a t there is no l i g h t i n the centre a n d t h a t the people are 
a n y t h i n g b u t r e a l a n d t h a t the lady is t r i v i a l a n d u n r e a l i s t i c . 

A s h o r t e r p o e m on t h i s m a t t e r of c u l t u r a l ex i le i s 'The T V ( S P : 
63 ; C P : 199). L i k e 'The W h i t e A i r of M a r c h ' , i t i s a h i g h l y a l l u s i v e 
poem a n d , for t h a t r e a s o n , one w h i c h m a y not be e a s i l y accessible 
to a l l r e a d e r s . T h e n a t u r e of the ex i l e i s too, i n t h i s case, more 
c o m p l i c a t e d because t h e r e are at l eas t t h r e e d i s c e r n i b l e c u l t u r e s 
f r o m w h i c h t h e T V a d d i c t i s s h o w n to be e x i l e d : G a e l i c c u l t u r e , the 
c u l t u r e of e v e r y d a y i n t e l l i g e n t people i n ' m o d e r n society ' a n d the 
h i g h c u l t u r e o f l i t e r a t u r e . 

T h e p o e m moves i n shor t , three l i n e s t a n z a s , i n n e a r l y a l l of 
w h i c h the e x p r e s s i o n ' the T V ' is p r o m i n e n t . T h e p e r s o n or persons 
i n e a c h s t a n z a v a r y - s o m e t i m e s a n u n d e f i n e d 'he ' , s o m e t i m e s a 
'we' , s o m e t i m e s a p p a r e n t l y the w r i t e r h i m s e l f . A l l a r e , however , i n 
some w a y subject to ' the T V ' . I n the first, second a n d s e v e n t h 
s t a n z a s , the p e r s o n concerned is d i s t a n c e d , i s o l a t e d , f rom a r e a l 
a n d i m p o r t a n t t h i n g - the s u n , I r e l a n d , Tolstoy 's f a m o u s n o v e l 
War and Peace - because t h a t t h i n g is k n o w n o n l y t h r o u g h ' the 
T V . S t a n z a s s i x , e ight a n d n i n e go f u r t h e r : w i t h o u t ' the T V the 
r e a l w o r l d is not m e r e l y d i s t a n c e d f r o m u s b u t a l t oge ther lost to 
u s , s ince we k n o w i t on ly on ' the T V . T h e ' B e r k e l e y ' of s t a n z a s i x , 
i t m a y be r e m a r k e d i n p a s s i n g , w a s a n e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
p h i l o s o p h e r who s a i d the w o r l d w a s to be u n d e r s t o o d as j u s t a n 
i d e a i n the m i n d of G o d . I n the poem, he is i m a g i n e d as s a y i n g i t 
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w a s n o t h i n g more t h a n a p i c t u r e on 'the T V . T h i s is to m a k e the 
p o i n t , i n a w i l d a n d a b s u r d way, t h a t ' the T V has become a k i n d of 
G o d , h a s , i n d e e d , u s u r p e d the place of G o d i n the m i n d of m a n . 
F o l l o w i n g , t h e n , the idea i n these s t a n z a s t h a t ' the T V h a s caused 
us to lose o u r contact w i t h the r e a l w o r l d , there come s t a n z a s t e n 
a n d e l even . I n t e n , a c ont ras t is m a d e b e t w e e n w h a t is i n the 
w o r l d , the rose i n the b o w l , a n d w h a t i s not , the i m a g e s seen on 
'the T V . T h e r e are echoes here of the l a n g u a g e of the B i b l e a n d 
the p u l p i t - ' the t h i n g s t h a t are i n the w o r l d , / the t h i n g s t h a t are 
not. ' A g a i n the i m p l i c a t i o n is t h a t ' the T V is u s u r p i n g the p lace of 
t h i n g s h o l y : ' t h i n g s t h a t are not ' i n t h i s w o r l d are u s u a l l y , w h e n 
s p o k e n of i n s u c h l a n g u a g e , t a k e n to be the t h i n g s of G o d a n d 
H e a v e n . I n s t a n z a e leven the c l ear c ont ras t m a d e i n t h e p r e v i o u s 
s t a n z a is a t once u n m a d e . T h e 'he' of t h i s s t a n z a does not k n o w 
w h e r e he i s , i n the s tory on T V or i n h i s o w n room. 

So far , t h e n , we have been able to t race a k i n d of p r o g r e s s i o n 
t h r o u g h t h i s poem. F i r s t there were the s t a n z a s s a y i n g t h a t ' the 
T V d i s t a n c e s people f rom the r e a l w o r l d . T h e n e m e r g i n g t h r o u g h 
these were the s t a n z a s s a y i n g t h a t ' the T V causes us to lose the 
w o r l d a l together . T h e n a d i s t i n c t i o n be tween the w o r l d of ' the T V 
a n d the r e a l w o r l d w a s m a d e , a n d t h e n i t was des troyed i n 
confus ion . B u t w h a t of a l l the o ther s tanzas w h i c h h a v e not ye t 
been m e n t i o n e d ? H o w do they fit i n t o the poem? 

T h e a n s w e r i s , I t h i n k , t h a t they occur i n a m o r e or less 
r a n d o m way, m a k i n g v a r i o u s 'po ints ' a l o n g the route . 'The T V is 
not i n the f o r m of a developed a r g u m e n t ; i t is m o r e of a n off -the-
cuf f ser ies of observat i ons , about the effects o f ' t h e T V on u s , the 
d w e l l e r s i n t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y w e s t e r n c u l t u r e . T h r o u g h o u t , the 
tone is p r e d o m i n a n t l y sar cas t i c a n d a b s u r d i t y a b o u n d s a n d ' the 
T V is p r e s e n t e d as s o m e t h i n g of a false god w i t h w h o m 'we' are 
obsessed a n d i n whose grasp we are hopeless ly i m p r i s o n e d . 

W h a t t h e n are the v a r i o u s po ints made i n these r e m a i n i n g 
s tanzas? T h e P l a t o of s t a n z a four w a s a p h i l o s o p h e r i n a n c i e n t 
Greece who wrote of h o w people cou ld not bear to k n o w , or c o u l d 
not be t r u s t e d w i t h the k n o w l e d g e of, the t r u e n a t u r e of t h i n g s 
a n d so h a d to be s h o w n on ly s h a d o w s of r e a l i t y on the w a l l s of a 
cave. H e r e the cave a n d 'the T V are seen by C r i c h t o n S m i t h as 
b e i n g the same i n t h a t b o t h i m p r i s o n people a n d convey i l l u s i o n s 
to t h e m . T h e g i r l i n s t a n z a five is a n image on ' the T V a n d so 
la cks r e a l l i f e ; she h a s n e i t h e r a n y scent n o r a n y t r u l y h u m a n look 
on h e r face. T h e n i n s t a n z a three , someone, p r e s u m a b l y i n a 
G a e l i c c o m m u n i t y , k n o w s more about H u m p h r e y B o g a r t t h a n he 
k n o w s about ' B i g N o r m a n ' . ' B i g N o r m a n ' w o u l d be a m a n w e l l -
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k n o w n loca l ly . T h e w o r d rnor, b i g , i s often a p p l i e d to people i n 
G a e l i c c o m m u n i t i e s a n d i t c a r r i e s w i t h i t a sense of f a m i l i a r i t y 
a n d p o s s i b l y af fect ion. T h e fact t h a t the 'he ' k n o w s more about 
B o g a r t t h a n about ' B i g N o r m a n ' m a y be t a k e n to i n d i c a t e t h a t ' the 
T V h a s d i s r u p t e d the w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d a n d p r o p e r l y h u m a n 
v a l u e s of the c o m m u n i t y . 

T h i s s a m e t h e m e of the d i s r u p t i o n , a n d d e s t r u c t i o n , of t h a t 
w h i c h is good w i t h i n a c u l t u r e , a p p e a r s a g a i n i n the l a s t two 
s t a n z a s , o n l y i n these i t i s more p o w e r f u l l y expressed , so t h a t 
these l a s t s t a n z a s do h a v e the effect of a c l i m a x to the poem. Y o u 
m y love are d e a r e r to me ' is a l i n e f r o m the w e l l - k n o w n G a e l i c 
s o n g ( 'A R i b h i n n O g B h e i l C u i m h n ' A g a d ? ' / Y o u n g M a i d D o Y o u 
R e m e m b e r ? ' ) w h i c h deals w i t h a s a i l o r s e p a r a t e d f r o m h i s love . 

You my love are dearer to me 
than my mother who reared me when I was young. 

'S tu a ghraidh as fhearr learn 
N a mo mhathair dh'araich 6g m i . 

C r i c h t o n S m i t h , i n the 1977 c o n v e r s a t i o n s , de c la red t h i s to be one 
of the m o s t i n t e n s e express ions of love w h i c h a m a n cou ld p o s s i b l y 
m a k e . To rep lace the m o t h e r f igure , i m p l i e d i n the a l l u s i o n b y a 
T V c r i m e s e r i a l a n d a sports p r o g r a m m e suggests , there fore , a 
t e r r i b l e loss of v a l u e s . A n d the fact t h a t the loss i s expressed b y 
m e a n s of the a l l u s i o n to the p o w e r f u l G a e l i c song i m p l i e s a lso a 
loss of the sense of d e p t h a n d b e a u t y w h i c h w a s fe l t i n the G a e l i c 
w o r l d to w h i c h t h a t s o n g be longed . A b s u r d i t y , s a r c a s m , a n d a 
deep sense of a double loss are a l l p r e s e n t i n t h i s s m a l l t r i p l e t . 

I t i s , however , i n the l a s t s t a n z a t h a t the most forceful b l ow i s 
s t r u c k . T h e l i n e ' I n l o c k e d rooms w i t h i r o n gates ' comes f r o m a 
b e a u t i f u l love song often assoc ia ted w i t h a n d s o m e t i m e s 
a t t r i b u t e d to the e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y G a e l i c poet W i l l i a m Ross . I t 
i s a v e r y p o w e r f u l e x p r e s s i o n of love a n d one g r e a t l y a d m i r e d b y 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h . 

I n i t , the re jected s u i t o r w i s h e s t h a t he cou ld be a lone for 
m a n y y e a r s w i t h h i s love 

In locked rooms with iron gates 
A n d the keys lost and a blind man looking for them. 

A n seomraichean glaiste is geataichean iara inn , 
N a h-iuchraichean air chall agus dal l bhith 'gan iarra idh . 
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To a s k i n the h e a r t of t h i s p a s s i o n i f there w i l l be a T V set i n 
the r o o m w o u l d be to destroy u t t e r l y the p a s s i o n a n d the a s k e r 
w o u l d be someone lost , w h o l l y i s o l a t e d f r o m the d e p t h o f f ee l ing of 
w h i c h R o s s a n d those who k n o w the power of the song are 
capable . 

'The T V ' , t h e n , f a r f r o m b e i n g the s i m p l e l i t t l e ser ies of q u i p s 
t h a t i t m i g h t at f i rs t a p p e a r to be, i s a complex s a t i r e about the 
c o n d i t i o n of ourse lves a n d the society w i t h i n w h i c h we l i v e , the 
society of ' the T V . To C r i c h t o n S m i t h , c o m m u n i t y a n d c u l t u r e 
m a t t e r a great d e a l a n d to be w i t h o u t t h e m is to be t r u l y lost , 
i s o l a t e d i n the b e w i l d e r i n g a n d often t a w d r y w o r l d o f the present . 

A m u c h more l y r i c a l poem on the s a m e t h e m e is ' G a e l i c Songs ' 
( S P : 79 ; C P : 124). T h i s poem is not about a person w h o h a s been 
detached f r o m , or de tached h i m s e l f f r o m , h is c u l t u r e ; i t is about 
the i s o l a t i o n felt by one who sees h i s c u l t u r e b e i n g t r a n s l a t e d in to 
s o m e t h i n g o ther t h a n i t s e l f a n d so lost . G a e l i c songs s o u n d r i g h t 
a n d feel r i g h t i n the w o r l d i n w h i c h they were m a d e , the w o r l d of 
h e a t h e r a n d stone, s teady s a i l o r s , m i l k m a i d s , dogs, s t a r s a n d 'the 
sea's t e r r i b l e force'. T h e y do not s o u n d r i g h t i n a c i ty s tud io , a 
rad io or t e l e v i s i o n s tud io . A n d i f they are changed i n t h a t s t u d i o 
f rom t h e i r o r i g i n a l forms ( in w h i c h they were t r u e m i r r o r s of the 
l i fe of the people) in to more s o p h i s t i c a t e d forms ( in w h i c h they are 
l i k e p o l i s h e d c rys ta l ) t h e n they are i n d e e d lost . A n d t h e y are lost , 
the l a s t i m a g e i n the poem suggests , i n a fierce w o r l d qu i te u n l i k e 
the w o r l d of the o r i g i n a l songs. I n t h i s n e w w o r l d , the songs, the 
c r y s t a l songs , a re not a l l o w e d t i m e to be a p p r e c i a t e d i n the w a y 
the o r i g i n a l songs were a l l o w e d t i m e i n , for e x a m p l e , t h e c e i l i d h 
house . T h e n e w songs are c rowded out by the p r o g r a m m e s on 
e i t h e r s ide of t h e m . 

E x i l e , t h e n , w h e t h e r g e o g r a p h i c a l or c u l t u r a l , i s one of the 
most p r o m i n e n t t h e m e s i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poetry. A l o n g w i t h i t 
goes a n o t h e r t h e m e about w h i c h on ly a l i t t l e can be s a i d here -
the p a r t p l a y e d by l a n g u a g e i n a c u l t u r e or c o m m u n i t y . 

I n h i s essay ' R e a l Peop le i n a R e a l P lace ' , C r i c h t o n S m i t h 
m a k e s a v e r y i m p o r t a n t s t a t e m e n t about l a n g u a g e a n d i t s p lace 
i n a c u l t u r e . 

we are born inside a language and see everything 
from wi th in its parameters: it is not we who make 
language, it is language that makes us' (Towards the 
Human, 20). 
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T h e v i e w C r i c h t o n S m i t h t a k e s of l a n g u a g e m a y be 
s u m m a r i s e d t h u s . W h i l e a w o r d i n one l a n g u a g e m a y refer to the 
same object as a w o r d i n a n o t h e r l a n g u a g e , the connota t i ons of 
the two w o r d s w i l l not be the s a m e , a n d s o m e t i m e s even the core 
m e a n i n g s w i l l not be the same. T a k e the w o r d p r i m r o s e . I t b r i n g s 
to m i n d a s m a l l , qu i t e de l i ca te , pa le y e l l o w f lower a n d i t c a r r i e s 
c o n n o t a t i o n s of p r e t t y g a r d e n s a n d p r e t t y poetry. B u t the w o r d 
sobhrach, w h i c h is the G a e l i c e q u i v a l e n t of the E n g l i s h p r i m r o s e , 
d i re c t s the m i n d not on ly to a p r e t t y y e l l o w f lower b u t a lso to the 
r o u g h green leaves of the p l a n t . T h e w o r d sobhrach b o t h sounds 
r o u g h e r a n d m e a n s a r o u g h e r t h i n g . A n d , o f course , for the R o m a n 
the w o r d w a s prima rosa, m e a n i n g the f i r s t rose of S p r i n g . L e t 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h h i m s e l f p u t the po in t as he does i n ' S h a l l G a e l i c 
Die? ' . 

I came with a 'sobhrach' in my mouth. He came wi th 
a 'primrose'. 

' A primrose by the river's br im' . Between the two 
languages, 

the word 'sobhrach' turned to 'primrose'. 
Behind the two words, a Roman said 'pr ima rosa'. 
The 'sobhrach' or the 'primrose' was in our hands. 
Its reasons belonged to us. 

(SP: 66; C P : 103) 

C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s v i e w of l a n g u a g e as b e i n g a m e d i u m i n t o 
w h i c h we are b o r n a n d t h r o u g h w h i c h we v i e w the w o r l d a n d i n 
t e r m s of w h i c h we f o r m o u r v a l u e s , is not a n eccentr i c one. I t i s a 
v i e w w h i c h , r e f ined a n d e labora ted o n , h a s t a k e n i t s p lace i n 
m o d e r n ph i l o sophy . W h a t i n t e r e s t s C r i c h t o n S m i t h i s , as one 
w o u l d expect , not so m u c h the v i e w i t s e l f as the i m p l i c a t i o n s of i t . 
I f o u r n a t i v e l a n g u a g e p l a y s a large p a r t i n m a k i n g us w h a t we 
are , t h e n i f t h a t l a n g u a g e i s lost , as G a e l i c h a s been to some 
extent lost , we w o u l d cease to be w h a t we are . W i t h o u t G a e l i c , 
t h e r e c o u l d be no f u l l y G a e l i c exper ience for a n y o n e , no t r u l y 
G a e l i c c o m m u n i t i e s , no G a e l i c songs a n d poetry. 

He who loses his language loses his world. 
( S P : 6 6 ; C P : 103) 

T h i s for C r i c h t o n S m i t h w o u l d be, I suppose , a l m o s t the 
u l t i m a t e i s o l a t i o n . W i t h o u t h i s G a e l i c w o r l d , he w o u l d have to l i ve 
i n E n g l i s h a lone , a n d so l i v i n g he w o u l d feel r a t h e r l i k e a 
s p a c e m a n w h o h a d g a i n e d great p r a i s e f r o m space d w e l l e r s for h i s 
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explo i ts i n space yet felt lost w i t h o u t h i s o w n w o r l d w h i c h h a d 
v a n i s h e d i n h i s absence. T h e complete loss of G a e l i c seems t o t a l l y 
u n l i k e l y i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s l i f e t i m e , b u t i ts f rag i l e s tate never 
seems to h a v e been fa r f r om h i s m i n d . 

Intellectual Isolation 
F o r C r i c h t o n S m i t h the mos t d i s t u r b i n g a n d d i f f i c u l t of a l l 
i s o l a t i o n s is t h a t of the h u m a n m i n d f r om the w o r l d i t seeks to 
know. I f we accept w h a t h a s been s a i d above about a l a n g u a g e 
b e i n g l i k e a m e d i u m i n w h i c h we l i v e , t h e n i t fo l lows t h a t i t i s 
e x t r e m e l y d i f f i cu l t to t h i n k t h r o u g h i t to w h a t e v e r ' r e a l ' w o r l d l ies 
beyond . We m a y perce ive t h r o u g h the l a n g u a g e , t h a t i s we m a y 
see, fee l , s m e l l , h e a r the w o r l d a r o u n d u s , b u t w h e n we t r y to 
think about t h a t w o r l d , to u n d e r s t a n d i t , t h e n we are at once back 
w i t h i n the m e d i u m of our l a n g u a g e . M u c h of m o d e r n p h i l o s o p h y 
h a s cons i s ted of t r y i n g to see t h r o u g h l a n g u a g e s , E n g l i s h or 
G e r m a n for e x a m p l e , to r a w exper ience a n d t h e n to f r a m e n e w 
l a n g u a g e , n e w w o r d s , s t r u c t u r e s , even n e w s y s t e m s of l a n g u a g e 
w h i c h w i l l be t ter reflect the exper ience e n c o u n t e r e d . 

T h i s d i f f i c u l t y of k n o w i n g the ' w o r l d ' beyond l a n g u a g e is the 
subject o f the poem ' D e e r on the H i g h H i l l s ' ( S P : 23 ; C P : 35). T h i s 
is a l o n g a n d d i f f i cu l t poem, a d i s c u s s i o n of w h i c h w o u l d t a k e 
more space t h a n is a v a i l a b l e here . Suff ice i t to say t h a t s o m e t i m e s 
i t seems t h a t the poet is r a i s i n g s h a r p a n d i m p o r t a n t ques t i ons 
a n d s o m e t i m e s i t seems t h a t he is u n n e c e s s a r i l y concerned about 
f i n d i n g a w a y to m a k e contact w i t h the w o r l d b e y o n d h i m a n d h i s 
l a n g u a g e . W h a t e v e r , the poem does have i n i t some b e a u t i f u l a n d 
h a u n t i n g l i n e s l i k e those at the e n d w h e n the poet accepts ' the 
d i s tance ' b e t w e e n h i m a n d the deer a n d the fact t h a t he , i s o l a t e d 
f rom t h e m by t h a t d i s tance , can find n o t h i n g m e a n i n g f u l to say 
about t h e m - j u s t as he c a n on ly say of the ' s tars ' t h a t they are 
' s t a r r y ' a n d of the ' r a i n ' t h a t i t is ' r a i n y ' , of the 'stones ' t h a t they 
are ' s tony ' a n d of the ' s u n ' t h a t i t is ' sunny ' . 

The deer step out in isolated air. 
Forgive the distance, let the transient journey 
on delicate ice not tragical appear 

for stars are starry and the rain is rainy, 
the stone is stony, and the sun is sunny, 
the deer step out in isolated air. 
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W h i l e r e f e r r i n g to t h i s t h e m e of i n t e l l e c t u a l i s o l a t i o n , t h e r e i s 
one o ther r e l a t e d t h e m e to be m e n t i o n e d , t h a t of change . A s we 
s a w e a r l i e r , the ex i l e c o u l d not hope to r e t u r n to h i s c o m m u n i t y 
because i t w o u l d , i n h i s absence , have c h a n g e d . N o w , i n the l i n e s 
j u s t quo ted , we see t h a t the j o u r n e y of the deer is s a i d to be 
' t r a n s i e n t ' , t h a t is f l ee t ing , h e r e today a n d gone tomorrow. C h a n g e 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h sees as h a p p e n i n g a l l the t i m e i n e v e r y t h i n g . 
W h a t he i s , for e x a m p l e , w h e n he f in i shes w r i t i n g a p o e m i s not 
q u i t e t h e s a m e as w h a t he w a s w h e n he b e g a n to w r i t e i t . H i s 
t h o u g h t s h a v e a l t e r e d , h i s fee l ings h a v e a l t e r e d , h i s body h a s 
aged j u s t t h a t l i t t l e b i t ... T h i s is no n e w i d e a . T h r o u g h m e d i a e v a l 
t i m e s , a n d before, t h r o u g h the t i m e of S h a k e s p e a r e , a n d for some 
t i m e a f ter too, m e n be l i eved t h a t e v e r y t h i n g above the m o o n w a s 
i n c o r r u p t i b l e a n d u n c h a n g i n g w h e r e a s e v e r y t h i n g b e n e a t h the 
m o o n w a s subject to c o r r u p t i o n a n d c o n t i n u o u s change because i t 
w a s p a r t of a f a l l e n w o r l d , f a l l e n t h a t is f r om God's grace because 
of the s i n of A d a m a n d E v e . M u t a b i l i t y w a s the n a m e g i v e n to the 
process . B u t , A d a m a n d E v e a p a r t , the s i g n i f i c a n t t h i n g about 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s v i e w of change is not j u s t t h a t i t h a p p e n s b u t 
t h a t i t a d d s to the d i f f i cu l ty of b e i n g able to say a n y t h i n g c e r t a i n 
a n d m e a n i n g f u l about ' the w o r l d out there ' . T h e w o r l d is so h a r d 
to see out to , beyond o u r l a n g u a g e , a n d i t i s , moreover , c h a n g i n g , 
c h a n g i n g a l l t h e t i m e , so h o w c a n we hope to m a k e a n y k i n d of 
r e a l contact w i t h i t ? 

T h e p o e m w h i c h bes t expresses t h i s c o n s t a n t change a n d the 
m o o d of i s o l a t i o n assoc ia ted w i t h i t i s , I t h i n k , ' N o n e i s the S a m e 
as A n o t h e r ' ( S P : 102; C P : 219) i n w h i c h a t t e n t i o n i s focused b o t h 
on the u n i q u e n e s s of each of the p i l g r i m s a n d o n the fact t h a t a l l 
a re c h a n g i n g : 'never a g a i n w i l l y o u see / t h a t one, once gone'. T h e 
' t h a t one' here refers not j u s t to a p a r t i c u l a r p i l g r i m b u t to a 
p a r t i c u l a r a n d u n r e p e a t a b l e m o m e n t i n the ex is tence of t h a t 
p i l g r i m . It w i l l be seen, however , t h a t i n t h i s poem, as i n 'Deer on 
the H i g h H i l l s ' , the s h a r p a w a r e n e s s of t h i s k i n d of i s o l a t i o n is not 
p r e s e n t e d as b e i n g a cause for u t t e r d e s p a i r a n d depress i on . T h e 
i s o l a t e d j o u r n e y i n g of the deer w a s seen as s o m e t h i n g to be 
accepted , not m o u r n e d over : ' let the t r a n s i e n t j o u r n e y / o n de l i cate 
ice not t r a g i c a l appear ' . S i m i l a r l y , the t r a n s i e n t n a t u r e of the 
p i l g r i m s is seen as b e i n g 'not / a m a t t e r for c r y i n g ' b u t r a t h e r 
s o m e t h i n g one s i m p l y h a s to accept a n d l e a r n to l i v e w i t h . 
B e s i d e s , even i n the h e a r t of a l l t h i s change , i t i s s t i l l poss ib le , the 
l a s t l i n e s say, to m a k e h u m a n a n d c o m f o r t i n g contact . 

I s o l a t i o n i s , t h e n , a major , a l m o s t a l l - e n v e l o p i n g , t h e m e i n 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w o r k . I t appears i n a l l the w a y s m e n t i o n e d 
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above. I t a lso appears i n one more way, i n the f e e l i n g of g u i l t 
w h i c h is expressed or i m p l i c i t i n m a n y of the poems. 

Guilt 
T h e mos t p o w e r f u l express i ons of guilt come i n the poems i n h i s 
co l lec t ion of t r a n s l a t i o n s of h i s G a e l i c poetry, The Permanent 
Island.8 I n , for e x a m p l e , ' G o i n g H o m e ' ( S P : 37; C P : 176) he t h i n k s 
of the p l e a s a n t i s l a n d he w i l l r e t u r n to, but a t t h e same t i m e 
cannot r i d h i s m i n d of the m e m o r y o f ' t h e great f ire t h a t is b e h i n d 
o u r t h o u g h t s , N a g a s a k i a n d H i r o s h i m a ' H e goes on 

I wi l l hear i n a room by myself a ghost or two 
constantly moving, the ghost of every error, the 
ghost of every guilt, the ghost of each time I walked 
past the wounded man on the stony road... . 

T h e same sense of g u i l t i s to be f ound i n the E n g l i s h poetry. It 
creeps i n a t the door i n T B u i l d a n O r a n g e C h u r c h ' ( S P : 45) a n d i t 
a p p e a r s i n some of the e a r l i e r poems about the poet's mother . T h e 
poem i n w h i c h i t seems to be most s u b t l y h a n d l e d is Y o u ' l l T a k e a 
B a t h ' ( S P : 114; C P : 235). T h e account w h i c h I offer of t h i s poem is 
based on m y k n o w l e d g e of the c i r c u m s t a n c e s w h i c h gave r ise to i t . 
I t r u s t t h a t by g i v i n g th i s p o e m a ' local h a b i t a t i o n a n d a n a m e ' , I 
w i l l h e l p the r e a d e r b y p r o v i d i n g a concrete s i t u a t i o n w h i c h c a n 
be p a r a l l e l e d w i t h one f r om h i s or h e r o w n exper ience . 

I n the l a t e f i f t ies C r i c h t o n S m i t h , who was w o r k i n g i n O b a n at 
the t i m e , w o u l d v i s i t h i s m o t h e r i n D u m b a r t o n , every two weeks 
or so, a t w e e k e n d s . S h e w a s l i v i n g alone i n a m o d e r n c o u n c i l f lat 
i n a s cheme at the edge of the t o w n . T h e s cheme w a s f u l l of 
g ra f f i t i a n d rad io noise . T h e noise was chief ly of the pop m u s i c of 
the t i m e , a type of m u s i c w h i c h w a s fore ign to the poet's m o t h e r 
whose m u s i c w a s t h a t of G a e l i c songs or of the p s a l m s s u n g 
u n a c c o m p a n i e d i n the G a e l i c l anguage . I n the s cheme , too, the 
gardens were ' g r u d g i n g ' ; they h a r d l y grew. A n d t h e y were often 
t r a m p l e d i n t o m u d . I n t h i s e n v i r o n m e n t , t h o u g h not w i t h o u t 
f r i e n d s , M r s S m i t h l i v e d i n a n t i c i p a t i o n of h e r son's v i s i t s a n d fe l t 
l o a t h to p a r t w i t h h i m come t h r e e o'clock on a S u n d a y a f te rnoon . 
H e , see ing h i m s e l f as h e r b r i n g e r of comfort , f ound i t h a r d to leave 
her, w h o to h i m was l i k e a 'ghost ' of the m o t h e r he h a d k n o w n , 
l o c k e d i n a c o u n c i l tower. 

Y e a r s after , w h e n h i s m o t h e r h a d m o v e d to O b a n a n d h a d d i e d 
there , he f inds h i m s e l f s t a n d i n g by h e r headstone i n the ' c i ty of 
be l l - l ess doors ' , O b a n . H e is s u d d e n l y a s s a i l e d by a f e e l i n g of the 
f u t i l i t y of h i s o w n l i fe . S o m e w h e r e a l o n g the l i n e , he feels, he h a s 
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lost the r o a d a n d become 'a b a d bet ' . T h e g r a v e l l y p a t h s of t h e 
g r a v e y a r d seem to m o c k h i m ; t h e y are a l l to h i m s y m b o l i c of r oads 
lost . T h e n once a g a i n he r e m e m b e r s the c a l l to h a v e a b a t h , b u t 
t h i s t i m e he i s not t h i n k i n g back to D u m b a r t o n days ; he i s 
t h i n k i n g f u r t h e r b a c k t h a n t h a t , to L e w i s a n d t h e croft house i n 
the t o w n s h i p of B a y b l e w h e r e he l i v e d w i t h h i s m o t h e r w h e n he 
w a s y o u n g . T h i s c a n be deduced f r o m the reference to the w a t e r 
b e i n g hot e n o u g h . I n the croft house there w a s no m o d e r n w a t e r 
h e a t i n g s y s t e m p r o v i d i n g p l e n t y of r e a d y hot water . W a t e r h a d to 
be h e a t e d s l o w l y by m o r e p r i m i t i v e m e a n s . 

T h e m e m o r y of these b a t h s m a k e s h i m feel c l ean a g a i n , 
desp i te the s h i r t m a d e s w e a t y by the a w f u l sense of h i s o w n 
s h o r t c o m i n g s — c l e a n , t h a t i s , except for the f e e l i n g of g u i l t as he 
confronts the headstone , t h a t door i n t o the a f ter l i f e to w h i c h she 
h a s n o w mos t i r r e v o c a b l y gone. T h a t stone r e m i n d s h i m also of 
the o ther door i n the s cheme i n D u m b a r t o n a n d he w i s h e s he h a d 
done more to comfort h e r l o n e l i n e s s . A t t h i s p o i n t , the i r o n y of the 
w o r d scheme s t r i k e s h i m . T h e r e w a s no c l e a r scheme i n w h a t 
h a p p e n e d a t D u m b a r t o n . S c h e m e s are complete , t i d y a f fa i r s ; h i s 
care of h i s m o t h e r w a s not , he feels, complete . It w a s too r a n d o m , 
too h a l f - h e a r t e d . H e feels g u i l t y a n d a s h a m e d . T h e r e i s a n 
a m b i g u i t y i n the w o r d s h a m e - h i s s h a m e for h i s imper fe c t 
a t t e n t i o n to h i s m o t h e r a n d the s h a m e , m o r e c o l l o q u i a l l y 
i n t e n d e d , t h a t t h i n g s s h o u l d h a v e been so. T h e force of the s h a m e 
occas ioned b y the w o r d scheme is a d d e d to b y the s u r r o u n d i n g s of 
the g r a v e y a r d . T h e r e , ' each vase h a s i t s f l ower ' , i t s a p p r o p r i a t e 
g race fu l c o m p a n i o n , a n d the grace fu l a r c h i n g w i l l o w s b e n d 
c a r i n g l y over the graves , l i k e m o t h e r s b e n d i n g over those for 
w h o m t h e y care . A t t h i s p o i n t , at the e n d of the poem, the w o r d 
ghost , m e t w i t h e a r l i e r i n the poem, t a k e s on m o r e m e a n i n g . H e 
c o u l d , i n these D u m b a r t o n d a y s , bear to a b a n d o n h e r i n h e r tower, 
b u t the ghost of t h a t o l d w o m a n h a s h a u n t e d h i m ever s ince . 

Y o u ' l l T a k e a B a t h ' i s w r i t t e n i n a m a n n e r close to b l a n k 
verse , a f o r m of poetry w h i c h is s u i t a b l e for d i s c u r s i v e w r i t i n g . 
T h e m e t r e i s , as i n a l l b l a n k verse , i a m b i c p e n t a m e t e r . I f the 
w r i t e r of b l a n k verse w i s h e s to m a k e i t s o u n d no t too m u c h l i k e 
'poetry ' a n d q u i t e l i k e o r d i n a r y , e v e r y d a y speech, t h e n he h a s to 
b r e a k f r o m the bas i c i a m b i c r h y t h m occas ional ly . T h i s is done 
here , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the second s t a n z a . T h e n t h e r e i s the r h y m e . 
B l a n k verse h a s no r h y m e . T h i s p o e m does have r h y m e , b u t t h e 
r h y m e here is s carce ly r e g u l a r ; no d e t a i l e d r h y m e scheme h a s 
been u s e d . Yet the r h y m e s do r i n g t h e i r w a y i n t o the r eader ' s 
consc iousness - p a r t i c u l a r l y the w o r d s 'say ' , ' away ' , 'day ' a n d ' c lay ' 
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w h i c h r h y m e w i t h some r e g u l a r i t y i n the f i r s t s t a n z a a n d the 
words ' t ower ' a n d ' f lower ' w h i c h are set i n oppos i t i on to each 
other, t h o u g h the flowers i n the a w f u l scheme were poor ones a n d 
soon t r a m p l e d . 

B l a n k verse m a y seem to be a r e l a x e d a n d easy k i n d of poetry, 
one not too d i f f i cu l t to w r i t e . N o t so. To m a k e i t r u n w e l l , the 
m e t r e h a s to be w e l l - j u d g e d b e t w e e n b e i n g r e g u l a r a n d b e i n g 
' n a t u r a l l y ' i r r e g u l a r . T h e echo ing effects, so necessary i n a l l 
poetry, h a v e to be s u b t l y w o r k e d i n by m e a n s of a l l i t e r a t i o n a n d 
assonance a n d the occas iona l r h y m e . T h e n the b r e a k s i n the l i n e s , 
the c a e s u r a s , have to be p l a c e d not a l w a y s at the s a m e p o i n t i n 
the l i n e ; t h e y h a v e to be m a n a g e d to m a k e the m o v e m e n t of the 
poem feel n a t u r a l . A n d some l i n e s h a v e to be r u n on , e n j a m b e d , to 
p r e v e n t the f o r w a r d m o v e m e n t of the verse a l w a y s c o m i n g to a 
stop a t the e n d of l i n e s . T h e n , too, there h a s to be some v a r i a t i o n 
i n the speech , d i c t i o n , of the verse . I f i t i s a l l the s a m e , t h e n the 
verse c a n become monotonous , s l e e p - i n d u c i n g . S o m e t i m e s a 
w r i t e r creates t h i s v a r i a t i o n by h a v i n g charac ters w h o s p e a k a n d 
i n t e r r u p t the n a r r a t i v e or ref lect ive f low of the verse . To w r i t e 
good b l a n k verse a poet needs a good ear for the l a n g u a g e of prose ! 
- as w e l l as a ref lect ive cast of m i n d a n d a s h a r p p a i r of eyes. I f 
"You ' l l T a k e a B a t h ' i s c lose ly e x a m i n e d , I t h i n k i t w i l l be f o u n d 
t h a t i t s w r i t e r h a d a l l of these q u a l i t i e s . 

I n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poetry, t h e n , m a n y k i n d s of i s o l a t i o n are 
to be f o u n d : the l o n e l i n e s s of w o m e n a n d m e n , the w o m e n b e i n g 
d r a w n f r o m e v e r y d a y l i fe , the m e n f r o m l i t e r a t u r e a n d h i s t o r y ; 
the i s o l a t i o n of the ex i l e a n d of the c u l t u r a l ex i l e ; t h e remoteness 
of the t h i n k e r f r o m the w o r l d he seeks to k n o w ; the s o l i t a r y 
i n w a r d n e s s of t h e gui l ty . I s o l a t i o n as I have t h u s p r e s e n t e d i t i s 
a n u m b r e l l a t h e m e ; i t covers m a n y o ther t h e m e s , each of w h i c h i s 
i t s e l f a l a r g e e l e m e n t i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s w o r k . 



D E A T H 

I m a g e s of d e a t h a p p e a r i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poe t ry f r e q u e n t l y a n d 
a n u m b e r of h i s b e s t - k n o w n poems are about d e a t h , or d y i n g . I n 
mos t of these poems the poet confronts some object or s i t u a t i o n 
w h i c h causes h i m to ref lect on d e a t h . I n t h i s sec t i on I w a n t to 
c ons ider some of these poems a n d to c o m m e n t o n the d i f f erent 
w a y s i n w h i c h d e a t h is p r e s e n t e d i n t h e m . 

A m o n g C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poems w h i c h go by the t i t l e ' O l d 
W o m a n ' i s one w h i c h a p p e a r e d as t h e first p o e m i n h i s e a r l y 
co l l e c t i on Thistles and Roses. Be fore t h i s C r i c h t o n S m i t h h a d 
w r i t t e n poems i n w h i c h d e a t h p l a y e d a p a r t , poems s u c h as ' I n 
L u s s C h u r c h y a r d ' ( C P : 4) , ' T h e W i d o w ' ( C P : 9) a n d ' F o r the 
U n k n o w n S e a m e n of the 1939-45 W a r B u r i e d i n I ona C h u r c h y a r d ' 
( S P : 12; C P : 16), b u t ' O l d W o m a n ' ( A n d she , b e i n g o l d , S P : 13; C P : 
19) is the first of h i s poems i n w h i c h d e a t h , or, more prec i se ly 
d y i n g , c a n be s a i d to be the subject of the poem. 

W h a t i s b e i n g s a i d i n the poem? A n o ld w o m a n , close to d e a t h , 
w a s b e i n g fed m a s h e d potatoes by h e r h u s b a n d who h a d to h o l d 
h e r u p r i g h t . S h e showed l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n the food, d r o o p i n g above 
the p l a t e as a n o ld m a r e m i g h t droop across a fence to the 
p a s t u r e s b e y o n d i n w h i c h i t h a d l i t t l e i n t e r e s t . T h e h u s b a n d 
p r a y e d to G o d to h e l p t h e m . H e p r a y e d for G o d to s e n d d o w n 
'some a n g e l s o m e w h e r e w h o m i g h t l a n d p e r h a p s ' a m o n g the crops 
w h i c h w e r e s lowly , qu ie t ly , g r o w i n g i n the f ie lds outs ide . I n h i s 
p r a y e r one c a n see h i s a m b i v a l e n c e . T h e a n g e l he a s k e d for c a n 
on ly be t h e a n g e l of d e a t h , b u t he c o u l d not b r i n g h i m s e l f to n a m e 
i t . O u t s i d e , the grass w a s r a g i n g , i n c o n t r a s t to the ' g r a d u a l crops ' 
i n w h i c h a gent le a n g e l m a y l a n d . T h i s can be t a k e n to m e a n t h a t 
the grass w a s r a g i n g a t the n e a r presence of s u c h a d e a t h , as 
D y l a n T h o m a s u r g e d h i s d y i n g f a t h e r to rage a g a i n s t the c o m i n g 
of d e a t h , ' the d y i n g of the l i g h t ' . T h e same i d e a occurs i n a p o e m 
w h i c h is to be f o u n d i n a n e a r l i e r co l l e c t i on , The White Noon. 
T h e r e i n ' In L u s s C h u r c h y a r d ' , the greenness of the grass ' raging" 
a r o u n d t h e gravestones as ton i shes the c a s u a l v i s i t o r to the 
c h u r c h y a r d . 

A t t h i s p o i n t , the w r i t e r b r i n g s h i m s e l f in to the poem, s a y i n g 
t h a t he sa t , w a t c h i n g t h i s scene, w r a p p e d r o u n d w i t h fee l ings of 
p i t y a n d s h a m e . P i t y one c a n u n d e r s t a n d , b u t w h y ' shame'? 
A g a i n , as i n the p o e m Y o u ' l l T a k e a B a t h ' , the w r i t e r seems to be 
u s i n g t h e w o r d ' shame ' a m b i g u o u s l y , p a r t l y to suggest t h a t i t i s a 
s h a m e t h a t m e n a n d w o m e n , h a v i n g l i v e d l o n g l i v e s a n d suf fered 
i n the course of t h e m , s h o u l d f i n d t h e m s e l v e s at the e n d of l i fe i n 
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s u c h d i re c i r c u m s t a n c e s . A l s o he p a r t l y w a n t s to express h i s o w n 
fee l ings of s h a m e , or g u i l t , t h a t he w i s h e d to be away, f a r f r o m the 
event . W h e r e he w i s h e d to be w a s back w i t h the s u p e r b l y f i t 
a th l e t es a n d heroes of Greece a n d R o m e , m e n i n whose l i ves there 
w a s no r o o m for decay a n d decrep i tude , m e n w h o l i v e d w i t h great 
p h y s i c a l force a n d who k i l l e d q u i c k l y . 

T h e poem t h e n r e t u r n s to focus on the o l d couple . T h e 
h u s b a n d p r a y e d a g a i n to G o d , a s k i n g for no specif ic t h i n g , on ly for 
G o d to h e l p , somehow. T h i s done, there was a m o m e n t of s i lence 
as he p a u s e d w i t h b a c k bowed , w a i t i n g . H i s w i f e , l i g h t l y c l e n c h i n g 
h e r t e e t h , d i e d , a 'de l icate death ' . T h e poem ends w i t h the w r i t e r ' s 
re f lec t ion t h a t , a f ter a l l , t h i s d e a t h w a s on ly one a m o n g a l l the 
count less deaths w h i c h have t a k e n place - a n d the v e i n s w h i c h 
s t i l l m o v e d on the woman ' s h e a d l ooked to h i m to h a v e as l i t t l e 
care or des i re left i n t h e m as one sees i n 'w i sh less ' seaweed w h i c h 
floats on s a l t y w a t e r s . T h e v e i n s here are l i k e n e d to seaweed 
because of t h e i r k n o t t e d , t a n g l e d appearance a n d the s a l t y w a t e r 
seems to be u s e d as a n i m a g e of l i f e , tangy, b i t t e r l i f e , the l i f e 
t h r o u g h w h i c h m e n a n d w o m e n suffer on t h e i r w a y s to the g r a v e . 

T h e p o e m i s a r r a n g e d i n f our - l ine s t a n z a s . T h i s m i g h t cause 
the r e a d e r to a n t i c i p a t e a p o e m w h i c h is go ing to move i n a f a i r l y 
s m o o t h , p a t t e r n e d a n d m e t r i c a l way. T h e poem, however , does not 
c o n s i s t e n t l y do t h a t . I n s t e a d , i t ebbs a n d flows, s o m e t i m e s m o v i n g 
l i k e m e t r i c a l poe try a n d somet imes m o v i n g more l i k e fluent a n d 
w e l l - b a l a n c e d prose . A look a t the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the p o e m w i l l 
r e v e a l w h y t h i s i s so. F i r s t , i t is w r i t t e n i n f our - l ine s t a n z a s b u t 
the m e a n i n g , or 'sense' , of the poem is not h e l d w i t h i n t h e s t a n z a s ; 
i t flows across the d i v i s i o n s b e t w e e n one s t a n z a a n d another . A l s o , 
w i t h i n t h e s t a n z a s the m e a n i n g r u n s on f rom l i n e to l i n e , not 
p a u s i n g at the e n d of l ines . So , the m e a n i n g i s , as i t w e r e , r e f u s i n g 
to s tay w i t h i n the f o r m a l p a t t e r n s of the poem; i t i s b e i n g r a t h e r 
u n r u l y a n d p r o s e - l i k e i n i t s behav iour . T h e same can be s a i d of 
the m e t r e . T h e r e are t w e n t y - f o u r l i n e s i n the poem. O f these on ly 
about fifteen are i n i a m b i c p e n t a m e t e r , the m e t r e often u s e d i n 
d i s c u r s i v e poetry. T h e other l i n e s are i r r e g u l a r , w i t h o u t a s e t t l ed 
m e t r e . So , a g a i n , the w r i t i n g is not a l l o w e d to set t le d o w n i n t o 
b e i n g r h y t h m i c a l a n d obv ious ly 'poetic ' . T h e n , a l t h o u g h the 
e cho ing effects of r h y m e a n d a l l i t e r a t i o n occur f requent ly , they 
are not p r o m i n e n t . 

W h a t , one m a y a s k , is the outcome o f th i s c u r i o u s m i x t u r e of 
q u i e t echoes a n d m e t r i c a l i r r e g u l a r i t i e s ? It i s , I t h i n k , a poem i n 
w h i c h the tone is a l m o s t s h o c k i n g l y ser ious . T h e ' m u s i c ' of r h y m e 
a n d r h y t h m a n d a l l i t e r a t i o n is there b u t i t is never a l l o w e d to 
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c a r r y the r e a d e r a w a y f r o m the u g l y r e a l i t i e s of the s i t u a t i o n a n d 
the co ld-sober re f lec t ion w h i c h i t sets i n m o t i o n . C r i c h t o n S m i t h , 
a t the t i m e he w r o t e t h i s poem, w a s v e r y consc ious t h a t he d i d not 
w a n t to a l l o w a r t a n d grace f i n t h i s case the ' m u s i c ' i n the poem) 
to c a r r y h i m a w a y f r o m the most i m p o r t a n t p a r t of t h e job i n h a n d 
- d e s c r i b i n g t r u l y a n d u n f l i n c h i n g l y w h a t e v e r he saw. We are 
r e m i n d e d h e r e o f ' L o v e S o n g s of a P u r i t a n (B) ' , 10, w h e r e we w e r e 
to ld t h a t the poet's t a s k w a s to ' ho ld q u i t e s teady ' a n d record a l l 
t h a t he sees, h o w e v e r s i c k e n i n g a n d t e r r i f y i n g i t m i g h t be. 

T h e s a m e p u r p o s e m a y be seen i n a n o t h e r p o e m of the s a m e 
p e r i o d , ' S u n d a y M o r n i n g W a l k ' ( S P : 14; C P : 24). I n t h a t poem, the 
poet, w h i l e out on a S u n d a y m o r n i n g w a l k t h r o u g h a wood, 
s u d d e n l y e n c o u n t e r s a d e a d sheep r o t t i n g bes ide a fence. T h e 
c o n t r a s t b e t w e e n the b laze of the s u n l i t d a y a n d the mess of woo l 
a n d f l esh a n d bone t h a t w a s the sheep i s s h a r p l y d r a w n a n d t h e n 
the poet t u r n s h i s back on the scene, l e a v i n g the crows a n d the 
flies to t h e i r b u s i n e s s w i t h the sheep. A g a i n , as i n ' O l d W o m a n ' , 
the scene of d e a t h h a s to be le f t , t u r n e d f r o m , b u t t h i s t i m e t h e r e 
is less of p i t y a n d s h a m e . T h i s scene of l i fe a n d d e a t h a n d the 
peace fu l s t i l l n e s s of the sheep now done w i t h l i v i n g is seen as one 
'of no w e e p i n g or m o u r n i n g ' . I n t h i s p o e m as i n ' O l d W o m a n ' , t h e 
'grace ' of p o e t r y i s h e l d i n check. T h e r h y m e s are more obv ious 
t h a n i n ' O l d W o m a n ' b u t t h e r e is no r e g u l a r m e t r e at a l l . O n c e 
more , a b a l a n c e is b e i n g s t r u c k b e t w e e n t r u t h a n d poetic grace. 

I n ' O l d W o m a n ' a n d ' S u n d a y M o r n i n g W a l k ' t h e w r i t e r , h a v i n g 
v i e w e d d e a t h , t u r n s away , or w i s h e s to t u r n away , f r o m i t , not i n 
h o r r o r or d i s g u s t , b u t w i t h a n a i r of r e l u c t a n t acceptance - d e a t h 
h a s b e e n seen ; i t h a s been t u r n e d f r o m ; t h e r e is n o t h i n g more to 
be s a i d . I n some poems w r i t t e n l a t e r there is a r a t h e r more 
pos i t i ve acceptance of d e a t h . T h e poet r e g a r d s i t w i t h a c e r t a i n 
f a s c i n a t i o n as s o m e t h i n g w h i c h occurs i n the m i d s t of a l l the l i fe 
a r o u n d i t . 

O n e of the m o s t s t r i k i n g of these poems is ' B r e u g h e l ' ( S P : 114; 
C P : 171). I n t h i s poem C r i c h t o n S m i t h selects i t e m s f r o m 
p a i n t i n g s b y B r e u g h e l . S o m e of the i t e m s are c l e a r l y i m a g e s o f 
d e a t h : t h e b o n y horse w i t h the d r o o p i n g h e a d , t h e car t of s k u l l s , 
the s h i p s s i n k i n g i n a b l a c k - f r a m e d sea , D e a t h i n a hood , the 
b l a c k b i r d s w h i c h fly over the c o u n t r y s i d e a n d the h u n t e r s i n t h e 
snow. C o n t r a s t i n g w i t h these are i m a g e s of l i f e . B u t these i m a g e s 
a r e , w i t h t h e except i on of the a p r o n s w h i c h b r e a k the s t o r m a n d 
the r e d p l a t e s a n d j u g s , a l l t a i n t e d w i t h suggest ions of d e a t h . T h e 
s t o r m of m o n s t e r s , obscene m o n s t e r s , does not s i m p l y convey a n 
i m p r e s s i o n of l i fe a n d v igour . It h a s s o m e t h i n g d e s t r u c t i v e about 
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i t . T h e obscene m o n s t e r s are not c r e a t u r e s one w o u l d t r u s t w i t h 
a n y t h i n g l i v i n g a n d prec ious . T h e neat snow scene i s co ld - w h i t e 
i s a co lour C r i c h t o n S m i t h uses to suggest s t e r i l i t y a n d d e a t h . T h e 
large p e a s a n t s dance u n d e r a ' l eaden ' sky. T h e faces o f the b l i n d 
are ' t o r t u r e d ' . T h e people i n C o c k a y n e eat a n d d r i n k t h e m s e l v e s 
to s leep. T h e m o o n , t h a t s y m b o l of b e a u t y a n d m a g i c , i s p i s sed a t 
b y a p e a s a n t . T h e c h i l d r e n a l l are on t h e i r w a y q u i c k l y p a s t 
c h i l d h o o d to d e a t h ; t h e y have a l r e a d y a c q u i r e d ' a d u l t faces' , a n d 
t h e y p l a y ' grave ly ' . A s j u s t s a i d , the on ly i m a g e s free of t h i s t a i n t 
are those of the a p r o n s , p la tes a n d j u g s (red is a c o l our u s e d b y 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h to symbo l i se l i fe) . B u t these i m a g e s do not create 
a sense of l i fe success fu l ly a s s e r t i n g i t s e l f a g a i n s t d e a t h . R a t h e r , 
t h e y suggest chaos. W h e n C r i c h t o n S m i t h t h r o w s c r o c k e r y a r o u n d 
the sk ies he m e a n s chaos , con fus ion , w i l d a b s u r d i t y , a m i n d a t the 
e n d of i t s te ther , not l i fe . 

I n ' B r e u g h e l ' d e a t h t h o r o u g h l y i n v a d e s a n d t a i n t s the l i f e i n 
the poem. I n ' O w l a n d M o u s e ' ( S P : 115; C P : 236) s o m e t h i n g of the 
same h a p p e n s , t h o u g h i n a v e r y d i f ferent context . I n ' B r e u g h e l ' 
the scene is v u l g a r a n d e a r t h y ; i n ' O w l a n d M o u s e ' i t i s e n t i r e l y 
d i f ferent . 

W h a t w e are p r e s e n t e d w i t h i s a scene of g reat h a r m o n y a n d 
beauty . I t i s not , however , a w a r m , h u m a n beauty . T h e m o o n is 
' s t u n n i n g l y b r i g h t ' a n d the gold stone has 'a b r i l l i a n t h a r d l i g h t ' 
a n d the h a r m o n y of the n i g h t is t h a t of a ' j ewe l l ed ' o r c h e s t r a . 
N e v e r t h e l e s s , h a r d a n d co ld t h o u g h the b e a u t y of t h e n i g h t m a y 
be, i t i s b e a u t i f u l , a n d h a r m o n i o u s a n d s e e m i n g l y ' i m m o r t a l ' — 
except for the i n t r u s i o n of the mouse d a n g l i n g f r o m the beak of 
the o w l as i t wafts i t s w a y h o m e w a r d q u i e t l y t h r o u g h the s i lence 
of the n i g h t . 

B u t t h i s mouse is not , I t h i n k , to be t a k e n s i m p l y as a n i m a g e 
of d e a t h a m o n g l i f e . T h e ' l i fe ' i n t h i s poem i s i t s e l f a l m o s t 
d e a t h l i k e ; i t is a sort of s t e r i l e , m i n e r a l l i fe . E v e n the eyes o f the 
o w l are ' r o u n d ' , c i r c u l a r w i t h a k i n d of i n h u m a n , u n r e a l 
per fec t i on . It i s , i n fact, the mouse w h i c h is the t r u l y w a r m a n d 
l i v i n g t h i n g i n the scene. We are not t o l d t h a t i t i s dead ; we are 
to ld on ly t h a t i t is ' a n o ld h u r t s t r i n g a m o n g the h a r m o n y ' a n d the 
use of the w o r d ' o ld ' conveys a sense of af fect ion for t h e mouse a n d 
w h a t i t r epresents . It i s not the mouse w h i c h i s o ld i n y e a r s ; i t i s 
the o ldness of the o ld f a m i l i a r story of l i v i n g t h i n g s b e i n g h u r t as 
the great i n t e g r a t e d , h a r m o n i o u s a n d 'dead ' w o r l d r o l l s i n e x o r a b l y 
on i t s way. 

' O w l a n d M o u s e ' i s s u r e l y one of C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s mos t 
m a s t e r l y poems, s m a l l , compact , b e a u t i f u l l y b a l a n c e d a n d s a y i n g 
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m u c h more t h a n at f i rs t appears . W h a t , for e x a m p l e , o f the second 
s t a n z a w i t h i t s echoes of the ' L i t t l e R e d R i d i n g H o o d ' story? A n d 
w h a t of the echoes b a c k i n t o the p o e m of t h a t l a s t l i n e on the 
o r c h e s t r a ' w h i c h shows no was te s o u n d l e s s l y p l a y i n g on'? 

' H a l l o w e ' e n ' ( S P : 118; C P : 240) i s a v e r y d i f f erent k i n d o f p o e m 
f r o m ' O w l a n d M o u s e ' : the tone is m o r e c o n v e r s a t i o n a l a n d t h e 
i m a g e s of d e a t h more m a c a b r e . H e r e we meet w i t h the l i fe of a 
p a r t y , a H a l l o w e ' e n p a r t y as seen t h r o u g h the eyes of one of the 
guests . It a p p e a r s t h a t i t w a s a s o p h i s t i c a t e d p a r t y : the guests 
w e r e i n e v e n i n g dress . S u d d e n l y m a s k e d figures e n t e r e d the 
r o o m , g u i s e r s . T h e s e g u i s e r s , however , w o u l d not offer a song or a 
r e c i t a t i o n . T h e y w o u l d not even t e l l t h e i r n a m e s . T h e y w e r e 
m y s t e r i o u s , i n s c r u t a b l e , s k u l l - f a c e d . T h e y s u r v e y e d the guests a t 
the p a r t y , s i l e n t l y , ' i m p l a c a b l y ' . T h e guests , for t h e i r p a r t , m a d e 
d i s p a r a g i n g r e m a r k s , s u g g e s t i n g t h a t the i n c o m e r s were c o u n t r y 
b u m p k i n s a n d m a k i n g f u n of t h e m by l i k e n i n g t h e m to l i t e r a r y 
f igures a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t r a g e d y a n d d e a t h - M a c b e t h a n d H a m l e t . 
T h e s e l i t e r a r y references , a n d the one to the e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
p o e m ' E l e g y W r i t t e n i n a C o u n t r y C h u r c h y a r d ' , p e r h a p s s h o w the 
guests as t r y i n g to i m p r e s s each o ther w i t h t h e i r k n o w l e d g e a n d 
t h e i r c l everness b u t , m o r e s ign i f i cant ly , t h e y show the guests as 
b e i n g u n e a s y i n the presence of the s t r a n g e f igures . A n d u n e a s y i s 
i n d e e d w h a t t h e y s h o u l d be. T h o u g h the guests , whose k n o w l e d g e 
w a s a p p a r e n t l y conf ined to E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e , d i d not seem to 
k n o w i t , H a l l o w e ' e n h a d i t s o r i g i n s i n the a n c i e n t f e s t i v a l of t h e 
d e a d , S a m h a i n , w h i c h w a s ce l ebra ted b y the C e l t i c peoples a n d 
t h e i r d r u i d p r i e s t s . T h e s t r a n g e g u i s e r s , i t w o u l d appear , w e r e 
n e i t h e r m e r e 'yoke ls ' n o r ' rus t i c s ' b u t g r i m f igures of d e a t h 
b r i n g i n g f r o m out of the e l e m e n t a l r a i n a r e m i n d e r of the o l d , 
b a r b a r i c f e s t i v a l a n d of the g r a v e y a r d w h i c h a w a i t s everyone . B y 
the e n d of the poem, the sense of u n e a s i n e s s h a s g r o w n . T h e 
guests , w h o h a v e seen the s t range f igures go out 'past c o w e r i n g 
doors ' , l ook at each other , i n s i lence , a s i l ence b r o k e n on ly by the 
n a r r a t o r ' s o w n p a r t i n g w i t t i c i s m about w h a t b l a c k t ies on w h i t e 
s h i r t s m i g h t s igni fy . It seems t h a t he at l eas t h a s not been able 
f u l l y to absorb the a w f u l message i n the v i s i t a t i o n . 

I n ' H a l l o w e ' e n ' as i n ' B r e u g h e l ' a n d ' O w l a n d M o u s e ' , d e a t h 
i n t r u d e s in to l i f e . N o n e of the i n t r u s i o n s i s , however , a n a l t oge ther 
s i m p l e one. I n ' B r e u g h e l ' , the l i fe is i t s e l f grotesque a n d t a i n t e d b y 
d e a t h . I n ' O w l a n d M o u s e ' , i t i s the mouse w h i c h is the i m a g e of 
l i fe a n d not , as one m i g h t t h i n k , the h a r m o n i o u s w o r l d a r o u n d i t . 
I n ' H a l l o w e ' e n ' the w r i t e r i s p r e s u m a b l y a w a r e of the s igni f i cance 
of the ' s k u l l faces' b u t h i s n a r r a t o r is on ly p a r t l y a w a r e of i t . 
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I n the l onger poem, T o l a i r e ' ( S P : 103; C P : 237) , t h e r e i s a g a i n 
a n a r r a t o r b u t t h i s t i m e one whose b e w i l d e r m e n t i s f a r g r e a t e r 
t h a n t h a t of the n a r r a t o r i n ' H a l l o w e ' e n ' . A n e l d e r on L e w i s 
s u r v e y s the scene of the s h i p w r e c k a n d t r i e s to come to t e r m s w i t h 
w h a t h a s h a p p e n e d . H e be longs , i t seems, to one of the c h u r c h e s 
c a l l e d F r e e C h u r c h e s : T h a v e k n o w n y o u , G o d , / not as the p l a y f u l 
one b u t as the b l a c k / t h u n d e r e r f r om h i l l s ' . N o t s u r p r i s i n g l y , the 
m a n i s p e r p l e x e d , to the p o i n t of g i d d i n e s s . H e c a n n o t u n d e r s t a n d 
w h y s u c h a n i m m e n s e d i s a s t e r s h o u l d h a v e h a p p e n e d . 

H e beg ins , i n t h i s b l a n k verse , by t e l l i n g h o w he s a w the 
bodies i n t h e green water , b r o u g h t home a t the s t a r t o f the N e w 
Year . W h a t a b e g i n n i n g to the year ! E v e r y t h i n g he s p e a k s o f he 
' seemed ' to see. H e is sure of n o t h i n g . It w a s a l l too f a n t a s t i c , too 
n i g h t m a r i s h to be be l i eved . H e seemed to see m a s t s , m e n l i k e flies 
b u z z i n g i n the water , fire i n the w a t e r as i t s q u i e t w a v e s 
u n r a v e l l e d at the shore . H e seemed to t ouch h i s h a t , as i f i n 
respect , b u t t h a t h a t seemed to be floating somehow a n d t h e n the 
s u n shone on w h a t seemed to be f i sh i n the water , b u t the ' f i sh ' 
were i n fact d r o w n e d m e n , floating i n the o i ly water . H e t h i n k s of 
h o w a t e r r i b l e event l i k e t h i s can h a p p e n s i m p l y because of a 
s m a l l error . H e wonders w h y a s e a g u l l can so e a s i l y r i d e on the 
water , w h e n m a n d r o w n s . I n a l l of t h i s there is a sense of 
c on fus i on , d r e a m l i k e disbel ie f . 

H i s m i n d t h e n moves to i m a g i n e w h a t i t w o u l d be l i k e on the 
s h i p on N e w Year ' s E v e . T h e m e n w o u l d have been f i l l e d w i t h 
eagerness to r e a c h home . (They were , one has to r e m e m b e r , the 
s u r v i v o r s of the F i r s t W o r l d W a r , the l u c k y ones a l m o s t on the 
p o i n t of r e t u r n i n g to t h e i r homes , a n d on a N e w Year ' s D a y too.) 

H e n e x t comes b a c k to h i m s e l f , a s k i n g i f the d i s a s t e r w a s 
some k i n d of p u n i s h m e n t f r om G o d for some s ins the i s l a n d e r s 
h a d c o m m i t t e d . A t t h i s p o i n t , he seems to be v i e w i n g the scene for 
a second t i m e . A s he does he feels h i s body b e g i n to s w a y a g a i n 
l i k e the a w f u l scene he r e m e m b e r s w i t h i t s s w a y i n g p l a n t s i n the 
w a t e r a n d the s h i p k e e l i n g over a n d e x p l o d i n g a n d the bodies 
floating spread -eag led i n the water . H e seems to say to G o d t h a t 
he h a s seen ' h i s ' c h u r c h look s o l i d , i m m o v a b l e a n d v e r y d i f f erent 
f r om t h i s s w a y i n g scene a n d h i s s w a y i n g feel ings . T h i s event i s 
s o m e t h i n g w h i c h cha l l enges w h a t he w a s t a u g h t to be l i eve . I t 
goes b e y o n d c o m p r e h e n s i o n i n t e r m s of the s o l i d c h u r c h a n d the 
d r y c h u r c h y a r d s . T h e y seem somehow s m a l l , i m m o b i l e , f ixed a n d 
i r r e l e v a n t i n the face of t h i s huge m o v i n g scene of d i sas ter . H e 
cannot e v e n r e a s o n t h a t G o d m i g h t be p l a y i n g some i m m e n s e j o k e 
on t h e m w h i c h they, the people , w o u l d have to accept. H e t h i n k s 
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h i s G o d , ' the b l a c k t h u n d e r e r f r o m h i l l s ' , m u s t s u r e l y act w i t h 
j u s t i c e . * 

F i n a l l y , he , t h i s elder, k n e e l s a n d touches the b l o n d e h e a d of a 
d r o w n e d sa i l o r . T h e feel of i t s t a r t l e s h i m . It i s so h u m a n . H e h a d 
never , i n h i s e lder ' s ex is tence or, i t seems, before i t , fe l t a n y t h i n g 
as h u m a n a n d as prec ious . T h e eyes look l i k e r e a l h u m a n eyes. 
S u d d e n l y he k n o w s w h a t i t i s to be h u m a n i n t o u c h w i t h a n o t h e r 
h u m a n b e i n g , even i f on ly a poor body on the shore . H e k n e e l s 
back , a w a y f r o m the body, shocked a n d b e w i l d e r e d , a n d he le ts the 
w a t e r t a k e possess ion of h i m . I n h i s b l a c k , e lder ' s c lothes , he 
f loats i n i t , c a l m l y , as i f c o m m i t t i n g h i s s p i r i t to the g r e e n w a t e r s , 
p e r h a p s i n a n e w a n d s t r a n g e b a p t i s m . * * T h e w a t e r s are i g n o r a n t 
w a t e r s ; t h e y are n a t u r a l l i v i n g w a t e r s w i t h n o t h i n g to say to h i m 
f r o m out of t h e i r ' i gnorance ' , t h e i r m i n d l e s s , n a t u r a l b e i n g , b u t 
s t i l l he is content to be w i t h t h e m . 

T h i s p o e m , i t seems to me , fo l lows the p a t t e r n of the n o v e l 
Consider the Lilies. I n i t a p e r s o n who h a s l i v e d w i t h i n the be l ie fs 
of a C a l v i n i s t i c c h u r c h is s u d d e n l y confronted w i t h a huge ' m i n d -
b r e a k i n g ' h a p p e n i n g . T h e e lder is faced w i t h t h e u n b e l i e v a b l e 
d i s a s t e r of the w r e c k of the Iolaire j u s t as M r s Scott w a s faced 
w i t h the u n b e l i e v a b l e d i s a s t e r of the C l e a r a n c e s . S h e , at the e n d 
of t h e n o v e l , w a s b e g i n n i n g to emerge f r o m h e r c r a m p i n g bel ie fs 
a n d to a p p r e c i a t e w h a t w a s b e a u t i f u l a n d h u m a n ; he at the e n d of 
the p o e m i s c o m m i t t i n g h i m s e l f to the green w a t e r s . H i s state of 

* Given the arbitrariness of God's w i l l i n Free Church theology, this 
reasoning is difficult to follow. But the m a n is in a state of confusion and 
t ry ing desperately to make sense of what has happened. H e is, i n effect, 
having to rethink a l l in which he has hitherto believed. 

** It is tempting to think of the water here and the water into which M r s 
Scott fell near to MacLeod's house in Consider the Lilies as symbolising 
what might be called a reverse baptism, a baptism not into but out of 
Christ ianity . It is, however, interesting to note that, as regards M r s Scott, 
Crichton Smi th has remarked on several occasions that he had no 
symbolic intentions at a l l . H e simply realised that his character, M r s 
Scott, would never of her own free-will walk into the house of MacLeod 
(an atheist and i n some important ways a deviant from the established 
attitudes and practices i n the life of the community) and so he had her 
fal l into a burn , lose consciousness and be rescued and carried into the 
house. 
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m i n d is not as c l ear as hers . S h e k n e w t h a t she h a d come to 
recognise the e r r o r of some of h e r f o r m e r w a y s a n d t h a t she w o u l d 
l i ve a c a u t i o u s l y d i f ferent l i fe i n h e r f u t u r e . H e o n l y k n o w s t h a t , 
i n h i s s ta te of b e w i l d e r m e n t a n d g i d d i n e s s , he i s r e a d y to t r u s t to 
the w a t e r s even t h o u g h t h e y seem, b e i n g i g n o r a n t , to have 
n o t h i n g to t e l l h i m . 

T h e r e i s a n o t h e r poem w h i c h , I t h i n k , m e r i t s m e n t i o n i n t h i s 
sect ion . It i s ' A t the S a l e ' ( S P : 54; C P : 70). T h i s poem i s not about 
some specif ic d e a t h or dea ths , nor i s i t f u l l of obv ious i m a g e s of 
d e a t h , b u t i t i s h a u n t e d by two d e a t h - l i k e not i ons a n d i t ends w i t h 
the same k i n d of g idd iness w h i c h we s a w i n ' Io la ire ' . 

T h e f i r s t n o t i o n or h i n t of d e a t h i s i n the f i r s t f our s t a n z a s of 
the poem. T h e r e the poet m a k e s h i s w a y t h r o u g h the m u l t i f a r i o u s 
objects i n a se cond -hand sa l e room. T h e y are a l l j u m b l e d together 
a n d they a l l speak of t i m e s pas t , a n d of l i v e s past . 

A n d who was it that loved 
to see her own reflection in the gloom 
of that webbed mirror? A n d who was it that prayed 

holding that Bible in her fading hands? 

T h e n comes a change . I n the nex t p a r t of the p o e m i t i s not the 
t r a n s i e n c e of h u m a n l i fe w h i c h is i n m i n d b u t the f u t i l i t y a n d 
a b s u r d i t y of i t i n the face of d e a t h a n d eterni ty . A t t e n t i o n is 
focused o n one p a r t i c u l a r m a c h i n e . T h e w r i t e r cannot m a k e out 
w h a t the m a c h i n e w a s used for a n d the t h o u g h t of someone t o i l i n g 
for y e a r s p u m p i n g a n d t u r n i n g the m e c h a n i s m of t h i s s e e m i n g l y 
use less a n d a b s u r d gadget w h i l e o thers c l a p p e d t h e i r h a n d s i n 
a p p r o v a l causes h i m to feel the same sort of d i s e m b o d i e d 
g i d d i n e s s as d i d the e lder i n ' I o la i re ' . 'O h o l d me , love, ' he c r ies , ' i n 
t h i s a p p a l l i n g place ' . 

So , ' A t the Sa le ' , a l t h o u g h not about death i n the sense i n 
w h i c h t h e o ther poems i n t h i s sec t ion are about d e a t h , i s i n fact 
f u l l of a n a l m o s t c l i m a c t i c f ee l ing of l i f e -de feat ing despa i r . Peop le 
l i v e , people soon die , a n d i n t h e i r b r i e f l i ves they p u r s u e ends 
w h i c h are u t t e r l y po int l ess a n d a b s u r d . T h e m i n d ree ls to t h i n k of 
i t a n d i n i t s r e e l i n g , the poem seems to say, comes close to d e a t h 
i tsel f . 

D e a t h , t h e n , i s one of the most obvious of C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s t h e m e s 
i n t h a t i t a p p e a r s i n one f o r m or a n o t h e r i n a cons iderab le n u m b e r 
of h i s poems s u c h as those d i s cussed above. It i s , however , not j u s t 
i n poems l i k e these w h i c h are about , or w h i c h are assoc ia ted w i t h , 
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d e a t h t h a t one becomes a w a r e of the t h e m e ; one becomes a w a r e of 
i t a lso because t h e r e are to be f ound t h r o u g h o u t the poetry 
r e c u r r i n g i m a g e s of d e a t h , these u s u a l l y a p p e a r i n g a longs ide a n d 
t e n d i n g to overcome i m a g e s of l i fe . C o m m o n a m o n g the d e a t h 
i m a g e s are those of the g r a v e y a r d : graves , t ombstones , bones, 
s k u l l s , coff ins. T h e n t h e r e are those one m i g h t t h i n k of as j u s t 
p r e c e d i n g the grave : a g e i n g , s i c k n e s s , d y i n g , d r o w n i n g . Images of 
m o u r n i n g are also not u n c o m m o n . D e a d c r e a t u r e s too (sheep, 
s e a g u l l s , s a l m o n , deer) a n d the c r e a t u r e s w h i c h prey u p o n t h e m 
(wease ls , c rows , b u z z a r d s , cats) m a k e f r e q u e n t appearances . L e s s 
obv ious , p e r h a p s , are the i m a g e s of a b a r r e n , dead , n a t u r e : stones , 
r o c k s , i r o n , m a r b l e . T h e co lour b l a c k i s , too, u s e d to create or 
re in force i m a g e s of d e a t h : b l a c k c rows , b l a c k h a t s , coats, gowns , 
b l a c k b ib l e s a n d b l a c k graves . D e a t h i t s e l f i s qu i t e often 
person i f i ed . A n d t h e n t h e r e is t h e less s t a r k , more m e l l o w 
i m a g e r y of a u t u m n w i t h i t s d a m p n e s s a n d decay, i t s w a r m b u t 
f a d i n g co lours a n d i t s q u i e t t w i l i g h t s . 

A u t u m n , however , as one m i g h t expect , i s seen not j u s t as a 
t i m e of n e a r i n g d e a t h , b u t as a season of f r u i t f u l n e s s a n d 
m a t u r i t y a n d even of some hope t h a t l i fe w i l l p e r s i s t desp i te 
d e a t h . 

autumn that w i l l return 

and w i l l return and wi l l return, however 
the different delicate vase revolves 
i n the brown mortal foliage, i n the woods 
of egos white as flowers. 

(Tor Keats ' S P : 78; C P : 119) 

T h e a f f i n i t y b e t w e e n C r i c h t o n S m i t h a n d K e a t s i s not h a r d to see. 

B u t the vase beckons -
continually the vase beckons -
the imperfect b ird sings 
i n the brown mortal leaves. 

T H E D A R K T H E M E S AND T H E O L D WOMAN 

U p to t h i s p o i n t , we h a v e seen C r i c h t o n S m i t h w r i t i n g of l a w ' , of 
l o n e l i n e s s , of ex i l e , of i n t e l l e c t u a l i s o l a t i o n a n d of d e a t h . W h a t , 
one m a y a s k , h a s caused h i m to become i n v o l v e d i n s u c h l a r g e , 
d a r k themes? N o w quest ions l i k e t h i s are the c o n c e r n of the 
psycho log i s t r a t h e r t h a n of the l i t e r a r y c r i t i c or c o m m e n t a t o r . 
M o r e o v e r , u n t i l a w r i t e r i s gone f r o m t h i s w o r l d , i t h a r d l y seems 
r i g h t to be p u b l i c l y p r o b i n g i n t o h i s l i fe a n d m i n d . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 
a s k i n g s u c h ques t i ons , even i f on ly t e n t a t i v e l y a n d w i t h due 
respect , c a n h e l p us to apprec ia te be t ter t h e d e p t h a n d 
s ign i f i cance of a w r i t e r ' s preoccupat ions . So, a t t h i s p o i n t , before 
m o v i n g on to c ons ider the l a s t p u b l i s h e d co l lec t ion of poems, I 
w a n t to i n q u i r e , br ie f ly , i n t o w h a t seem to be the o r i g i n s of the 
s teady a n d i n t e n s e i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h the d a r k t h e m e s so f a r 
d i s cussed . 

A r e a d y a n s w e r m i g h t be C a l v i n i s m . C a l v i n i s m does l a y h e a v y 
e m p h a s i s on observance of l aw , on e v i l a n d g u i l t , on the need to 
seek a n d face the t r u t h . C a l v i n i s m does, too, m a k e p l a i n the 
u l t i m a t e l o n e l i n e s s of the h u m a n s o u l a n d the i n e v i t a b i l i t y a n d 
a w e s o m e n e s s of d e a t h . B u t C a l v i n i s m does not r e a c h people , 
c e r t a i n l y not y o u n g boys , i n the f o r m of C a l v i n ' s Institutes of the 
Christian Religion (1536) or i n a n y other w e i g h t y w o r k s . It 
r eaches t h e m t h r o u g h w h a t they are t o l d by those a r o u n d t h e m . 
I n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s case, those a r o u n d h i m were the people of the 
L e w i s a n d , i n p a r t i c u l a r , the ' b lack gowns ' a l r e a d y r e f e r r e d to — 
a n d h i s mother . T h e p a r t p l a y e d b y h i s s t r o n g - w i l l e d a n d c a r i n g 
m o t h e r seems to h a v e been p a r a m o u n t . So , i t m a y be s a i d t h a t 
w h a t i n f l u e n c e d C r i c h t o n S m i t h a n d m a d e h i m deep ly a w a r e of 
w h a t we h a v e c a l l e d these d a r k themes w a s not C a l v i n i s m b u t h i s 
m o t h e r w h o w a s a C a l v i n i s t . T h e C a l v i n i s t i c t h e m e s a n d the 
m o t h e r f igure seem i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d . 

T h i s so, i t i s not s u r p r i s i n g to f i n d the f igure of the o l d w o m a n 
a p p e a r i n g t i m e a n d t i m e a g a i n i n the poetry. W e see h e r as a 
f igure of the l a w i n the poem ' O l d W o m a n ' (Your t h o r n e d back , S P : 
18; C P : 47). W e see h e r d y i n g , or close to dea th , i n m a n y poems -
' O l d W o m a n ' ( A n d she , b e i n g o l d , S P : 13; C P : 19), ' O l d H i g h l a n d 
L a d y R e a d i n g N e w s p a p e r ' ( C P : 49), ' O l d W o m a n ' ( O v e r w h e l m e d 
w i t h k i n d n e s s e s , S P : 56; C P : 60), ' O l d W o m a n w i t h F l o w e r s ' ( S P : 
56 ; C P : 92). We see h e r s t r o n g a n d a d m i r e d i n 'To M y M o t h e r ' ( S P : 
4 5 ; C P : 196) as she is p i c t u r e d i n h e r y o u t h , g u t t i n g h e r r i n g on a 
q u a y f a r f r o m h o m e - the h e r r i n g g i r l s h a d to f o l l ow the f i s h i n g 
fleets w h i c h t h e m s e l v e s fo l l owed the h e r r i n g r o u n d the coasts of 
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B r i t a i n . W e see h e r b e i n g p r a i s e d , too, for h e r s t r e n g t h a n d 
courage i n o l d age ( 'For M y M o t h e r ' , C P : 33). 

I n n e a r l y a l l these poems t h e o l d w o m a n i s v i e w e d w i t h 
a f fect ion or c o m p a s s i o n . S h e m a y a p p e a r m o m e n t a r i l y as a b l a c k 
a n d l i f e - c h i l l i n g figure, b u t i n poems w h e r e she i s m a d e the 
subject of the p o e m , the w r i t e r ' s a t t i t u d e to h e r i s , a l m o s t w i t h o u t 
except i on , k i n d l y . T h i s i s no t so i n the fiction. I n s h o r t s tor ies s u c h 
as ' T h e B l o t ' a n d ' T h e O l d W o m a n a n d t h e R a t ' , b o t h i n The 
Village, t h e o l d w o m a n is p r e s e n t e d u n f a v o u r a b l y . So , too, is M r s 
Scott i n Consider the Lilies u n t i l she is w e a n e d b a c k in to l i fe b y 
D o n a l d M a c L e o d the a t h e i s t . B u t i n the poe t ry the o ld w o m a n i s 
v i e w e d af fect ionately , a n d s o m e t i m e s a d m i r i n g l y . C o n s i d e r , for 
e x a m p l e , the l i n e s w h i c h e n d a n E n g l i s h v e r s i o n ( p u b l i s h e d i n 
N u m b e r 21 of Lines Review) of the h e r r i n g - g i r l p o e m , 'To M y 
M o t h e r ' . A f t e r c o m p a r i n g the h a r d l i fe h i s m o t h e r h a d as a g i r l i n 
the g u t t i n g s q u a d s w i t h h i s o w n m u c h m o r e comfor tab le y o u n g 
l i fe a t u n i v e r s i t y , he l eaves u s w i t h t h e i m a g e of 

the lonely figure in the doubtful l ight 
with the bloody knife beside the m u r m u r i n g sea 
wait ing for the morning to come right. 

T h e n i n the ' F o r M y M o t h e r ' p o e m w h i c h p r a i s e s h e r courage 
i n o l d age he w r i t e s 

Not riches do I wish me 
nor successful power. 
This only I admire 

to roll the seventieth sea 
as i f her voyage were 
to truthful Lewis r i s ing 
most loved though most bare 
at the end of a rich season. 

I n a l a t e r p o e m , ' W h e n D a y i s D o n e ' ( S P : 9 9 ; C P : 214), the o l d 
w o m a n i s i d e n t i f i e d w i t h sorrow, or, m o r e prec ise ly , so r row i s 
p e r s o n i f i e d as a n o ld w o m a n s i t t i n g i n h e r c h a i r a t the e n d of day, 
t e l l i n g s tor ies - b u t i n the e n d , o n l y to herse l f . ' W h e n D a y is D o n e ' 
i s , I t h i n k , one of the m o s t b e a u t i f u l of t h e o l d w o m a n poems. 

T h e r e i s one h a u n t i n g poem, however , w h i c h l i e s o u t w i t h the 
r a n g e o f t h i s d i s c u s s i o n t i l l now. I t i s a p o e m i n w h i c h the figure of 
the o l d w o m a n becomes huge a n d e l e m e n t a l , s o m e t h i n g older , 
m o r e p r i m i t i v e , more e n d u r i n g t h a n a l l the ' a r t a n d dance ' of 

T H E P O E T R Y O F I A I N C R I C H T O N S M I T H 4 7 

E u r o p e , g r e a t e r t h a n the R e n a i s s a n c e a n d t h a n C h r i s t i a n i t y 
i tse l f . 

Face of an Old Highland Woman 

This face is not the M o n a Lisa's 
staring from a submarine 
greenness of water. There's no grace 
of any Renaissance on the sk in 

but rocks slowly thrust through earth 
a map with the wind going over stone 
beyond the mercies of Nazareth. 
Here is the God of fist and bone 

a complex twisted Testament 
two eyes l ike lochs staring up 
from heather gnarled by a bare wind 
beyond the art and dance of Europe. 

(CP: 52) 

I n t h e o p e n i n g l i n e s here , the M o n a L i s a is p i c t u r e d as s t a r i n g 
u p f r o m be low the surface of w a t e r i n a g reen w o r l d . T h e g reen 
depths of the sea a r e , i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s poetry, s t r a n g e , m y s t e r 
i ous , b e a u t i f u l a n d d i s q u i e t i n g - a n d cold, w i t h o u t h u m a n 
e m o t i o n . H e w r i t e s i n a t r a n s l a t i o n of one of h i s G a e l i c poems 
C T h a T h u a i r A i g e a n n m ' l n n t i n n ' , *You A r e at the B o t t o m of M y 
M i n d ' C P : 175) these b e a u t i f u l l i n e s : 

You went astray among the mysterious foliage of the 
sea-bottom 

in the green half-light without love. 

So the M o n a L i s a , w i t h h e r e n i g m a t i c s m i l e , c a n , u s i n g these 
l i n e s as a guide to i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , be seen as b e l o n g i n g to a w o r l d 
bo th m y s t e r i o u s a n d b e a u t i f u l . T h e face of the o ld w o m a n does not 
be l ong i n s u c h a w o r l d . It i s p i c t u r e d i n t e r m s of ' rocks s l o w l y 
t h r u s t t h r o u g h e a r t h ' . T h e i m p l i c a t i o n i s t h a t t h i s face h a s 
e m e r g e d , not f r o m a n y aesthet i c sea, b u t f r om the r o u g h e a r t h 
a n d t h a t i t h a s done so s lowly , de te rmined ly , forceful ly , t h r o u g h 
t i m e . A p a r a l l e l i m p l i c a t i o n is t h a t the bones of the face are l i k e 
firm, h a r d r o c k s . T h e face i s a lso l i k e n e d to a m a p of the h a r d , 
stone sur face over w h i c h the w i n d b lows . T h e m e t a p h o r of the 
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m a p i m p l i e s t h a t the o l d woman ' s face, w i t h i t s l i n e s a n d 
contours , shows a re cord of h e r l i fe a n d t h a t i t m a y act as a gu ide 
to o thers . T h e stone suggests the h a r d , co ld n a t u r e of the w o m a n . 

A t t h i s p o i n t , a n e w d i m e n s i o n is a d d e d to t h e poem. T h e face 
h a s been s a i d to be m u c h m o r e e l e m e n t a l a n d r u g g e d t h a n t h a t of 
the M o n a L i s a . N o w i t i s s a i d to be s o m e t h i n g w h i c h l i es "beyond 
the m e r c i e s of N a z a r e t h ' , b e y o n d , t h a t i s , the merc ies of 
C h r i s t i a n i t y . It i s s o m e t h i n g deeper, more p r i m i t i v e , m o r e r e a l 
t h a n s u c h C h r i s t i a n m e r c i e s . It i s , the p o e m goes on , a ' complex 
t w i s t e d ' piece of ev idence o f the l i fe the w o m a n h a s l i v e d , l i k e a 
G o d , a ' G o d of f ist a n d bone' . B y t h i s p o i n t i n the p o e m the w o m a n 
h a s g r o w n to i m m e n s e s t a t u r e ; she h a s e m e r g e d , as i t were , f r o m 
the e a r t h i t s e l f l i k e a great e a r t h - G o d . T h e m a s c u l i n e G o d r a t h e r 
t h a n Goddess i s i n k e e p i n g w i t h the s t r e n g t h of the i m a g e . (We 
are i m a g i n i n g here a p e a s a n t w o m a n , not m a n n i s h a n d u g l y b u t 
w i t h a s t r o n g , h a n d s o m e , g n a r l e d face r a t h e r t h a n w i t h a 
b e a u t i f u l one.) T h e p o e m t h e n r e t u r n s to p i c t u r e the face a g a i n i n 
t e r m s of r o u g h n a t u r e - the eyes, l i k e lochs , look out of a face 
w h i c h h a s been t w i s t e d a n d h a r d e n e d by w i n d , by a bare w i n d , b y 
i n d e e d the w i n d we f o u n d i n the poet's N o r t h . 

T h e p o e m ends by e x t e n d i n g w h a t i t s a i d a t i t s b e g i n n i n g . 
T h i s face, w h i c h h a s gone 'beyond the m e r c i e s of N a z a r e t h ' , i s a l so 
' beyond ' a l l t h e a r t a n d dance ever to be f o u n d i n E u r o p e w i t h i t s 
R e n a i s s a n c e a n d a l l else thereaf ter . T h e face w h i c h s tares f r o m 
the h e a t h e r is f a r more p o w e r f u l t h a n the face w h i c h s tares f r o m 
the g reen w a t e r . I t i s , one suspects , t h e face of the w i d o w e d 
C a l v i n i s t w h o l i v e d for y e a r s i n a 'bare w i n d ' close to the e a r t h i n 
L e w i s a n d whose presence , i t w o u l d seem, enve loped the y o u n g 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h a n d gave r i se i n h i m to those l a r g e , d a r k t h e m e s . 

T H E ROSE - AND 
THE VILLAGE AND OTHER POEMS 

I t i s some t i m e now since we w a t c h e d our m a p l e s s n a v i g a t o r 
s e t t i n g out on the l o n g r i v e r , h o p i n g to find the S o u t h a n d i n i t the 
u n s c e n t e d rose. A t t h i s p o i n t i t m i g h t seem t h a t the j o u r n e y h a s 
been s o m e t h i n g of a d isaster . I n s t e a d of a n y rose w h a t he has 
f o u n d i s t h a t , t h o u g h the j o u r n e y h a s l a r g e l y f reed h i m f r o m the 
N o r t h a n d the L a w a n d the b l a c k figure of the o l d w o m a n w i t h h e r 
t h o r n e d back , i t h a s i m m e r s e d h i m i n m e d i t a t i o n s about i s o l a t i o n 
a n d about d e a t h . 

B u t to t h i n k t h i s w a y is to m i s u n d e r s t a n d the w h e r e a b o u t s of 
the rose a n d the p a r t i t p l a y s i n s u c h a j ourney . T h e rose is not 
s o m e t h i n g w h i c h i s to be f ound a n d g r a s p e d s o m e w h e r e a t the e n d 
of a n y m e t a p h o r i c a l j ourney . T h e rose is r a t h e r a n object of b e a u t y 
a n d des ire w h i c h is a l w a y s s o m e w h e r e n e a r b y on the j ourney , j u s t 
out of r e a c h . It i s the l u r e w h i c h keeps the t r a v e l l e r m o v i n g a n d i f 
he ever c a u g h t h o l d of i t , t h e n the j o u r n e y w o u l d be over, the 
who le process of l i v i n g a n d y e a r n i n g w o u l d come to a n e n d . So, 
w h a t e v e r rose or roses there are h a v e to be t h o u g h t of as b e i n g 
f ound a n d c h e r i s h e d on ly br ie f ly a l o n g the route a n d never 
g r a s p e d e n t i r e l y a n d finally. W h e t h e r or not o u r n a v i g a t o r k n e w 
t h i s at the s t a r t o f the j o u r n e y is of no great consequence ; a l l t h a t 
r e a l l y m a t t e r s i s t h a t the j o u r n e y a n d the y e a r n i n g s h o u l d 
c o n t i n u e a n d t h a t d e s p a i r s h o u l d not overcome the t r a v e l l e r . 

So , w h a t m i g h t be t a k e n to be the roses w h i c h flit i n a n d out of 
t h i s p a r t i c u l a r j o u r n e y ? T h i s t a k e s us back to w h a t C r i c h t o n 
S m i t h h i m s e l f h a d to say about grace. G r a c e , the r e a d e r m a y 
r e c a l l , he s a i d w a s of two k i n d s - 'aesthet ic ' grace w h i c h h a d to do 
w i t h b e a u t y a n d a f ee l ing of i n n e r h a r m o n y , a n d ' theo log i ca l ' grace 
(ca l led i n t h i s s t u d y s i m p l y ' h u m a n ' grace) . B o t h these f o rms of 
grace are w h a t m a k e the roses on t h i s j ourney , for the w r i t e r a n d 
for h i s reader . T h e aes thet i c grace is to be f o u n d i n the poems 
t h e m s e l v e s , i n t h e i r images a n d i n t h e i r m u s i c a n d the h u m a n 
grace i s to be f ound i n the u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d s y m p a t h y w h i c h the 
w r i t e r shows for the people about w h o m he w r i t e s . O f course not 
a l l the poems h a v e i n t h e m one or o ther of these f o rms of grace . 
T h e r e are poems l i k e ' A t the S a l e ' ( S P : 54; C P : 70) w h i c h are 
d e p r e s s i n g a n d even d i s t r e s s i n g a n d t h e r e are poems l i k e those i n 
'The W h i t e A i r of M a r c h ' ( S P : 58 ; C P : 154) w h i c h are s a t i r i c a l . B u t 
en route there are m a n y poems w h i c h express h u m a n grace a n d 
m a n y m o r e w h i c h , even w h e n on d a r k subjects , h a v e i n t h e i r 
i m a g e s a n d m u s i c a n aes thet i c power w h i c h soothes a n d d e l i g h t s 
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the r e a d e r - t h o u g h n e v e r so m u c h , C r i c h t o n S m i t h w o u l d hope, 
t h a t t h e h a r s h t r u t h at the h e a r t of the p o e m w o u l d be lost . 

T h i s s a i d , i t r e m a i n s to d r a w the r eader ' s a t t e n t i o n to the 
poet's l a t e s t co l l ec t ion , The Village and Other Poems.10 T h i s is a 
s u r p r i s i n g co l l e c t i on , for a l t h o u g h the f a m i l i a r i m a g e s of i s o l a t i o n 
a n d d e a t h a p p e a r i n i t , t h e y are h a n d l e d m u c h m o r e l i g h t l y a n d 
c a s u a l l y t h a n before. T h e r e i s a new, easy v i t a l i t y i n the poetry. 
I m a g e s of l i fe a b o u n d bes ide the d a r k e r , f i ercer i m a g e s a n d at the 
e n d of ' T h e V i l l a g e ' a r t , p a i n t i n g i n p a r t i c u l a r , i s p r e s e n t e d as 
b e i n g a m a r v e l l o u s b r i n g e r o f l i fe . S u d d e n l y o u r poet , the m a k e r of 
so m a n y fine a n d i n t e n s e poems, seems to h a v e r e l a x e d a n d i s 
s t r o l l i n g t h r o u g h l i f e , t h r o u g h the l i fe of h i s n e w v i l l a g e , t a l k i n g to 
us e a s i l y a n d a t t i m e s c o l l o q u i a l l y i n a w a y he s e l d o m d i d before, 
as , for e x a m p l e , i n N u m b e r 42 o f ' T h e V i l l a g e ' ( C P : 306). 

Cat , today you caught a bird , 
I found its feathers i n the lobby, 
and that, I must admit, disturbs me. 

I don't mind you impal ing mice 
on the sharp protruding vice 
of your claws. 

B u t that you should have chewed the lark . 
That you should have sent to the dark 
the quick l innet . . . 

I t i s t r u e t h a t some of t h e ' o ther ' poems i n t h i s co l l ec t ion are 
c loser to the poe t ry of the prev i ous y e a r s , b u t e v e n t h e y h a v e a 
l i g h t n e s s o f t o u c h t h a t w a s not c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the e a r l i e r poetry 
- see, for e x a m p l e , the p o e m ' C a t a n d M o u s e ' ( C P : 331). 

C l o s e l y f o l l o w i n g ' C a t a n d M o u s e ' i s a p o e m of p a r t i c u l a r 
i n t e r e s t , for i n i t the poet ques t i ons , l i g h t h e a r t e d l y , the v a l u e of 
p u r s u i n g roses! 

In the Garden 

I am bitten by the thorns of the roses. 
They hang about my jacket in a fierce 
clutch of claws, invisible and catlike. 
M y knuckles are a red astronomy 
Such stars, such stars, such a new galaxy! 
Prudence, my friend, does the rose mean so much, 
and is perfection worth the sour thorns? 
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Somewhere I can hear a dog bark ing 
at the invisible cat high in the rosetree. 

(CP: 332) 

I n t h i s poem, the w r i t e r does not deny the b e a u t y of the roses , 
t h e i r per fe c t i on - i n the v e r y nex t p o e m i n the co l l e c t i on ( 'Rose' 
C P : 332) he w r i t e s i n p r a i s e of t h a t per fec t ion - b u t he does 
q u e s t i o n t h e i r v a l u e i n r e l a t i o n to the h u r t suf fered i n t h e i r 
p u r s u i t . A n d he ends w i t h a t w i n g e of h u m o u r : s o m e w h e r e he c a n 
h e a r a dog p u r s u i n g i t s 'rose', i n the f o r m of a cat h i g h u p i n a 
rosetree . B e c a r e f u l , dog! W e are a l o n g w a y here f r o m the 
i n t e n s i t y of the 'mapless n a v i g a t o r ' w h e n he first set out i n s e a r c h 
of the rose . 

T h e l a s t poem i n t h i s co l l ec t ion is p e r h a p s the mos t s i g n i f i c a n t 
of a l l . I n i t the poet says qu i t e c l e a r l y t h a t he h a s c h a n g e d , t h a t he 
h a s e m e r g e d f r o m the d a r k n e s s a n d escaped f r o m t h e stones a n d 
the t h o r n s a n d 

the ancient roots 
which insanely fight wi th each other 
in a grave which creates a treasure house 
of l ight upward-springing leaves. 

T h e a n c i e n t roots we c a n take to be the in f luences w h i c h 
s u r r o u n d e d h i s u p b r i n g i n g , the grave h i s o w n m i n d a n d the 
t r e a s u r e house of l eaves the body of poe try w h i c h he h a s created . 
T h e p o e m is w o r t h q u o t i n g i n f u l l . It i s d i f f i cu l t to i m a g i n e 
a n y t h i n g m o r e ap t w i t h w h i c h to end . 

Listen 

Listen , I have flown through darkness towards joy, 
I have put the mossy stones away from me, 
and the thorns, the thistles, the brambles. 
I have swum upward l ike a fish 

through the black wet earth, the ancient roots 
which insanely fight w i th each other 
in a grave which creates a treasure house 
of l ight upward-springing leaves. 
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Such joy, such joy! Such airy drama 
the clouds compose i n the heavens, 
such interchange of comedies, 
disguises, rhymes, denouements. 

I had not believed that the stony heads 
would change to actors and actresses, 
and that the grooved armour of statues 
would rise and walk away 

into a resurrection of villages, 
townspeople, citizens, dead exiles, 
who sing wi th the salt in their mouths, 
winged nightingales of brine. 

(CP: 339) 
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