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INTRODUCTION 
I n O Choille gu Bearradh: Collected Poems, S o r l e y M a c L e a n 
asserts t h a t ' I n spite of M a c D i a r m i d , the ' f u l l - t i m e ' profes­
s i o n a l poet i s not for me a n d never h a s been. I f I have t i m e to 
do i t , I brood over s o m e t h i n g u n t i l a r h y t h m comes, as a more 
or less t i g h t rope to cross the abyss of s i lence. ' L i k e m a n y of 
M a c L e a n ' s s t a t e m e n t s about h imse l f , t h i s c o u l d be v i e w e d 
as b o t h i l l u m i n a t i n g a n d m i s l e a d i n g . F o r w h i l e M a c L e a n ' s 
poetic o u t p u t t h r o u g h o u t h i s life w a s not a l w a y s re l ent l ess 
- as a teacher , h i s a b i l i t y to 'harness the M u s e ' m u s t often 
have been c h a l l e n g e d due to the pressures a n d d e m a n d s of 
w o r k - h i s be l i e f i n h i s role as a poet, a n d i n p a r t i c u l a r , h i s 
role as a G a e l i c poet, never w a v e r e d . 

S o r l e y M a c L e a n is one of the most i m p o r t a n t poets of the 
2 0 t h c e n t u r y i n S c o t l a n d . H e was a G a e l i c s p e a k e r a n d , as 
a speaker of t h i s m i n o r i t y language , he also c a m p a i g n e d 
for G a e l i c to be better recognised i n schools a n d beyond. I n 
1911, the y e a r of M a c L e a n ' s b i r t h , there were 202,398 G a e l i c 
speakers b u t by 1931, w h e n M a c L e a n w a s a t t e n d i n g u n i v e r ­
s i t y a n d b e g i n n i n g to rea l i se h i s t a l e n t as a poet, the n u m b e r s 
h a d decreased to 136,135. T h e s h a r p decrease w a s l a r g e l y 
due to the losses of G a e l i c - s p e a k i n g y o u n g m e n after W o r l d 
W a r I. T h e n u m b e r s of speakers c o n t i n u e d to f a l l cons ider ­
ab ly d u r i n g the rest of the 2 0 t h c en tury , but never the less , 
G a e l i c r e m a i n s a n i m p o r t a n t p a r t of Scot land ' s c u l t u r e a n d 
i t s l i t e r a t u r e i s a n i m p o r t a n t aspect of i t s c o n t i n u e d a p p e a l 
for G a e l i c speakers a n d n o n - G a e l i c speakers a l i k e . T h e 
S c o t t i s h G a e l i c poetic t r a d i t i o n i s l o n g e s t a b l i s h e d a n d i t s 
h i s t o r y s tretches back to a t i m e w h e n S c o t t i s h G a e l i c a n d 
I r i s h were one language a n d w h e n b a r d s were h e l d i n h i g h 
esteem as pro fess iona l t r a d i t i o n - b e a r e r s . T h e b a r d i c poetry , 
w h i c h w a s formal a n d s t r i c t i n form a n d metre , w a s p a r t of 
a l e a r n e d t r a d i t i o n w h i c h i n c l u d e d elegies, p a n e g y r i c poetry 
(the p r a i s i n g of the chief) a n d sa t i re , b u t there also f lou­
r i s h e d a song t r a d i t i o n w h i c h was more d iverse i n scope a n d 
content . M u c h of the poetry s u r v i v e d due to o r a l t r a n s m i s s i o n 
a n d w a s l a t e r w r i t t e n down . B y the 18 l h a n d 19 t h c entur ies , 
G a e l i c poetry w a s also be ing used to t r a n s m i t p o l i t i c a l s e n t i -
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m e n t r e g a r d i n g the Jacob i te R i s i n g , the C l e a r a n c e s , a n d the 
L a n d A g i t a t i o n . 

M a c L e a n ' s inf luence on the scope a n d d i re c t i on of G a e l i c 
poetry is i m m e a s u r a b l e b u t he d i d not ex i s t w i t h i n a v a c u u m 
a n d he w a s c e r t a i n l y not exc lus ive ly in f luenced by h i s G a e l i c 
t r a d i t i o n . H i s poetry m u s t also be s t u d i e d w i t h i n the context 
of the S c o t t i s h Rena i s sance a n d the in f luence t h a t E u r o p e a n 
po l i t i cs h a d on the poets of the 1930s a n d 1940s. M a c L e a n c a n 
be v i e w e d as a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l poet because, l i k e the poetry 
of H u g h M a c D i a r m i d , h i s w o r k t ranscends i ssues of l o ca l 
i d e n t i t y a n d n a t i o n a l i t y a n d deals w i t h e t e r n a l themes . Y e t 
h i s i m a g e r y a n d s y m b o l i s m never veer too far f rom h i s o w n 
landscape , t h u s e n s u r i n g t h a t h i s o w n experience i n f o r m s the 
v a r i o u s p h i l o s o p h i c a l ideas he s t r ives to u n d e r s t a n d a n d a l i g n 
h i m s e l f w i t h . H e is k n o w n to be a love poet, a p o l i t i c a l poet, a 
poet whose w o r k i s based on p o l a r i t y a n d a poet whose w o r k 
spans both t r a d i t i o n a n d i n n o v a t i o n . W h i l e these descr ipt ions 
are a l l correct, t h i s l i t t l e book w i l l a t t e m p t to s t u d y the a c t u a l 
poems w h i c h are responsib le for t h e m a n d to m a k e sense of 
the v a r i o u s s t r a n d s w h i c h s p a n M a c L e a n ' s poems t h r o u g h o u t 
h i s l i fe , o f fer ing some i n s i g h t in to the context of h i s w o r k a n d 
p r o v i d i n g close read ings of some of the poetry w h i c h is most 
representat ive of h i s themes a n d ideas . 

T h e v e r y n a t u r e of M a c L e a n ' s poetry m e a n s t h a t i t i s often 
d i f f i cu l t to c a p t u r e i n the space of one book the m y r i a d ideas 
w h i c h are l a t e n t i n h i s w o r k . H i s mos t obvious themes w i l l 
therefore be dea l t w i t h i n d e t a i l a n d other secondary ideas 
a n d theor ies w i l l be m e n t i o n e d i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h these . 
W h e r e a p p r o p r i a t e , the m u l t i - f a c e t e d aspect of M a c L e a n ' s 
symbo ls w i l l be exp lored so t h a t the r eader m a y u n d e r s t a n d 
the m a n y poss ib i l i t i e s u n d e r l y i n g the poetry . T h i s book 
c o u l d be used as b o t h a g e n e r a l i n t r o d u c t i o n a n d a s t a r t i n g 
p o i n t f r o m w h i c h to s t u d y the poetry more deeply . M a c L e a n 
composed h i s poems i n G a e l i c b u t he also p r o v i d e d t r a n s ­
l a t i o n s w h i c h are often v e r y l i t e r a l . T h i s book i s for the 
benefit of those w h o are i n t e r e s t e d i n the poetry of M a c L e a n 
w h e t h e r they u n d e r s t a n d G a e l i c or not, b u t obv ious ly , t r a n s ­
l a t i o n c a n be a t h o r n y i ssue , e spec ia l l y w h e n m e a n i n g c a n be 
w a t e r e d d o w n or lost be tween languages . F o r t h i s reason , i n 
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m a n y of the d i s cuss ions i n t h i s book I have c oncent ra ted o n 
the m e a n i n g of the poetry i n a h i s t o r i c a l , soc io -po l i t i ca l a n d 
l i t e r a r y context , i n s t e a d of a specific a n d d e t a i l e d e x p l o r a ­
t i o n of G a e l i c l anguage . Some of the c r i t i c a l essays by o ther 
scholars , w h i c h I have l i s t e d i n the b i b l i o g r a p h y , d e a l more 
spec i f i ca l ly w i t h G a e l i c l a n g u a g e for those i n t e r e s t e d i n deep­
e n i n g t h e i r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h i s a r e a of s tudy . 

B i o g r a p h i c a l Detai l s 
S o r l e y M a c L e a n w a s b o r n on R a a s a y i n 1911 a n d w a s 

r a i s e d i n O s g a i g , R a a s a y . H e w a s one of a f a m i l y of seven. 
F r o m a n e a r l y age he w a s in f luenced by G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n 
on bo th s ides of h i s f a m i l y - he p a r t i c u l a r l y r e m e m b e r s h i s 
father ' s m o t h e r s i n g i n g the great G a e l i c songs to h i m a n d 
h i s a u n t o n h i s mother ' s s ide of the f a m i l y k n e w m a n y of 
the songs of M a i r i M h o r ( M a r y M a c P h e r s o n , a f amous 19 t h 

c e n t u r y G a e l i c poet f rom Skye ) . A c c o r d i n g to M a c L e a n he 
w a s not a s inger h i m s e l f b u t he c ompensated for t h i s w i t h 
a sens i t ive u n d e r s t a n d i n g of r h y t h m a n d t i m e - he even 
suggests t h a t h i s dec i s ion to become a poet w a s based o n the 
fact t h a t he c o u l d not s i n g . It is w o r t h n o t i n g t h a t M a c L e a n ' s 
love of the ' o ld songs' a n d the fact t h a t h i s f a m i l y h a d s u c h 
a r i c h b a c k g r o u n d i n G a e l i c o r a l c u l t u r e w a s often at odds 
w i t h R a a s a y ' s s t r o n g F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n t r a d i t i o n . M a c L e a n 
shows t h a t the two do not a l w a y s s i t w e l l together w h e n he 
e m p h a s i s e s the fact t h a t h i s mother ' s f a m i l y h a d ' l e a r n e d 
m a n y o l d songs f r o m t h e i r M a c L e o d m o t h e r ... even t h o u g h 
she w a s a p ious " a d h e r e n t " of the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n C h u r c h . ' 
T h i s t e n s i o n be tween the G a e l i c o r a l t r a d i t i o n 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 m a y have been one of the reasons w h y 
M a c L e a n grew c r i t i c a l of the c h u r c h f r o m a r e l a t i v e l y y o u n g 
age. H e w r i t e s t h a t h i s s cept i c i sm about the C h u r c h ' s po l i t i c s 
'seeped t h r o u g h the protect ive w a l l s of the i n d i v i d u a l v e r y 
e a r l y a n d m a d e for p e s s i m i s m a n d I bel ieve t o l e r a t i o n a n d a 
s y m p a t h y for the u n d e r d o g ... A t the age of 12 I took to the 
gospel of s o c i a l i s m ...' 

M a c L e a n chose to s t u d y H o n o u r s E n g l i s h L a n g u a g e 
a n d L i t e r a t u r e as opposed to H o n o u r s C e l t i c at E d i n b u r g h 
U n i v e r s i t y because i t w a s ' economica l ly d i sas t rous ' to t a k e 
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C e l t i c . M o s t of the pos i t i ons i n C e l t i c d e p a r t m e n t s at t h a t 
t i m e were filled by y o u n g academics 1 a n d t h u s jobs w o u l d be 
scarce once M a c L e a n h a d g r a d u a t e d . M a c L e a n g a i n e d a F i r s t 
C l a s s degree i n E n g l i s h a n d i t w a s d u r i n g these y e a r s t h a t he 
w a s able to explore E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e p r o p e r l y for the first 
t i m e . H e f a m i l i a r i s e d h i m s e l f w i t h the w o r k of s u c h w r i t e r s 
as W . B . Y e a t s , T . S . E l i o t , E z r a P o u n d a n d H u g h M a c D i a r m i d 
as w e l l as movements i n l i t e r a t u r e s u c h as R o m a n t i c i s m 
a n d M o d e r n i s m . H e c o n t i n u e d h i s s tud ies at M o r a y H o u s e , 
the E d i n b u r g h teacher t r a i n i n g college, a n d a r o u n d t h i s 
t i m e w a s i n t r o d u c e d to C M . G r i e v e ( H u g h M a c D i a r m i d ) i n 
R u t h e r f o r d ' s B a r . A f r i e n d s h i p soon f l o u r i s h e d between the 
two m e n . M a c D i a r m i d w a s g rea t l y i m p r e s s e d w i t h the w o r k 
of c o n t e m p o r a r y G a e l i c poets a n d c h a m p i o n e d t h e i r w o r k -
he w a s a l r e a d y l o o k i n g to G a e l i c S c o t l a n d for the voice of a n 
a u t h e n t i c S c o t t i s h i d e n t i t y , so the emergence of the t a l e n t s 
of M a c L e a n as w e l l as George C a m p b e l l H a y came at the 
r i g h t t i m e for h i m . 

I n 1934 M a c L e a n took up h i s first t e a c h i n g post i n Por t ree 
Secondary Schoo l , h e l p i n g to f inance the e d u c a t i o n of h i s 
y o u n g e r bro thers a n d s i s ters . T h i s w a s d u r i n g the t i m e of 
the D e p r e s s i o n a n d h i s choice to go i n t o t e a c h i n g m a y have 
been in f luenced by the economic recess ion . B y 1938 M a c L e a n 
w a s t e a c h i n g E n g l i s h at T o b e r m o r y S e c o n d a r y Schoo l on 
M u l l a n d i t w a s here t h a t he w a s able to v i e w the f u l l ex tent 
of the C l e a r a n c e s a n d h o w t h i s p e r i o d i n H i g h l a n d h i s t o r y 
h a d affected the people a n d the c u l t u r e - t h i s r e a l i s a t i o n 
c a n on ly have he lped to f u e l h i s soc ia l i s t idea l s . T h e S p a n i s h 
C i v i l W a r h a d a l r e a d y b e g u n i n 1936 a n d M a c L e a n ' s urge 
w a s to fight a g a i n s t f as c i sm on the R e p u b l i c a n side. I n h i s 
love poetry Dain do Eimhir/ Poems to Eimhir he gives the 
i m p r e s s i o n t h a t he w o u l d choose the love of ' E i m h i r ' over h i s 
d u t y to f ight b u t i n r e a l i t y i t w a s more for economic reasons 
t h a t he r e m a i n e d i n S c o t l a n d as a teacher . 

' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' was b e g u n by M a c L e a n i n the s p r i n g of 
1939 a n d w a s h i s a t t e m p t at a l o n g poem i n the same v e i n as 
M a c D i a r m i d ' s A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle. D u r i n g t h i s 
t i m e he w a s k e e p i n g a close eye on p o l i t i c a l events a n d he took 
up a t e a c h i n g post at B o r o u g h m u i r H i g h Schoo l . M a c L e a n 
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was able to renew contacts w i t h i n l i t e r a r y c i rc les d u r i n g t h i s 
t ime a n d often a t t ended meet ings w i t h R o b e r t G a r i o c h i n the 
A b b o t s f o r d B a r i n Rose Street . M a n y poets a n d i n t e l l e c t u a l s 
met there , i n c l u d i n g S y d n e y Goods i r S m i t h a n d A l e x a n d e r 
Scott . It w a s at th i s t i m e M a c L e a n a n d G a r i o c h co l labora ted 
on the poetry co l lect ion, Seventeen Poems for Sixpence. A l s o 
d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d M a c L e a n got to k n o w D o u g l a s Y o u n g w h o 
w a s a g i f ted c l a s s i c a l scholar , a poet a n d a m a n of s t rong 
p o l i t i c a l c o m m i t m e n t . F o r n a t i o n a l i s t reasons Y o u n g d i d not 
f ight i n W W I I but , neverthe less , M a c L e a n a n d Y o u n g f ound 
m u c h c o m m o n g r o u n d i n r e l a t i o n to l i t e r a t u r e a n d t h e i r 
hopes for the fu ture of G a e l i c . 

W h e n W o r l d W a r II broke out M a c L e a n cou ld not e n l i s t 
as a v o l u n t e e r i m m e d i a t e l y for f a m i l y reasons a n d be tween 
October 1939 a n d J u n e 1940 he t a u g h t evacuees i n H a w i c k . 
O n 2 6 t h S e p t e m b e r 1940 M a c L e a n left E d i n b u r g h for m i l i t a r y 
t r a i n i n g at C a t t e r i c k C a m p i n Y o r k s h i r e a n d i n D e c e m b e r 
1941 he w a s sent to E g y p t on active service as a m e m b e r 
of the S i g n a l C o r p s . H i s experiences of w a r fue l l ed m a n y of 
h i s poems t h a t were w r i t t e n a r o u n d t h i s t i m e , a n d w h i l e he 
was overseas Y o u n g l ooked after the m a n u s c r i p t s of Dain 
do Eimhir a n d ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , p r e p a r i n g t h e m for p u b l i c a ­
t i on a n d c o n s u l t i n g M a c L e a n i n h i s l e t ters about g r a m m a r 
a n d o ther quer ies r e g a r d i n g the poems. A f t e r M a c L e a n w a s 
w o u n d e d at the B a t t l e of E l A l a m e i n i n N o v e m b e r 1942 
he h a d to recover i n m i l i t a r y h o s p i t a l a n d w a s e v e n t u a l l y 
d i s c h a r g e d f rom R a i g m o r e H o s p i t a l , Inverness i n A u g u s t 
1943. H e c o n t i n u e d t e a c h i n g at B o r o u g h m u i r H i g h Schoo l 
after the w a r a n d i n 1946 he m a r r i e d Renee C a m e r o n . T h e y 
began t h e i r l i fe together i n E d i n b u r g h a n d i n 1947 he w a s 
p r o m o t e d to P r i n c i p a l T e a c h e r of E n g l i s h at B o r o u g h m u i r 
H i g h Schoo l . I n F e b r u a r y 1956 he moved to P l o c k t o n i n 
W e s t e r Ross w h e r e he w a s H e a d m a s t e r of P l o c k t o n H i g h 
Schoo l f rom 1956 to h i s r e t i r e m e n t i n 1972. 

M a c L e a n d i d not p u b l i s h h i s verse c o n t i n u o u s l y t h r o u g h ­
out h i s l i fe . A l t h o u g h t h i s m a y be p a r t l y due to the pressures 
of t each ing , i t m a y also be connected to h i s p e r s o n a l v i e w 
of poetry . A c c o r d i n g to M a c L e a n h imse l f , he d i d not be l ieve 
i n a r t for art ' s sake a n d he composed poetry o n l y w h e n 
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s o m e t h i n g m o v e d h i m to the extent t h a t he felt c o m p e l l e d 
to w r i t e . A s w e l l as the p u b l i c a t i o n of Dain do Eimhir agus 
Dain Eile i n 1943, Reothairt is Contraigh/ Spring tide and 
Neap tide: Selected poems 1932-72 w a s p u b l i s h e d i n 1977 
a n d O Choille gu Bearradh/ From Wood to Ridge: Collected 
Poems i n 1989. H e r e t i r e d to the B r a e s d i s t r i c t of S k y e , 
w a s W r i t e r i n Res idence at E d i n b u r g h U n i v e r s i t y for two 
y e a r s a n d rece ived H o n o r a r y Degrees f rom seven u n i v e r s i ­
t ies . S o r l e y M a c L e a n d i e d i n 1996. H i s poetic a c h i e v e m e n t 
ensures t h a t 2 0 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c verse c a n never be v i e w e d 
as i n w a r d l o o k i n g or even e x c l u s i v e l y 'Sco t land-centred ' . H i s 
symbo ls prov ide m e a n i n g s t h a t are as s i gn i f i cant to the rest 
of E u r o p e as they are to the H i g h l a n d s a n d I s l a n d s . 

P o l i t i c a l a n d L i t e r a r y Influences 
o n S o r l e y M a c L e a n ' s P o e t r y 
S o c i a l i s m a n d C o m m u n i s m : O n e of the m a i n i n t e l l e c t u a l 
forces w h i c h w r i t e r s a n d poets were i n f l u e n c e d by d u r i n g 
the 1920s a n d 1930s w a s s o c i a l i s m . M a n y of the S c o t t i s h 
i n t e l l i g e n t s i a were l e f t - w i n g i n t h e i r p o l i t i c a l v i s i o n a n d 
s tudents d u r i n g the 1930s were l o o k i n g t o w a r d s E u r o p e for 
i n s p i r a t i o n a n d were t a k i n g a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l i s t stance - the 
w r i t i n g s of M a r x a n d E n g e l s were b e i n g r e a d . M a n y S c o t t i s h 
s tudents c a u g h t up i n the pass i onate i d e a l i s m of the late 
1930s j o i n e d the c o m m u n i s t s go ing out to f ight on the side 
of the R e p u b l i c a n s d u r i n g the S p a n i s h C i v i l W a r a n d buses 
p i c k e d up people i n E d i n b u r g h a n d G l a s g o w for t h i s specific 
purpose . M a c L e a n h i m s e l f expressed a desire to f ight i n the 
S p a n i s h C i v i l W a r . H o w e v e r , t h i s i d e a l i s m fue l l ed by poets 
a n d w r i t e r s a lso s t e m m e d f r o m r e a l i s sues i n S c o t l a n d at 
t h i s t i m e . A f t e r the F i r s t W o r l d W a r the soc ia l a n d economic 
consequences of Scot land ' s n a r r o w i n d u s t r i a l base c o u l d be 
eas i l y seen. T h e C l y d e s h i p b u i l d i n g i n d u s t r y suf fered g rea t l y 
d u r i n g the G r e a t D e p r e s s i o n a n d L l o y d George 's p r o m i s e 
t h a t the so ld iers of the G r e a t W a r w o u l d r e t u r n to a l a n d 
fit for heroes h a d come to n o t h i n g . O n e of S o r l e y M a c L e a n ' s 
heroes, J o h n M a c L e a n , i s s y n o n y m o u s w i t h ' R e d C lydes ide ' , 
a n d , w h i l e he w a s a n i n s p i r a t i o n a l figure to the w o r k e r s , for 
the G o v e r n m e n t at W e s t m i n s t e r he s y m b o l i s e d the danger 
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of B o l s h e v i s m t h a t w a s thought to be t h r e a t e n i n g B r i t a i n . 
S o r l e y M a c L e a n j o i n e d the B r i t i s h A r m y a n d fought d u r i n g 
W W I I , b u t he never lost h i s c o m m u n i s t idea l s a n d he fo l lowed 
the progress of the Sov ie t U n i o n w i t h great in teres t . H e 
became d i s i l l u s i o n e d w h e n the atroc i t ies of S t a l i n became 
p u b l i c knowledge but , i n spite of t h i s , even h i s l a t e r poems 
show s igns of soc ia l i s t i d e a l i s m . 

S c o t t i s h N a t i o n a l i s m , H u g h M a c D i a r m i d a n d the 
Scott i sh R e n a i s s a n c e : H u g h M a c D i a r m i d w a s a c e n t r a l 
figure of the S c o t t i s h l i t e r a r y scene d u r i n g the 1930s a n d 
y o u n g e r poets l i k e M a c L e a n were f u l l y a w a r e of h i s i m p o r ­
tance e v e n t h o u g h M a c D i a r m i d h a d not been so r e a d i l y 
accepted by the E s t a b l i s h m e n t . M a c D i a r m i d ' s e a r l y career as 
a poet a n d w r i t e r i s assoc iated w i t h i ssues of n a t i o n a l i d e n t i t y 
a n d S c o t t i s h l i t e r a t u r e , d a t i n g to w e l l before the t i m e t h a t 
M a c L e a n a n d h i s f r iends k n e w h i m . C e l t i c R o m a n t i c s a n d 
c u l t u r a l n a t i o n a l i s t s took t h e i r l e a d f rom the g r o w t h of I r i s h 
n a t i o n a l i s m i n the 1920s, w h i c h w a s also a m o v e m e n t w i t h 
v e r y close l i n k s to i t s n a t i o n a l l i t e r a t u r e a n d c u l t u r e . S c o t t i s h 
c u l t u r a l n a t i o n a l i s t s were often at odds w i t h more p o l i t i c a l l y 
m i n d e d n a t i o n a l i s t s , w h o were more i n t e n t on p u r s u i n g H o m e 
R u l e a n d were concerned t h a t ' R o m a n t i c ' n a t i o n a l i s t s w o u l d 
t a k e a w a y the focus f rom t h e i r goal . N e v e r t h e l e s s , c u l t u r a l 
r e b i r t h w a s h a p p e n i n g at the same t i m e as these p o l i t i c a l 
changes i n S c o t l a n d . M a c D i a r m i d w a s to p l a y a ma jor role 
i n t h i s r e v i v a l to s u c h a n extent t h a t h i s n a m e has become 
s y n o n y m o u s w i t h the S c o t t i s h L i t e r a r y R e n a i s s a n c e . H e 
v i e w e d the c u l t u r a l r e v i v a l as be ing i n t r i n s i c to the s t rugg le 
for a separate p o l i t i c a l i d e n t i t y . H e concentra ted on b r i n g i n g 
to the fore a d i s t i n c t i v e l y S c o t t i s h poetry w r i t t e n i n Scots a n d 
he also l ooked t o w a r d s G a e l i c S c o t l a n d for i n s p i r a t i o n . T h e 
effect h i s poetry h a d o n S c o t t i s h i d e n t i t y w a s of ma jor s i g n i f i ­
cance. S o r l e y M a c L e a n h a s made i t c l ear t h a t M a c D i a r m i d ' s 
poetry, w i t h i t s m o d e r n aesthet ic , g rea t l y affected h i s o w n 
v i e w of poetry a n d M a c L e a n ' s a t t e m p t at a l o n g poem, ' A n 
C u i l i t h i o n n ' , w a s p a r t l y i n s p i r e d by M a c D i a r m i d ' s A Drunk 
Man Looks at the Thistle (1926) i n w h i c h he a t t a c k s the 
S c o t t i s h E s t a b l i s h m e n t a n d t h e n a t t e m p t s to define the 
S c o t t i s h charac te r . 
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M o d e r n i s t C o n c e p t s o f Self: A s a 2 0 t h c e n t u r y movement , 
M o d e r n i s m affected v i s u a l a r t , m u s i c a n d l i t e r a t u r e a n d i t 
c l e a r l y i n f l u e n c e d M a c L e a n ' s poe t ry i n a v a r i e t y of w a y s . 
M a c L e a n ' s poetry can be v i e w e d as g r o u n d b r e a k i n g , a ch iev ­
i n g effects t h a t h a d never been f u l l y r e a l i s e d i n G a e l i c poe t ry 
before t h a t t i m e . O n e of the most ' m o d e r n ' aspects of h i s 
w o r k is the w a y i n w h i c h he exp lores the concept of self. 
W h e n M a c L e a n w a s a s tudent , he a n d h i s f r i ends George 
D a v i e a n d J a m e s C a i r d w o u l d have e x p l o r e d d u r i n g d i s c u s ­
s ions the n o t i o n of the se l f w i t h i n p h i l o s o p h i c a l sys tems , 
w i t h i t s d i v i s i o n s of the m i n d a n d s p i r i t . T h e in f luences of 
F r e u d i a n a n d J u n g i a n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s , a longs ide the p h i l o ­
s o p h i c a l theor ies of D e s c a r t e s , H u m e , L o c k e , a n d K a n t m a y 
have h a d a n i m p a c t on y o u n g i n t e l l e c t u a l s a n d m a y have 
affected the w a y i n w h i c h i d e n t i t y w a s p o r t r a y e d i n l i t e r a ­
t u r e . C e r t a i n l y , w r i t e r s s u c h as T . S . E l i o t a n d the F r e n c h 
S y m b o l i s t s were o p e n i n g up the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of h o w i d e n t i t y 
c o u l d be r e p r e s e n t e d a n d dec iphered . T h e i d e a of the se l f — 
m i n d , body a n d s p i r i t - w a s a s i g n i f i c a n t i d e a a n d one t h a t 
w a s u n a v o i d a b l e for a n y l i t e r a r y m i n d e d i n t e l l e c t u a l i n the 
2 0 t h c e n t u r y . T h i s subject h a d been a m a t t e r of debate s ince 
the R o m a n t i c poets h a d p r e s e n t e d the i d e a of the ' d i v i d e d 
s e l f - poets were faced w i t h the p a r a d o x of the m a n of a c t i o n 
a n d i n a c t i o n , e spec ia l l y a f ter the R o m a n t i c s h a d deve loped 
the concept of i n t r o s p e c t i o n a n d p l a c e d a g rea ter e m p h a s i s 
on sub je c t i v i ty . These ideas f i l t e r e d i n t o the poetry t h a t 
M a c L e a n b e g a n to compose. H o w e v e r , w h i l e the concept of 
the se l f w a s i m p o r t a n t to M a c L e a n , because of h i s s o c ia l i s t 
stance he w a s also e x p l o r i n g h i s p lace w i t h i n the co l lect ive . 
T h i s e x p l o r a t i o n w a s not j u s t i n f l u e n c e d by s o c i a l i s m b u t 
also s t e m m e d f rom h i s i d e n t i t y as a G a e l . T h e ' c o l l e c t iv i ty ' of 
the c l a n s y s t e m , w h i l e not n e a r l y as p o w e r f u l as i t h a d been 
c e n t u r i e s before, w a s s t i l l s t r o n g l y felt by m a n y G a e l s a n d 
M a c L e a n w a s w e l l a w a r e t h a t he came f r o m a r i c h t r a d i ­
t i o n i n w h i c h song a n d poetry p l a y e d a n i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n 
the h i s t o r y a n d the p r e s e n t l i v e s of h i s people . M a n y of h i s 
poems i n v o l v e M a c L e a n l o o k i n g back at p a s t c e n t u r i e s a n d 
the poetry of h i s predecessors . T h i s w a s not so le ly a G a e l i c 
concern - T . S . E l i o t ' s i n f l u e n t i a l essay ' T r a d i t i o n a n d the 
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I n d i v i d u a l T a l e n t ' (1919) also explores the t e n s i o n b e t w e e n 
the sense of i n d i v i d u a l i t y a n d the in f luence a n d k n o w l e d g e 
of a w i d e r l i t e r a r y h e r i t a g e . 

R e c u r r i n g T h e m e s i n M a c L e a n ' s P o e t r y 
T h r o u g h o u t th i s book I w i l l be r e f e r r i n g to r e c u r r i n g themes 
i n M a c L e a n ' s w o r k . O f t e n specific themes a n d symbo l s 
over lap a n d for t h i s reason i t i s imposs ib l e to separate 
M a c L e a n ' s poetry i n t o sections s u c h as ' love poetry ' a n d 
' p o l i t i c a l poetry ' . T h e themes covered i n m a n y of the m a i n 
d i s cuss ions w i l l i n c l u d e M a c L e a n ' s v i e w of the role of the 
poet; concepts of G a e l i c i d e n t i t y ; p o l a r i t y a n d t e n s i o n i n h i s 
w o r k , i n c l u d i n g the choice between p o l i t i c a l d u t y a n d love; 
l andscape s y m b o l i s m ; the concept of hero i c se l f sacr i f ice ; the 
quest for se l f i d e n t i t y a n d the s t r i v i n g for t ranscendence . 
R a t h e r t h a n d iscuss M a c L e a n ' s themes i n a g e n e r a l m a n n e r , 
I have chosen to concentrate m a i n l y on close r e a d i n g s of a 
se lect ion of M a c L e a n ' s poetry to show the w a y i n w h i c h h i s 
themes are e x p l o r e d t h r o u g h o u t h i s w o r k . 

Poet ic Style a n d M e t r e 
J o h n M a c l n n e s has w r i t t e n t h a t ' A large p a r t of S o m h a i r l e 
M a c G i l l - E a i n ' s greatness as a poet l ies i n h i s r es to ra t ive 
w o r k : t h i s c a n p r o p e r l y be ce lebrated as a t r i u m p h of r egen ­
e r a t i o n ... h i s poetry i s i n t e n s e l y G a e l i c even w h e n i t i s so 
d i f ferent f r o m a n y t h i n g else i n Gae l i c ' . It s h o u l d be no ted t h a t 
M a c L e a n ' s poetry shows s igns of b e i n g g rea t l y i n f l u e n c e d by 
the G a e l i c poetry of p rev i ous centur ies , f r o m b o t h the b a r d i c 
t r a d i t i o n a n d the song t r a d i t i o n w h i c h M a c L e a n fondly 
refers to as the ' o ld songs' . T h u s most of M a c L e a n ' s m e t r i c a l 
p a t t e r n s are G a e l i c or, at the v e r y least , a m i x of G a e l i c a n d 
E n g l i s h forms. W h i l e h i s s t a n z a f orms a n d r h y m e p a t t e r n s 
often r e m a i n r e g u l a r , the i m a g e r y a n d s y m b o l i s m w h i c h he 
employs w i t h i n the poetry r e s u l t i n i t a p p e a r i n g comple te ly 
o r i g i n a l . O n e of the most obvious techn iques w h i c h M a c L e a n 
uses to v e r y good effect is the c h a n g i n g of speed a n d r h y t h m 
a n d the shape of s t a n z a s i n di f ferent sections of the same 
poem. T h i s affects the pace of the poem but c a n also give the 
reader a s i gn i f i cant u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the d i f ferent voices i n 



10 S C O T N O T E S 

a l ong poem s u c h as ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' . I n p a r t i c u l a r , t h i s is 
ev ident i n P a r t V I of the poem i n w h i c h the voice of the Gesto 
g i r l uses a di f ferent metre f rom the voice of C l i o , the M u s e 
of h i s t o r y . A l t h o u g h the metres m a y be t r a d i t i o n a l there i s 
s o m e t h i n g i n h e r e n t l y m o d e r n about u s i n g t h e m i n t h i s w a y , 
espec ia l ly w h e n we t a k e i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n how m o d e r n i s t 
w r i t e r s e m p l o y a m u l t i t u d e of f r a g m e n t e d voices a n d speech 
p a t t e r n s . T h i s r e s u l t s i n a sense of t ime lessness r a t h e r t h a n 
a c o n t i n u o u s s i n g u l a r voice set f i r m l y i n the present . O f t e n 
M a c L e a n matches the metre to h i s subject: the t r a d i t i o n a l 
pra i se of the landscape i n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , for e x a m p l e , 
i s g i ven i n s i m p l e s t roph i c f o rm, a metre w h i c h is u s u a l l y 
assoc iated w i t h 17 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c poets s u c h as I a i n L o m 
or M a r y M a c L e o d . S o r l e y M a c L e a n w a s also i n t e r e s t e d i n 
w h a t he c a l l e d the ' l y r i c peaks ' of poetry , w h i c h he f ound i n 
M a c D i a r m i d ' s A Drunk Man Looks at the Thistle: ' It converted 
me to the be l i e f t h a t the l o n g m e d l e y w i t h l y r i c p e a k s w a s the 
f o rm for o u r age. ' 2 I n t e r e s t i n g l y , M a c L e a n ' s f r i e n d George 
D a v i e has suggested t h a t M a c L e a n ' s o w n ' l y r i c peaks ' , s u c h 
as the S t a l l i o n sect ion i n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n P a r t V , are the h i g h 
po ints i n w h i c h h i s poetry i s at i t s most 'Gae l i c ' . M a c L e a n 
p e r h a p s attests to t h i s i n h i s essay ' M y R e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the 
M u s e ' w h e n he w r i t e s t h a t T c o u l d not be p r i m a r i l y a G a e l 
w i t h o u t a v e r y deep-seated conv i c t i on t h a t the a u d i t o r y is 
the p r i m a r y sensuousness of poetry . ' It i s t h i s sensuousness 
of poetry t h a t M a c L e a n i s c o n s t a n t l y s t r i v i n g for a n d there ­
fore i t m a k e s sense for h i m to ' s h u n free verse ' i n favour of 
more 'Gae l i c ' f orms of m e t r e f rom h i s n a t i v e t r a d i t i o n . 

A Note on the Text a n d L a y o u t 
A l l poetry t h a t i s re f e r red to t h r o u g h o u t t h i s book i s t a k e n 
f rom Sor l ey M a c L e a n ' s O Choille gu Bearradh/ From, Wood 
to Ridge: Collected Poems un less o therwise s ta ted . T h e t r a n s ­
la t i ons are also t a k e n f r o m O Choille gu Bearradh a n d are 
M a c L e a n ' s o w n . Page n u m b e r s refer to the corrected 1999 
e d i t i o n of the book, p u b l i s h e d by C a r c a n e t / B i r l i n n . I have 
dedicated the whole of C h a p t e r 1 to a d i s c u s s i o n of Dain do 
Eimhir/ Poems to Eimhir, a n d the poems w h i c h are deal t w i t h 
i n d e t a i l i n C h a p t e r 2 are f rom the Dain Eile/ Other Poems 
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sect ion i n Dain do Eimhir. I n C h a p t e r 3 M a c L e a n ' s longest 
poem, ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , w i l l be d iscussed , i n C h a p t e r 4 h i s 
w a r poetry w i l l be assessed, a n d the r e m a i n i n g chapters w i l l 
be ded i ca ted to h i s l a t e r poems. I have p i c k e d out some of 
the m a i n p i v o t a l po ints of M a c L e a n ' s w o r k a n d have a i m e d 
to achieve a ba lance between h i s g r o u n d b r e a k i n g a n d i n f l u ­
e n t i a l e a r l y poetry a n d h i s i m p o r t a n t l a t e r w o r k . M a n y o ther 
poems have not been g iven major a t t e n t i o n because of the 
l i m i t s of space. W h e r e re l evant , I have m e n t i o n e d some of 
these poems i n the ' F u r t h e r R e a d i n g ' sect ion at the e n d of 
each c h a p t e r i n order to give readers bo th a sense of the 
b r e a d t h of M a c L e a n ' s poetry a n d the w a y i n w h i c h c e r t a i n 
poems l i n k in to others . T h e m a i n poems w h i c h are r e f e r red 
to t h r o u g h o u t t h i s Scotnote are deal t w i t h i n chrono log i ca l 
order w h e r e poss ib le . H o w e v e r , i t i s i m p o r t a n t to r e m e m b e r 
that , w h i l e M a c L e a n ' s w o r k c a n be s t u d i e d chrono log i ca l ly , 
i n m a n y cases h i s themes a n d symbols can be t r a c e d t h r o u g h ­
out m u c h of h i s poetry i r respec t ive of t i m e f r a m e . 

Notes 
1 Joy Hendry, 'Sorley M a c L e a n : The M a n and his Work ' i n Sorley 

MacLean: Critical Essays, ed. by Raymond J . Ross and Joy Hendry 
(Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1986) pp. 9-38 (p. 12). 

2 M a c L e a n , Sorley, ' M y Relationship wi th the Muse ' i n Ris a'Bhruthaich: 
The Criticism and Prose Writings of Sorley MacLean, ed. by W i l l i a m 
Gi l l ies (Stornoway: Acair , 1985) 6-14 (p. 11). 



1. DAIN DO EIMHIR/POEMS TO EIMHIR 
- PURSUING T H E M U S E ACROSS 
T H E L A N D S C A P E O F L O V E 

Before a n a l y s i n g the content of Dain do Eimhir/ Poems to 
Eimhir, i t i s necessary to look br ie f ly at the effect t h a t t h i s 
co l lect ion h a d on the G a e l i c w o r l d i n genera l . It i s not a n 
u n d e r s t a t e m e n t t h a t Dain do Eimhir changed G a e l i c poetry 
complete ly - today the poems are s t i l l u t t e r l y m o d e r n b u t i n 
1943, w h e n Dain do Eimhir w a s f i rs t p u b l i s h e d , i t caused 
s o m e t h i n g of a r e v o l u t i o n i n the w a y t h a t G a e l s v i e w e d t h e i r 
o w n poetry a n d how i t w a s perce ived by the outs ide w o r l d . 
J o h n M a c l n n e s has w r i t t e n t h a t people r e m e m b e r w h e r e 
they were w h e n they f i rst came in to contact w i t h the book 
a n d i t is also f a i r to say t h a t a good n u m b e r of G a e l i c l earners 
were f i rs t m o v e d to l e a r n G a e l i c i n order to better u n d e r ­
s t a n d these poems i n t h e i r o r i g i n a l language , s u c h w a s the 
effect of these poems on the n o n - G a e l i c s p e a k i n g S c o t t i s h 
l i t e r a t i . T o a d d to Dain do Eimhir's r e p u t a t i o n as a s ign i f i cant 
m a r k e r - s t o n e of M o d e r n i s m i n G a e l i c , the co l lect ion w a s f i rst 
p u b l i s h e d w i t h s u r r e a l i s t i l l u s t r a t i o n s to accompany some 
of the poems by the a r t i s t W i l l i a m Crosb ie . F o r the ma jo r i t y 
of the e a r l y readers of Dain do Eimhir, these i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
re in forced the i d e a t h a t t h i s co l lect ion w a s bo th a depar ture 
f r o m w h a t h a d gone before, a n d a n e w , g r o u n d b r e a k i n g c reat ion 
i n G a e l i c poetry. T h e i l l u s t r a t i o n s were c e r t a i n l y controver­
s i a l for readers who h a d p r e v i o u s l y v i e w e d G a e l i c poetry as 
be ing s t rong ly connected w i t h R o m a n t i c i s m a n d the poems 
coupled w i t h the i l l u s t r a t i o n s took m a n y G a e l s outs ide t h e i r 
'comfort zone'. H o w e v e r , w h e n Dain do Eimhir i s s u r v e y e d 
as a whole , i t i s c lear t h a t Sor ley M a c L e a n w a s not s i m p l y 
a t t e m p t i n g to ruffle feathers for the sake of controversy or 
even seek ing notor iety by c r e a t i n g a m o d e r n i s t masterpiece 
for Gae l i c . I n rea l i ty , Dain do Eimhir i s the product of a m i n d 
w h i c h w a s e q u a l l y s y m p a t h e t i c to a t r a d i t i o n a l G a e l i c m i n d s e t 
a n d a m o d e r n E u r o p e a n one - i t came n a t u r a l l y to M a c L e a n 
to combine these two e lements to achieve s o m e t h i n g e n t i r e l y 
new. T h i s po lar i ty , w h i c h at t i m e s achieves transcendence , i s 
one of the d e n n i n g factors of Dain do Eimhir. 
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Dain do Eimhir consists of s ix ty poems addressed to ' E i m h i r ' 
who, i n I r i s h m y t h , w a s the wife of the great heroic f igure 
C u C h u l a i n n . H o w e v e r , w h i l e use of ' E i m h i r ' as a n image 
manages to connect to a r e a l a n d i m a g i n e d G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n , 
s h a r e d by I r e l a n d a n d Sco t land , E i m h i r also acts as a s y m b o l 
of the M u s e for M a c L e a n i n these poems a n d also operates 
as a smokescreen for the r e a l w o m e n w h o i n s p i r e d t h e m . 
W h i l e these poems s h o u l d be assessed as l i t e r a t u r e r a t h e r 
t h a n b i o g r a p h i c a l mi lestones , i t is neverthe less use fu l to 
have some i d e a of t h e i r genesis. It is genera l ly accepted t h a t 
Dain do Eimhir is m a i n l y addressed to at least two di f ferent 
w o m e n - a f a i r - h a i r e d I r i s h g i r l a n d a r e d - h a i r e d S c o t t i s h g i r l . 
T h i s i n i t s e l f h i g h l i g h t s the connect ion between I r e l a n d a n d 
S c o t l a n d of w h i c h the poet i s so aware , but i n r e a l i t y these 
were r e a l w o m e n to w h o m M a c L e a n w a s d r a w n i n the 1930s. 
(There are a c t u a l l y thought to have been four ' E i m h i r s ' -
the f i rst two w o m e n are re ferred to i n Dain I, II a n d III). H e 
fe l l i n love w i t h N e s s a N i S h e a g h d h a , a n I r i s h w o m a n , at a 
C e l t i c Congress i n E d i n b u r g h i n 1937. She w a s c o n d u c t i n g 
research i n the N a t i o n a l L i b r a r y of S c o t l a n d . M a c L e a n kept 
h i s feel ings for h e r p r i va te , m i s t a k e n l y t h i n k i n g a n o t h e r of 
h i s f r iends w i s h e d to m a r r y her . She m a r r i e d someone else i n 
December 1939. A considerable n u m b e r of the poems i n Dain 
do Eimhir are i n s p i r e d by h i s feel ings for t h i s w o m a n a n d , 
w h i l e h i s love for h e r w a s u n r e q u i t e d , she became a m u s e - l i k e 
f igure for the poet a n d her presence i n h i s poetry a l l o w e d h i m 
to explore ideas a n d feel ings that w o u l d o therwise have been 
di f f icult for h i m to h a r n e s s w i t h o u t the s t rong emot ions she 
i n s p i r e d . I n m a n y w a y s t h i s ' E i m h i r ' h a d a pos i t ive effect o n 
h i s poetry, even i f n o t h i n g came of h i s love for her i n r e a l l i fe . 
One of the most famous of M a c L e a n ' s ' E i m h i r ' poems i n s p i r e d 
by the I r i s h w o m a n is Dain X I I I , ' A B h u a i l e G h r e i n e / T h e 
S u n n y F o l d ' , i n w h i c h M a c L e a n conjures up m a n y famous 
lovers f rom m y t h , h i s t o r y a n d l i t e r a t u r e : 

Do m' shuilean-sa bu t u Deirdre 
's i boidheach's a' bhuaile ghreine; 
bu tu bean M h i c Ghi l le Bhrighde 
ann an ailleachd a lithe. 



14 S C O T N O T E S 

B u t u nighean bhuidhe Chornaig 
is Mairearad an A m a d a i n Bhoidhich, 
an U n a aig Tomas L a i d i r , 
E i m h i r Chu-chula inn agus Grainne, 

To my eyes you were Deirdre 
beautiful in the sunny cattle-fold; 
you were MacBride's wife 
in her shining beauty. 
You were the yellow-haired girl of Cornaig 
and the Handsome Fool's Margaret, 
Strong Thomas's Una, 
Cuchulainn's Eimhir and Grainne. 
(pp. 12-13) 

D e i r d r e i s the ' H e l e n of T r o y ' i n I r i s h m y t h w h i l e M a c B r i d e ' s 
wi fe refers to M a u d G o n n e , w h o m the poet W . B . Y e a t s g r e a t l y 
l oved a n d a d m i r e d . T h e g i r l o f C o r n a i g i s a f a m i l i a r f igure 
i n G a e l i c song. She w a s k i l l e d by h e r b r o t h e r s w h e n she 
w a n t e d to m a r r y a m a n t h e y d i d not l i k e . M a r g a r e t , a n o t h e r 
figure f r o m G a e l i c song, w a s l o v e d by the ' h a n d s o m e fool' , 
b u t h i s m o t h e r t r i c k e d h i m i n t o s h o o t i n g M a r g a r e t , w h o 
w a s w a s h i n g by the r i v e r , by t e l l i n g h i m t h a t the g i r l w a s a 
s w a n . ' S t r o n g T h o m a s ' , or T h o m a s Cos te l l o as he i s o ther ­
wise k n o w n , w a s p r e v e n t e d f r o m m a r r y i n g h i s love, U n a 
M a c D e r m o t t , by U n a ' s f a ther . S h e l a t e r d ied . G r a i n n e w a s 
a n o t h e r w o m a n f rom I r i s h m y t h o l o g y whose s tory i s s i m i l a r 
to D e i r d r e ' s . T h e l i s t c o n t i n u e s as the poem progresses — 
M a c L e a n i s ef fect ively m y t h o l o g i s i n g h i s ' E i m h i r ' a n d he i s 
a lso p l a c i n g h i m s e l f w i t h i n the c a n o n of t o r m e n t e d lovers , 
despite s t a t i n g near the e n d of the p o e m t h a t he i s not one of 
t h e m . T h i s poem is also a p a e a n to m u s i c a n d poetry a n d one 
w o n d e r s i f M a c L e a n v i e w s the c o u p l i n g of love a n d sor row 
as the perfect c o n d i t i o n for poetry , c r e a t i n g a d r i v e a n d a 
p o w e r f u l energy : 

's e mo chas-sa an iargain 
a ghabhas spiorad nam bard c ianai l 
a ghlacadh anns na ranna pianta, 
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a thogai l ' s a chumai l mar a b' a i l l learn 
direach, cuimir anns an dan dhut, 

it is my dilemma to seize 
in tormented verses the longing 
that takes the spirit of sad poets, 
to raise and keep as I would like, 
direct and well-formed in the poem for you, 
(pp. 14-15) 

W h i l e M a c L e a n i s c lear t h a t he does not i n c l u d e h i m s e l f 
w i t h the m e n he h a s l i s t e d i n the poem, he v i e w s h i s role as 
poet as i m p o r t a n t i n c a p t u r i n g the b e a u t y a n d l o n g i n g of love 
i n order to preserve i t i n h o n o u r of h i s M u s e a n d i n h o n o u r of 
the v e r y essence of love. T h e sense of the u n a t t a i n a b l e i s , i n 
the case of the figure of the I r i s h w o m a n , a force for good i n 
M a c L e a n ' s poetry , at least i n respect of the ca l ib re of poetry 
he w a s p r o d u c i n g . 

T h e story a t tached to the r e d - h a i r e d Sco t t i sh w o m a n is a l to­
gether a more t h o r n y issue a n d th is i s reflected i n the poems 
t h a t c a n be a t t r i b u t e d to th i s specific per iod . W i t h i n the o r a l 
t r a d i t i o n s u r r o u n d i n g t h i s poetry, i t i s a s s u m e d t h a t the 
Sco t t i sh w o m a n is someone M a c L e a n k n e w i n h i s teens a n d 
t h a t i n the A u g u s t or September of 1939 he became s trong ly 
a t t rac ted to her a n d dec lared h i s love for her . She appears 
to have i n f o r m e d h i m t h a t she could not have a f u l l r e l a t i o n ­
ship w i t h a m a n because of a n operat ion a n d the scholar 
C h r i s t o p h e r W h y t e has po inted out t h a t the l ines i n Dain do 
Eimhir X L V I I ind i cate the l i k e l i h o o d t h a t the operat ion the 
Scott ish w o m a n described to M a c L e a n w a s a n i l l ega l abort ion: 

Carson, a Dhia , nach d' fhuair m i 'n cothrom, 
m u n d' shrac an t-digear Go i l l do bhlath, 
mun d' r inneadh culaidh-thruais dhe d' bhoidhche 

Why, God, did I not get the chance 
before the young Lowlander tore your bloom, 
before your beauty was made a thing of pity. 
(pp. 148-149) 
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T h e i m a g e r y of m u t i l a t i o n a n d ebb a n d flood t ides is also 
present i n Dain do Eimhir X L . M a c L e a n uses the neap t ide 
as a s y m b o l of E i m h i r ' s p r e d i c a m e n t : 

Marbh-shruth na conntraigh 'nad chom ciurrte 
nach l ion r i gealaich u i r no la in , 
anns nach tig reothairt mhor an t-sugraidh -
ach sioladh dubailt gu muir - traigh. 

Dead stream of neap in your tortured body, 
which will not flow at new moon or at full, 
in which the great springtide of love will not come -
But a double subsidence to lowest ebb. 
(pp. 140-141) 

T h e i n f e r e n c e here i s t h a t the n a t u r a l c ourse c a n n o t 
be t a k e n - a f t e r e v e r y ebb t i d e t h e r e i s the p r o m i s e of a 
f lood t i d e b u t i n E i m h i r ' s case t h e r e i s no hope of t h i s . 
T h e t i d e s are c l e a r l y s y m b o l s of p a s s i o n a n d , b e a r i n g i n 
m i n d w h a t M a c L e a n h a d h e a r d f r o m the S c o t t i s h w o m a n , 
i t i s l i k e l y t h a t t h i s p o e m i s h i n t i n g at the i m p o s s i b i l ­
i t y of p h y s i c a l p a s s i o n , e s p e c i a l l y w i t h the m e n t i o n of the 
w o m a n ' s t o r t u r e d body . D o u g l a s S e a l y h a s d r a w n a t t e n ­
t i o n to M a c L e a n ' s r e w o r k i n g o f the o l d s o n g ' M o R u n G e a l 
D i l e a s ' a b o u t J o h n M a c L e a n h o l d i n g off h i s p a s s i o n for the 
C a m p b e l l w o m a n . T h e w o r d s of the o l d t r a d i t i o n a l s o n g 
c i t e d b e l o w are m u c h m o r e o p t i m i s t i c t h a n M a c L e a n ' s 
o w n f i r s t s t a n z a of h i s p o e m . 

Cha bhi m i 'strith ris a' chraoibh nach lub leam 
ged chinneadh ubhlan air bharr gach geig; 
mo shoraidh slan leat ma r i n n thu m' fhagail, 
cha d' thainig traigh gun mhuir - lan 'n a deigh. 

I am not striving with the tree that will not bend for me, 
although apples should grow on top of each branch; 
farewell to me if you have left me, 
no ebb came without a floodtide after it.1 
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I n M a c L e a n ' s poem apples do not grow on every b r a n c h 
a n d no flood fo l lows the ebb t ide . H i s l i n e ' cha s h o r a i d h s l a n 
leat , c h a d' r i n n t h u m ' f h a g a i l : / 1 do not b i d y o u f a r e w e l l , y o u 
d i d not leave me: ' (pp. 140-141) i s p a r t i c u l a r l y d e s c r i p t i v e 
of the poet's s i t u a t i o n i n 1941, i n w h i c h he loves ' E i m h i r ' 
b u t h a s k n o w l e d g e of her s i t u a t i o n a n d the i m p o s s i b i l i t y 
of c o n s u m m a t i n g a r e l a t i o n s h i p . It i s e v i d e n t t h a t by u s i n g 
t r a d i t i o n a l G a e l i c songs a n d r e w o r k i n g t h e m i n h i s o w n 
verse M a c L e a n i s not o n l y p a y i n g t r i b u t e to h i s t r a d i t i o n b u t 
also v i e w i n g h i s p r e d i c a m e n t w i t h E i m h i r as b e i n g p a r t of a 
t a p e s t r y w h i c h incorporates a n d echoes m a n y of the t r a g i c 
G a e l i c f igures of h i s t r a d i t i o n . I n Dain do Eimhir X L V I , 
w h i c h also e m p h a s i s e s the i m a g e r y of a w o u n d e d body, 
M a c L e a n ' s o w n ' n a r r a t i v e ' i s e m p h a s i s e d a n d i t i s i n a poem 
l i k e t h i s t h a t the r eader c a n r e a l l y g l i m p s e M a c L e a n ' s v e r y 
consc ious a w a r e n e s s of the poetic sequence a n d h i s p e r s o n a l 
s tory w i t h i n the poetry : 

Tha s inn comhla, a ghaoil, 
le inn fhin ann an Dun-eideann, 
[...] 
ach le do thruaighe-sa tha m' ghaol 
air dhol 'na chaoir ghil leumraich, 
a' losgadh am bruail lean mo chirm 
mo chuimhne air an telle, 
air te nas ratha i le ' s nas boidhche 
's i posda tha l l an E i r i n n . 

We are together, dear, 
alone in Edinburgh, 
[...] 
but with your misery my love 
turns to white leaping flame, 
burning in the turmoil of my head 
my memory of the other, 
of a, more fortunate and more lovely one 
who is married, over in Ireland. 
(pp. 146-149) 
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T h i s poem w a s o r i g i n a l l y w i t h h e l d f rom p u b l i c a t i o n a n d 
w a s not p u b l i s h e d u n t i l 1970, p r e s u m a b l y because i t r e v e a l e d 
too m u c h p e r s o n a l d e t a i l for M a c L e a n at the t i m e . It a lso 
succeeds i n expos ing the fact t h a t there i s more t h a n one 
E i m h i r a n d t h a t they e x i s t e d at the same t i m e i n M a c L e a n ' s 
o w n m i n d , a l m o s t v y i n g for h i s a t t e n t i o n . T h i s poem is f u l l 
of c ontras ts be tween the s i t u a t i o n of one w o m a n a n d the 
other but beyond the specifics there i s a n o t h e r aspect to i t -
i t m a y not be a d irec t r e w o r k i n g of a n o l d song as i n Dain do 
Eimhir X L , but , w h i l e obv ious ly b e i n g v e r y f i r m l y set i n the 
poet's p resent l i fe , i t h a s the tone, honest s ty le a n d subject 
m a t t e r of one of the G a e l i c ' o ld songs ' w i t h i t s e m p h a s i s on 
bas ic i n f o r m a t i o n w h i c h h a s b e n e a t h i t s surface a r i c h n e s s of 
e m o t i o n a n d d r a m a , b o r d e r i n g on the t rag i c . I f t h i s i s i n d e e d 
the case, M a c L e a n is not o n l y d e l i b e r a t e l y a l i g n i n g h i m s e l f 
w i t h the t r a d i t i o n a l prac t i ce of n a r r a t i n g events b u t i s also 
conscious of a c t i n g out events t h a t he p e r h a p s v i e w e d as 
h a v i n g a G a e l i c or even u n i v e r s a l aspect a t t a c h e d to t h e m . 

T h i s n a r r a t i o n of events b e i n g incorpora ted i n t o w i d e r , more 
u n i v e r s a l i ssues i s also t r u e i n r e l a t i o n to the ear l i e s t poems 
i n Dain do Eimhir w h i c h dea l w i t h M a c L e a n ' s se l f - imposed 
sense of d u t y to f ight i n the S p a n i s h C i v i l W a r a g a i n s t fasc i sm. 
I n ' G a o i r n a h - E 6 r p a / T h e C r y of E u r o p e ' (IV) M a c L e a n s t r u g ­
gles w i t h the choice he has to m a k e , s e t t ing up h i s sense of 
duty i n oppos i t ion to h i s love for E i m h i r . I n other poems of 
th i s same per i od such as ' A n R o g h a i n n / T h e Choice ' (XXII ) he 
t h e n berates h i m s e l f for h i s l a ck of act ion , v i e w i n g h i m s e l f as 
be ing u n w o r t h y of E i m h i r because he d i d not go to S p a i n : 

Cha d' ghabh mise bas croinn-ceusaidh 
an eiginn chruaidh na Spainn 
is ciamar s in bhiodh du i l agam 
r i aon duais uir an dain? 

/ did not take a cross's death 
in the hard extremity of Spain 
and how then should I expect 
the one new prize of fate? 
(pp. 22-23) 
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I n t h i s same poem M a c L e a n i m a g i n e s h i m s e l f to be w a l k i n g 
out by the sea w h e n , i n s u r r e a l fash ion , h i s reason a s k s h i m i f 
i t i s t r u e t h a t h i s love is ge t t ing m a r r i e d o n M o n d a y , thereby 
sugges t ing t h a t he has lost E i m h i r a n d t h a t t h i s i s somehow-
t i e d in to h i s choice not to en l i s t . H e bel ieves he w o u l d have 
lost her e i t h e r w a y because i f he h a d d ied i n S p a i n he w o u l d 
not have been able to exper ience her love, but the fact he now 
deems h i m s e l f u n w o r t h y means she is lost to h i m a n y w a y . 
I n a c t u a l i t y i t w a s for f a m i l y reasons t h a t M a c L e a n d i d not 
fight i n S p a i n . H o w e v e r , t h i s does not m e a n t h a t the confl ict 
w h i c h p l a y s out i n h i s poetry is i r r e l e v a n t - not on ly does i t 
a d d a sense of d r a m a to h i s love poetry b u t i t also succeeds i n 
g i v i n g h i m a better u n d e r s t a n d i n g of h i s o w n self. H e w r i t e s 
i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n to O Choille gu Bearradh t h a t ' F a m i l y 
reasons k e p t me from S p a i n i n 1936-37 , b u t i n m y h e a r t of 
h e a r t s I k n e w t h e n t h a t I "pre ferred a w o m a n to crescent 
h i s to ry " , a n d w a s f r a n k about i t . ' T h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l debates 
t h a t in f luence h i s poetry are no less s i gn i f i cant even i f they 
do not a l w a y s f u l l y m a t c h up w i t h t rue b i o g r a p h i c a l de ta i l s 
a n d events . It i s i n these poems t h a t we c a n g l i m p s e M a c L e a n 
e x e r c i s i n g h i s poetic voice a n d e x p l o r i n g h i s concept of se l f 
a n d h i s role as a poet. C h r i s t o p h e r W h y t e descr ibes i t t h u s : 
'The Dain do Eimhir are not jus t a n a r r a t i v e of f r u s t r a t e d 
love, b u t also a conscious record of the r e a l i s a t i o n of a l i t e r a r y 
vocat ion . ' 

W h i l e the events a t tached to h is dea l ings w i t h the di f fer­
ent E i m h i r f igures c l e a r l y h a d a major p e r s o n a l effect on 
the poet, the fact t h a t these events produced poetry w h i c h 
often soared far beyond t h e m s h o u l d also not be forgot­
ten . Dain do Eimhir has the capac i ty to be bo th a c a t h a r t i c 
j o u r n e y i n t o pas t a n d present events a n d also a n e x p l o r a ­
t i o n of greater col lect ive t r u t h s , u s i n g h u m a n exper ience as a 
s t a r t i n g po int . M a c L e a n l a t e r found out i n J u l y 1941 t h a t the 
S c o t t i s h w o m a n ' s s tory h a d been u n t r u e a n d he w a s u n d e r ­
s t a n d a b l y d i s t ressed about t h i s s i t u a t i o n . W h i l e he w a s on 
act ive service i n the desert he was able to w o r k t h r o u g h some 
of h i s feel ings a n d h i s dec is ion to concentrate on h i s p o l i t i c a l 
beliefs is a n u n d e r s t a n d a b l e reac t i on to h i s d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t 
i n the sphere of love. It i s only qui te recent ly t h a t Dain do 
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Eimhir h a s been assessed as a complete cycle of love l y r i c s 
a n d i t m a y be t h a t the del i cate s i t u a t i o n w i t h the S c o t t i s h 
' E i m h i r ' w a s one of the m a i n reasons for M a c L e a n ' s t endency 
to t r y to d i sguise specific poems a n d i d e n t i t i e s . C e r t a i n poems 
were m o v e d f rom Dain do Eimhir to the Dain Eile/Other 
Poems sect ion of the 1943 e d i t i o n a n d others were w i t h h e l d 
f rom p u b l i c a t i o n a l together because they were j u d g e d as 
b e i n g too persona l . I n l a t e r co l lect ions , s u c h as Reothairt 
is Contraigh/ Spring tide and Neap tide a n d O Choille gu 
Bearradh/ From Wood to Ridge, poems be l ong ing to Dain do 
Eimhir were g iven t h e i r o w n t i t l e s a n d were presented out 
of sequence i n di f ferent sect ions of the books. A l t h o u g h I a i n 
C r i c h t o n S m i t h ' s e d i t i o n of Dain do Eimhir, e n t i t l e d Poems 
to Eimhir, w a s p u b l i s h e d i n 1971 a n d showed s igns of see ing 
i t as a sequence i n i t s o w n r i g h t , i t w a s not u n t i l C h r i s t o p h e r 
W h y t e ' s s e m i n a l e d i t i o n w a s f i r s t p u b l i s h e d by the A S L S 
i n 2002 t h a t Dain do Eimhir c o u l d r e a l l y be assessed as a 
cycle of poems i n i t s most complete f o r m ( w i t h the excep­
t i o n of one poem w h i c h h a s not been f ound i n the arch ives ) . 
W h y t e ' s e d i t i o n succeeded i n p l a c i n g Dain do Eimhir w i t h i n 
a proper context a n d chrono log i ca l f r a m e w o r k . I n m a n y 
w a y s the concept ion a n d p u b l i c a t i o n h i s t o r y of Dain do 
Eimhir i s a perfect e x a m p l e of the v a r i o u s i ssues a n d a r g u ­
m e n t s s u r r o u n d i n g the a u t h o r i a l r i g h t to conceive a n d t h e n 
r e - w r i t e one's o w n l i t e r a r y - b i o g r a p h i c a l h i s t o r y . F r o m Dain 
do Eimhir quest ions ar i se s u c h as the ex tent to w h i c h poetry 
s h o u l d be v i e w e d as 'fact' i n r e l a t i o n to a poet's p r i v a t e l i fe , 
the i m p o r t a n c e of s t r u c t u r e w i t h i n a sequence of poems a n d 
the p o s t m o d e r n m a t t e r of the ' D e a t h of the A u t h o r ' . 

W h i l e i t i s c lear t h a t the bas i s for m a n y of these poems w a s 
specific events a n d exper iences i n M a c L e a n ' s l i fe , a n u m b e r 
of these poems take these exper iences a n d use t h e m as a 
ca ta lys t to produce a poe try w h i c h embraces concepts s u c h as 
the e t e r n a l . I n m a n y of the poems i n the co l lec t ion the f igure 
of E i m h i r i s l i f t e d out of the present a n d the i m a g e r y w h i c h i s 
e m p l o y e d i s far more d i v i n e i n n a t u r e — i t w o u l d not be out of 
place i n a des c r ip t i on of a goddess or h e a v e n l y be ing . I n Dain 
do Eimhir L I I ga lact i c i m a g e r y i s u s e d to describe E i m h i r ' s 
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beauty : 'Do m' d h u r a m h a r c b h a t h u ' n a d r e u l / T o m y s teady 
gaze y o u were a s tar ' (pp. 154—155), w h i l e i n Dain do Eimhir 
L I V h i s love i s g i v e n the a t t r i b u t e s of the s u n at d a w n : 

B u t u camhanaich air a' Chui l i th ionn 
's latha sui lbhir a ir a' Chlaraich, 
grian air a h -u i l inn anns an 6r-shruth 
agus ros geal bristeadh faire. 

You were dawn on the Cuillin 
and benign day on the Clarach, 
the sun on his elbow in the golden stream 
and the white rose that breaks the horizon. 
(pp. 156-157) 

It i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note t h a t i n m a n y ins tances E i m h i r ' s face 
i s the m a i n image used to describe h i s love a n d h e r beauty . 
F o r e x a m p l e , i n Dain do Eimhir X V I I M a c L e a n w r i t e s t h a t 
there is no m i r a c l e b u t i n love, ' soi l lse c r u i n n e a n l a s a d h t' 
a o d a i n n . / l i g h t i n g of a u n i v e r s e i n the k i n d l i n g of y o u r face.' 
(pp. 16-17) a n d i n ' A n T a t h a i c h / T h e H a u n t i n g ' ( L V I I ) (pp. 
158-164) i t i s E i m h i r ' s face w h i c h h a u n t s h i m as opposed 
to the complete f o rm of a w o m a n i n h i s i m a g i n a t i o n . T h i s 
v i s i o n of a face, a l m o s t d i sembod ied i n m a n y of the poems, i s 
not j u s t a s y m b o l of the w o m a n ' s outer beauty . E i m h i r ' s face 
seems to become the site f rom w h i c h h e r w h o l e s p i r i t sh ines 
f o r th - a r e f r e s h i n g change f rom the a l m o s t c l i c h e d i m a g e 
of the eyes b e i n g a ga teway to the sou l - a n d i t p rov ides a 
c a l m n e s s a n d s e r e n i t y i n oppos i t ion to the w r o n g s a n d i n j u s ­
tices of m a n k i n d i n Dain do Eimhir X X I I I : 

A n cuirear gu cuimir suas 
anns a' chochur cluaineis saoghail, 
anradh an duine mho i r ' s an truaigh 
agus c iuin luathghair t' aodainn? 

Will one neatly set up 
in the synthesis the world's deceit, 
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the distress of the great and of the wretched, 
and the mild paean of your face? 
(pp. 24-25) 

It is c lear t h a t the b e a u t y t h a t M a c L e a n w r i t e s about i n 
r e l a t i o n to E i m h i r ' s face is more t h a n j u s t s k i n deep. A s also 
h a p p e n s i n p a r t s of ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , the c o r p o r a l a n d the 
s p i r i t u a l aspects of a person i n t e r m i n g l e as M a c L e a n s t r i ves 
t owards the hope of t ranscendence . C h r i s t o p h e r W h y t e h a s 
also po in ted out t h a t t h i s c o u p l i n g of the b e a u t i f u l face a n d 
sou l is also evidence of M a c L e a n ' s P l a t o n i s m w h i c h theor ises 
t h a t the beauty of the body is f o rmed by the beauty of the 
soul . 

A s a y o u n g poet w h o w a s g r e a t l y m o v e d by f e e l i n g s of 
a d m i r a t i o n a n d love for a w o m a n , a n d w h o h a d a g r o u n ­
d i n g i n C l a s s i c a l , M e t a p h y s i c a l a n d R o m a n t i c i n f l u e n c e s , 
M a c L e a n b e g a n to e x p l o r e h i s f e e l i n g s o n a n o t h e r l e v e l 
a n d s t r u g g l e d w i t h h o w to t u r n s o m e t h i n g f r a g i l e a n d 
t r a n s i e n t i n t o s o m e t h i n g m o r e p e r m a n e n t a n d e v e r l a s t ­
i n g . P o e m s s u c h as ' C o i n i s M a d a i d h e a n - a l l a i d h / D o g s a n d 
W o l v e s ' ( X X I X ) , ' S a m h l a i d h e a n / T h e G h o s t s ' ( X X V I I I ) , 
a n d ' A n T a t h a i c h / T h e H a u n t i n g ' ( L V I I ) e x p l o r e the i d e a 
of e t e r n i t y a n d the p r e s e r v a t i o n of b e a u t y a n d love . T h e 
genes i s of these poems i s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t r i g u i n g . M a c L e a n 
h a s w r i t t e n t h a t at ' a b o u t 2 or 3 a . m . on W e d n e s d a y 2 0 t h 

[ D e c e m b e r 1939] I got u p o u t o f bed a n d v e r y q u i c k l y 
w r o t e d o w n ' S a m h l a i d h e a n ' a n d ' C o i n ' , o f w h i c h , as f a r 
as I r e m e m b e r , I h a v e n e v e r c h a n g e d one w o r d f r o m t h a t 
f i r s t w r i t i n g d o w n . It s e e m s to me t h a t I c o m p o s e d t h e m 
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y i n a t r o u b l e d s leep . ' C h r i s t o p h e r W h y t e 
h a s r i g h t l y s u g g e s t e d t h a t t h i s i s s o m e t h i n g a k i n to ' a u t o ­
m a t i c w r i t i n g ' a n d I t h i n k M a c L e a n ' s a c c o u n t of h o w he 
c a m e to w r i t e these t w o p o e m s is i n d i c a t i v e of the a l l -
c o n s u m i n g effect t h a t t h i s p a r t i c u l a r poe t i c a n d p e r s o n a l 
e x p e r i e n c e w a s h a v i n g o n the poet . I n ' C o i n i s M a d a i d h e a n -
a l l a i d h ' M a c L e a n ' s o w n u n w r i t t e n p o e m s a r e i m a g i n e d as 
dogs a n d w o l v e s , c h a s i n g the deer , a s y m b o l for E i m h i r , 
a cross the s n o w of e t e r n i t y : 
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coin chiuine caothaich na bardachd, 
madaidhean air toir na h-ailleachd, 
ailleachd an anama 's an aodainn, 
fiadh geal thar bheann is raointean, 
fiadh do bhoidhche ciuine gaolaich, 
fiadhach gun sgur gun fhaochadh. 

the mild mad dogs of poetry, 
wolves in chase of beauty, 
beauty of soul and face, 
a white deer over hills and plains, 
the deer of your gentle beloved beauty, 
a hunt without halt, without respite. 
(pp. 134-135) 

T h e a l m o s t v i o l en t urgency is p a l p a b l e i n r h y t h m a n d 
i m a g e r y . T h e f igure of E i m h i r is u n a t t a i n a b l e but t h i s does 
not stop M a c L e a n f rom a t t e m p t i n g to ca t ch up w i t h h e r - i t 
i s u n c l e a r w h e t h e r he w i l l f a i l because her love i s u n a t t a i n a ­
ble to h i m p h y s i c a l l y or w h e t h e r he means t h a t he c a n never 
capture a l l of h e r beauty i n a poem a n d t h u s the essence 
of h i s love w i l l be lost over t i m e . It is l i k e l y to be the l a t t e r 
e x p l a n a t i o n w h i c h is t r u e r i f ' A n T a t h a i c h ' i s t a k e n i n t o 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n the same context: 

' N uair chrionas tasgadh gach cuimhne 
a bheir gaol no smuain no suim dhuit, 
an cai l l thu mealladh t' aonachd 
's t u faoin gun chuimhn' ort? 

Cha n- iarrainn-sa gu brath dhut 
aon bhiothbhuantachd do t' ailleachd 
ach na l iubhradh slan i 
direach mar a tha i . 

When the hoard of every memory decays 
that will give you love or thought or care 
will you lose the delight of your unity, 
vain and forgotten? 
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For you I would never seek 
any lastingness for your beauty 
but what would render it complete 
exactly as it is. 
(pp. 160-161) 

These two poems h i n t at a more p l a t o n i c love for E i m h i r 
a n d appear to look at a t i m e w h i c h i s beyond the sequence 
i tsel f . W h i l e M a c L e a n ' s m a i n s t r i v i n g i s for the p r e s e r v a t i o n 
of b e a u t y i n a n a l m o s t abs t rac t sense, the v e r y act of a t t e m p t ­
i n g to do t h i s i n d i c a t e s h i s be l i e f not o n l y i n poe try b u t i n 
h i s o w n role as poet. I n Dain do Eimhir X X X I ( w h i c h w a s 
not i n c l u d e d i n O Choille gu Bearradh - page n u m b e r s g i v e n 
here refer to C h r i s t o p h e r W h y t e ' s edi t ion) M a c L e a n h i n t s at 
a n i n n e r d ia logue or r i v a l r y t h a t he h a s w i t h the G a e l i c poet, 
W i l l i a m Ross (1762-1791) whose famous poem, ' O r a n E i l e ' , 
w a s ded i ca ted to M a r i o n Ross . A l t h o u g h i n r e a l i t y W i l l i a m 
Ross d i e d of c o n s u m p t i o n , the more r o m a n t i c s tory i s t h a t 
he d i e d of a b r o k e n h e a r t . I n M a c L e a n ' s poem he i m a g i n e s 
a c o n v e r s a t i o n be tween h i m s e l f a n d Ross about t h e i r poems, 
t h u s a l i g n i n g h i m s e l f w i t h G a e l i c poets w h o w e n t before h i m 
a n d consc ious ly p l a c i n g h i m s e l f i n a s i gn i f i cant place w i t h i n 
the w i d e r G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n : 

U i l l e i m Rois, de chanamaid 
a' coinneachadh taobh t h a l l a' bhais? 
Dheanainn lua idh air t' O r a n E i l e ; 
de theireadh tusa m u na dain 
a sgaoil m i ealain-shriante, 
eachraidh fhiadhaich bhard. 

William Ross, what should we say 
meeting beyond death? 
I should mention your 'Oran Eile'. 
What would you say about the poems 
I let loose art-bridled, 
a wild cavalry for bards? 
(pp. 86-87) 
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It i s l i k e l y t h a t M a c L e a n ' s poetic r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h E i m h i r 
i s a r e c i p r o c a l one i n a l i t e r a r y sense at least . I n r e t u r n for 
the poetic i n s p i r a t i o n t h a t E i m h i r prov ides , M a c L e a n gives 
h e r the gift of e t e rn i ty , e n s u r i n g t h a t h e r b e a u t y a n d s p i r i t 
ex i s t i n h i s poetry l o n g after any p h y s i c a l aspect of ' E i m h i r ' 
has d i m i n i s h e d . It c ou ld be a r g u e d t h a t t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p 
h a s under tones of the r e l a t i o n s h i p w h i c h ex i s t ed be tween 
the b a r d a n d ch ie f i n G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n (the b a r d a n d ch ie f 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w a s r e c i p r o c a l because each needed the other 's 
t a l e n t a n d patronage to funct i on i n society) a n d also of the 
poetry of the t r o u b a d o u r s w h o i m m o r t a l i s e d the object of 
t h e i r a d m i r a t i o n . I n t h i s w a y M a c L e a n ' s poetry succeeds 
i n s p a n n i n g the G a e l i c a n d E u r o p e a n t r a d i t i o n s w h i l e a lso 
a c h i e v i n g s o m e t h i n g t h o r o u g h l y p e r s o n a l a n d m o d e r n . 

C o n c l u s i o n a n d F u r t h e r R e a d i n g 
Dain do Eimhir succeeds i n c a p t u r i n g a specific p e r i o d i n 
the l i fe of S o r l e y M a c L e a n w h i l e a lso p r o v i d i n g a b l u e p r i n t 
of themes for o ther poems w h i c h he w a s yet to compose -
the role of the poet, the concept of e t e r n i t y , p o l a r i t y a n d 
t ranscendence are a l l present i n Dain do Eimhir a n d , w h e n 
l a t e r poems s u c h as ' N i g h e a n is S e a n n O r a i n / A G i r l a n d 
O l d Songs ' (pp. 224 -227) a n d ' I a d h s h l a t / H o n e y s u c k l e ' (pp. 
302 -303 ) are s u r v e y e d i n r e l a t i o n to M a c L e a n ' s e a r l i e r w o r k , 
i t i s c l ear t h a t M a c L e a n ' s ' G a e l i c M u s e ' , i n h e r m a n y guises , 
h a s a l w a y s exerc ised a p o w e r f u l effect on h i s poetry . 

I have p r o v i d e d a shor t i n t r o d u c t i o n to Dain do Eimhir 
i n t h i s chapter , h i g h l i g h t i n g some of the m a i n de ta i l s a n d 
themes . H o w e v e r , i f y o u are i n t e r e s t e d i n r e a d i n g more about 
the complete cycle the m a i n source for s t u d y i s C h r i s t o p h e r 
W h y t e ' s e d i t i o n of the poems. 

Notes 
1. See Douglas Sealy, 'Out from Skye to the World : L i terature , History 

and the Poet' i n Sorley MacLean: Critical Essays ed. by Raymond J . 
Ross and Joy Hendry (Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1986) pp. 
53-79 (p. 67). The Eng l i sh translation of this tradit ional song is by 
Christopher Whyte . 



2. S O R L E Y M A C L E A N ' S P O E T R Y O F 
CONSCIENCE: ' B A N - G H A l D H E A L / 
HIGHLAND WOMAN' AND 
' C A L B H A R A I G H / CALVARY' 

It i s pe rhaps a n in just i ce to the rest of Sor l ey M a c L e a n ' s w o r k 
to p i c k out on ly a few of h i s poems a n d discuss t h e m i n the 
context of the poet's conscience w h e n the great m a j o r i t y of 
h i s poems, i n c l u d i n g m a n y of Dain do Eimhir a n d h i s l onger 
poems s u c h as ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , have at t h e i r h e a r t the theme 
of in just i ce a n d suf fer ing a n d h i s approaches to t h i s f rom h i s 
o w n perspect ive as a G a e l i c poet a n d a se l f -proc la imed c o m m u ­
nis t . H o w e v e r , i t i s i n ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l / H i g h l a n d W o m a n ' a n d 
' C a l b h a r a i g h / C a l v a r y ' t h a t we c a n v i e w M a c L e a n ' s a t t i t u d e 
towards soc ia l in just i ce i n i t s most concentrated form, espe­
c i a l l y i n r e l a t i o n to h i s often d i s cordant feel ings t o w a r d s 
re l i g i on a n d i t s i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h h i s soc ia l i s t bel iefs . W h i l e 
' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' explores the h a r d s h i p suf fered p a r t i c u l a r l y 
by the G a e l s , ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' h a s a n u r b a n set t ing . B o t h poems 
were i n c l u d e d i n the Dain Eile sect ion of Dain do Eimhir (1943) 
a n d as such , provide a ba lance between h i s love l y r i c s a n d the 
more over t ly soc io -po l i t i ca l verse . T h e Dain Eile sect ion often 
inc ludes , b u t i s not r e s t r i c t ed to, l andscape poetry as w e l l as 
poems w h i c h explore h i s soc io -po l i t i ca l concerns, i n c l u d i n g 
H i g h l a n d h i s t o r y a n d i t s effect o n the present t i m e . A s w e l l as 
the two poems w h i c h w i l l be a n a l y s e d i n d e t a i l i n t h i s chapter , 
other s ign i f i cant poems i n c l u d e ' A n t - E i l e a n / T h e I s l a n d ' (pp. 
56 -59 ) w h i c h i s both a love l y r i c a n d a l a m e n t for S k y e a n d i t s 
condi t i on , ' C l a n n G h i l l - E a i n / T h e C l a n M a c L e a n ' ( p p . 46 -47 ) 
w h i c h ca l l s for h i s c l a n to take pr ide i n the S c o t t i s h soc ia­
l i s t leader , J o h n M a c l e a n , i n precedence to t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l 
c l a n h i s to ry , a n d 'Corn fo rd ' (pp.44-45) , i n w h i c h M a c L e a n 
addresses h i s concerns for S p a i n a n d the w i d e r i m p l i c a t i o n s 
for m a n k i n d . 

Before d i s c u s s i n g ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' a n d ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' i n 
d e t a i l i t i s necessary to p u t t h e m in to context w i t h M a c L e a n ' s 
v i e w s r e g a r d i n g the C h u r c h since b o t h poems often o v e r t l y 
r e p r o a c h the c h u r c h s y s t e m . W h i l e i t has been not i ced by 
scho lars s u c h as J o h n M a c l n n e s t h a t M a c L e a n ' s poetic s ty le 
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is often i n f l u e n c e d by e v a n g e l i c a l se rmons a n d the p s a l m s , 
a n d m a n y of h i s images of self -sacrif ice a n d su f f e r ing have 
C h r i s t i a n reference po ints , M a c L e a n was , never the less , a t 
odds w i t h the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n he w a s b r o u g h t up w i t h i n 
on R a a s a y . I n w h a t is now a n often quoted s ta tement , he 
wrote to D o u g l a s Y o u n g i n S e p t e m b e r 1941 t h a t 

I was never a 'converted' seceder who had experienced 
'conviction of s in, repentance into life, effectual call ing, 
justification, adoption and sanctification' ... I was merely a 
chi ld 'adherent', frequently experiencing what the Seceders 
cal l 's lavish fear' of the l i teral burning pit. So Portree school 
only confirmed a sort of anti-Secederism latent i n my chi ld­
hood ... Yes, my Promethean view of Socialism is an inver­
sion of the career of the 'saved' i n the sense that it was a 
justification of the 'lost', 'damned' Promethean. 

'Seceder ism' i s another n a m e for the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n 
C h u r c h . I n h i s essay ' M y R e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the M u s e ' M a c L e a n 
expands o n t h i s a t t i tude towards 'Seceder ism' w h e n he w r i t e s 
'the odds for e t e r n a l d a m n a t i o n were t e r r i b l y h i g h a g a i n s t 
a very h i g h percentage of the lovable people one k n e w . T h e 
obvious fewness of the E l e c t made me a n t i - e l i t i s t i n most 
ways . ' T h e F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n C h u r c h be l i eved t h a t secu lar 
ar t s were dangerous v a n i t i e s a n d t h a t even the b u l k of F r e e 
P r e s b y t e r i a n s w o u l d suffer e t e r n a l d a m n a t i o n . F o r M a c L e a n , 
w h o w a s great ly in f luenced by soc ia l i sm, before, d u r i n g a n d 
after the 1930s, the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n bel ie f sys tem w a s i n 
direct oppos i t ion to h i s c o m m u n i s t idea ls . M u c h of h i s poetry 
dealt w i t h t h i s conflict, often i n spite of h i s worr i es t h a t some of 
i t w o u l d upset h i s p a r e n t s w h o were l a x ' F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n s , 
b u t w h o w o u l d s t i l l be affected by t h e i r son's p u b l i c d i s m i s s a l 
of the C h u r c h . H o w e v e r , M a c L e a n ' s un favourab le v i e w of F r e e 
P r e s b y t e r i a n i s m is not t w o - d i m e n s i o n a l - he w r i t e s t h a t ' i n 
the T h i r t i e s I used to be very scept ica l of the S c o t t i s h w r i t e r s 
w h o seemed to a t t r i b u t e most of Scot land 's i l l s to C a l v i n i s m . 
W h a t d i d they k n o w of C a l v i n i s m ? N o t one of t h e m h a d 
been brought up i n a s m a l l i s l a n d w h e r e n ine out of t e n of 
the people were adherents of the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n a n d the 
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rest of the F r e e C h u r c h . ' O t h e r G a e l i c poets, who h a d h a d the 
same experience as M a c L e a n , were vo i c ing c r i t i c a l a t t i tudes 
t owards the r e l i g i o n they h a d g r o w n up w i t h i n the 1940s a n d 
beyond. I a i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h d i rec t ly t a c k l e d the issue of the 
role of the C h u r c h i n H i g h l a n d c o m m u n i t i e s i n poetry as w e l l 
as i n h i s prose (e.g. h i s nove l Consider the Lilies) v o i c ing the 
bel ie f t h a t m i n i s t e r s often d i d l i t t l e to he lp t h e i r congrega­
t ions a n d often s ided w i t h the l a n d o w n e r s d u r i n g events s u c h 
as the H i g h l a n d C learances . 

' B a n - G h a i d h e a l / H i g h l a n d W o m a n ' w a s composed i n 1937 
or e a r l y 1938. It is a poem of seven s t a n z a s w i t h four l ines to 
each s t a n z a . I n the f i rs t five s t a n z a s M a c L e a n descr ibes the 
appearance of the w o m a n a n d the d i s m a l n a t u r e of her ex is t ­
ence a n d d i re c t l y addresses J e s u s C h r i s t as he does t h i s : 

A m faca T u i , Iudhaich mhoir, 
r i 'n abrar A o n Mhac Dhe? 
A m fac' thu 'coltas air Do t h r i a l l 
r i stri an fhion-lios chein? 

Hast Thou seen her, great Jew, 
who art called the One Son of God? 
Hast Thou seen on Thy way the like of her 
labouring in the distant vineyard? 
(pp. 26-27) 

T h i s first s t a n z a alone is c o n t r o v e r s i a l because of the i m p l i ­
ca t i on t h a t M a c L e a n i s r e p r o v i n g C h r i s t by a s k i n g i f C h r i s t 
has seen the h i g h l a n d w o m a n , i m p l y i n g t h a t G o d i s not a l l -
see ing or at least , that , i f G o d has seen the w o m a n ' s p l i g h t , 
no hope has been g iven to her . T h i s a c cusat i on is re in forced 
i n the t h i r d s t a n z a i n w h i c h M a c L e a n w r i t e s ' C h a n fhaca T u 
i , M h i c a n t - sao ir / T h o u h a s t not seen her , S o n of the c a r p e n ­
ter ' (pp. 28 -29 ) . T h e language w h i c h M a c L e a n employs i s 
e c c l es ias t i ca l i n tone a n d sty le but t h i s i s u n d e r m i n e d by the 
e m p h a s i s on ' r i ' n a b r a r / w h o a r t ca l l ed ' i n the first a n d the 
t h i r d s t a n z a . I n a re l i g i ous context , t h i s sty le of p h r a s e is not 
u n u s u a l i n i t s e l f but, i n the context of t h i s poem i n w h i c h the 
poet is less t h a n reverent to the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h , i t also s u b t l y 
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leads the reader to assume that th i s be l ie f i n C h r i s t ' s t rue 
i d e n t i t y is not necessar i ly h e l d by the poet h imse l f . 

In contras t to the a m b i v a l e n t p i c ture of C h r i s t , the second 
s t a n z a succeeds i n f o r m i n g a v e r y potent i m a g e of the 
h i g h l a n d w o m a n as a f igure of su f fer ing : 

A n cuallach mhiosan air a druim, 
fallus searbh air mala is gruaidh; 
's a' mhias chreadha trom air cul 
a c inn chruibte bhochd thruaigh. 

The load of fruits on her back, 
a bitter sweat on brow and cheek, 
and the clay basin heavy on the back 
of her bent poor wretched head. 
(pp. 28-29) 

T h e dep i c t i on of t h i s w o m a n a l m o s t r e n d e r s h e r a n i c on 
herse l f - a m a r t y r e d figure w h i c h w o u l d not be out of p lace 
as a p a i n t i n g or s t a i n e d glass w i n d o w . T h e e m p h a s i s on the 
m a r t y r e d aspect of the w o m a n is not a n acc ident s ince i t 
ef fectively compares her su f fer ing to the su f f e r ing of C h r i s t , 
who is the de f in i t ive figure of sacri f ice a n d su f fer ing . O f 
course, the h i g h l a n d w o m a n refers not to a specific person 
b u t i s a s y m b o l w h i c h encapsu lates w h a t M a c L e a n v i e w s as 
the su f f e r ing of the who le of the p o p u l a t i o n of the H i g h l a n d s 
a n d I s l a n d s . T h i s is c lear f rom the w a y M a c L e a n descr ibes 
her as a figure s p a n n i n g m a n y years : 

A n t-earrach seo agus seo chaidh 
's gach fichead earrach bho 'n an tus 
tharruing ise 'n fheamainn fhuar 
chum biadh a cloinne 's duais an tuir . 

This Spring and last Spring 
and every twenty Springs from the beginning, 
she has carried the cold seaweed 
for her children's food and the castle's reward. 
(pp. 28-29) 
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T h e p e r p e t u a l m o t i o n of the c h a n g i n g seasons a n d the 
w o r k of the w o m a n suggest t h a t she i s not a lone a n d t h a t 
t h i s s i t u a t i o n h a s been p e r p e t u a t e d i n m a n y d i f ferent areas 
of the H i g h l a n d s over t i m e . S h e i s a lso u n n a m e d a n d so 
m a y s t a n d for m a n y w h o are i n the same p r e d i c a m e n t . I t 
i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t i t i s a w o m a n w h o i s desc r ibed i n the 
poem. F i r s t l y , she acts as a c o n t r a s t to C h r i s t i n t e r m s of 
gender a n d , w h e n one cons iders C h r i s t ' s c o m p a s s i o n for 
w o m e n w h o suf fered h a r d s h i p i n the B i b l e , i t i s f i t t i n g t h a t 
t h i s i s the i m a g e set out by the poet. Secondly , o ther G a e l i c 
poets, i n c l u d i n g D e r i c k T h o m s o n a n d I a i n C r i c h t o n S m i t h , 
have e m p l o y e d the i m a g e of the h i g h l a n d w o m a n i n t h e i r 
poetry . It i s e n t i r e l y poss ib le t h a t w h a t c a n be w i t n e s s e d 
here i s a more g e n e r a l 2 0 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c p r e o c c u p a t i o n 
w i t h the s y m b o l i c 'mother ' s ince the m o t h e r - t o n g u e of G a e l i c 
i s i n dec l ine a n d m a n y G a e l s are a lso s e p a r a t e d f r o m the 
m o t h e r l a n d due to e m i g r a t i o n or s o c i a l a n d s p i r i t u a l d i s l o ­
c a t i o n . L i n k s c a n also be m a d e b e t w e e n t h i s 2 0 t h c e n t u r y 
G a e l i c w o m a n ' s p l i g h t a n d the w o m e n i n d i s t ress i n the 
I r i s h a i s l i n g / d r e a m poems of the 1 7 t h c e n t u r y , i n w h i c h 
m a l e poets c reated the i m a g e of a w o m a n as a s y m b o l of 
I r e l a n d w h o w a s su f f e r ing great h a r d s h i p a n d w a s a w a i t i n g 
a s a v i o u r i n the f o r m of the S t u a r t P r e t e n d e r . T h e di f ference 
i n M a c L e a n ' s poem is t h a t he sets out no obv ious s a v i o u r for 
the h i g h l a n d w o m a n , desp i te a d d r e s s i n g the poem to C h r i s t . 
H e offers the reader no sense of hope because he be l ieves 
t h a t the w o m a n c a n h a v e no hope i n h e r o w n l i fe as l o n g as 
society c o n t i n u e s u n c h a n g e d - 'Is t h r i a l l a t i m m a r s h n i g h e 
d u b h / A n d h e r t i m e h a s gone l i k e a b l a c k s ludge ' (pp. 28 -29 ) . 
T h i s b l a c k s ludge i s d e s c r i b e d as seep ing t h r o u g h the t h a t c h 
o n h e r home a n d b r i n g s to m i n d the s y m b o l of the m o r a s s i n 
' A n C u i l i t h i o n n / T h e C u i l l i n ' , w h i c h w i l l be e x p l o r e d i n more 
d e t a i l i n C h a p t e r 3. T h e r e the b l a c k s ludge s y m b o l i s e s c a p i ­
t a l i s m a n d a l l t h a t i s e v i l , s w a l l o w i n g u p e v e r y t h i n g i n i t s 
p a t h , so i t i s v e r y f i t t i n g t h a t t h i s s y m b o l i s a lso e m p l o y e d i n 
t h i s poem. A f t e r a l l , i t i s c a p i t a l i s m w h i c h M a c L e a n be l ieves 
i s p a r t l y respons ib le for the p l i g h t of the h i g h l a n d w o m a n , 
w h i l e the C h u r c h t u r n s a b l i n d eye. T h e i m a g e of b l a c k 
s ludge seep ing in to every corner of l i fe a n d o b l i t e r a t i n g 
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hope i s doub ly e v i l because i t also succeeds i n r e m o v i n g the 
ev idence of i n j u s t i c e f r o m the eyes of the w o r l d a n d t h u s e v i l 
deeds are not r e m e m b e r e d . T h i s m a y be a n o t h e r r e a s o n w h y 
the h i g h l a n d w o m a n r e m a i n s u n n a m e d . I n M a c L e a n ' s v i e w , 
one of the ro les of the poet i s to b r i n g a t t e n t i o n to i n j u s t i c e , 
hence the r e p e a t e d q u e s t i o n to C h r i s t of w h e t h e r he c a n see 
the h i g h l a n d w o m a n . 

It is less l i k e l y t h a t M a c L e a n is r e m o n s t r a t i n g a g a i n s t the 
a c t u a l figure of C h r i s t a n d far more l i k e l y t h a t he i s a c t u a l l y 
oppos ing the F r e e C h u r c h ' s doctr ine w h e n he w r i t e s i n the 
s i x t h s t a n z a : ' A g u s l a b h a i r T ' eag la is c h a o m h / m u s t a i d 
c h a i l l t e a h - a n a m a t h r u a i g h ; / A n d T h y gentle c h u r c h has 
spoken /about the lost state of her m i s e r a b l e sou l ' (pp. 28 -29 ) . 
M a c L e a n ' s r e a l contempt is reserved for a be l ie f sys tem 
w h i c h does not even offer a poor w o m a n the p r o m i s e of a 
more joyous af ter l i fe , never m i n d a s l i g h t l y better s t a n d a r d 
of l i fe i n her present existence . M a c L e a n ' s c o m m u n i s t p r i n ­
c ip les c a n be e a s i l y detected here. T h e poet is no s t r a n g e r to 
the concept of sacrif ice a n d in jus t i ce f r o m a n i d e a l i s t i c s t a n d ­
po in t (he c e r t a i n l y revels i n the i d e a l se l f - sacr i f i c ia l hero - a 
concept w h i c h w i l l be exp lored f u r t h e r i n C h a p t e r 4) but he i s 
c l ear ly p o r t r a y i n g the r e a l i s t i c side of su f f e r ing i n t h i s poem. 
I n other words , he i s d r a w i n g a t t e n t i o n to the people who 
have no choice i n t h e i r l i ves a n d whose su f f e r ing does not 
l i f t t h e m up beyond the ' everyday ' to the he ights of h e r o i s m 
a n d se l f a w a r e n e s s as n a m e d figures s u c h as J a m e s C o n n o l l y 
achieve i n some of M a c L e a n ' s other poems. 

M a c L e a n cont inues t h i s po int i n ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' , w h i c h w a s 
composed i n N o v e m b e r or December 1939, w h e n he w r i t e s : 

C h a n ei l mo shui l air Calbharaigh 
no air Betlehem an aigh 

My eye is not on Calvary 
nor on Bethlehem the Blessed 
(pp. 34-35) 

Ins tead , the poet's a t t e n t i o n is on the s l u m s of G l a s g o w 
a n d E d i n b u r g h , w h e r e poverty a n d p a i n ex i s t a n d ' far b h e i l 
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a n l o b h a d h fa is , / w h e r e l i fe rots as i t grows ' (pp. 34 -35 ) . 
T h e r e are m a n y leve ls to t h i s s ta tement . F i r s t l y , M a c L e a n i s 
e x h i b i t i n g a v e r y soc ia l i s t concern w i t h the here a n d now as 
opposed to the past . Secondly , t h i s poem c o u l d be v i e w e d as 
yet a n o t h e r s l i g h t a g a i n s t the C h u r c h s ince M a c L e a n i s effec­
t i v e l y s a y i n g he i s more concerned w i t h the l i v e s of o r d i n a r y 
people t h a n the t r i a l s of C h r i s t w i t h i n a B i b l i c a l s e t t i n g . 
H o w e v e r , on another l eve l , M a c L e a n m a y also be i m p l y i n g 
t h a t the su f f e r ing of the u n n a m e d i s of more i m p o r t a n c e 
to h i m t h a n t h a t of w e l l k n o w n C h r i s t - l i k e hero i c f igures 
w h o can act as sav i ours to m a n k i n d . H e s t a t e d i n a l e t te r 
to D o u g l a s Y o u n g i n October 1940 t h a t ' C h r i s t a n d L e n i n to 
me are on ly a l m o s t r a n d o m e x a m p l e s of great m i n d s r e a l i s ­
i n g e m o t i o n a l l y as w e l l as i n t e l l e c t u a l l y the " m i s e r i e s t h a t 
w i l l not let t h e m rest '" . It can , therefore , be a s s u m e d t h a t 
M a c L e a n h a d no p r o b l e m w i t h C h r i s t as a compass ionate 
f igure of sacri f ice , a lbe i t as a f igure e x i s t i n g for h i m outs ide 
a C h u r c h f r a m e w o r k , yet i n ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' he seems to reject 
t h i s . T h i s d i chotomy is a m a i n t h e m e i n M a c L e a n ' s w o r k a n d 
he often s t rugg les w i t h h i s need to r e co rd the su f f e r ing of the 
masses w h i l e also h o l d i n g up hero i c m a r t y r e d f igures as the 
i d e a l a g a i n s t the e n c r o a c h i n g m o r a s s or b l a c k s ludge w h i c h 
destroys i n d i v i d u a l i t y . 

C o n c l u s i o n a n d F u r t h e r R e a d i n g 
I n bo th ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' a n d ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' the s y m p a t h y 
for the masses w i n s out a g a i n s t h i s a d m i r a t i o n for a n i n d i ­
v i d u a l , heroic aesthet ic b u t M a c L e a n w a s e v i d e n t l y a w a r e 
of the oppos ing factors i n h i s w o r k a n d , i n the e a r l y 1940s 
after becoming d i s i l l u s i o n e d w i t h h i s love for ' E i m h i r ' a n d 
h i s search for a hero ic s e l f - i d e n t i t y i n r e l a t i o n to h i s h a r n e s s ­
i n g of the M u s e , he wrote to D o u g l a s Y o u n g t h a t h i s nex t 
poems w o u l d be more l i k e ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' a n d ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' , 
p r e s u m a b l y because he w a n t e d to concentrate more on h i s 
soc ia l i s t concerns. T h i s m o v e m e n t be tween the 'people's 
poet' as s p o k e s m a n for the masses a n d the i d e a l i s t i c poet, 
concerned w i t h the s t rugg le for a more i n d i v i d u a l goal of 
hero ic se l f - ident i ty , i s s o m e t h i n g w h i c h M a c L e a n explores i n 
m a n y of h i s poems. ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' a n d ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' c a n 
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be v i e w e d as e x a m p l e s of poems i n w h i c h M a c L e a n i s at h i s 
most consc ient ious i n r e l a t i o n to the w i d e r concerns of the 
w o r l d . 

O t h e r poems w i t h some relevance to h i s poems of conscience 
d i s cussed above i n c l u d e ' A n C r a n n D u b h ' (pp. 36 -37 ) , 
a n o t h e r of the Dain Eile, w i t h images of C h r i s t ' s cross w h i c h 
"s e s p i a c a d h c r i d h e n a h - E 6 r p a / h a s been s p i k i n g E u r o p e ' s 
heart ' . ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n / T h e C u i l l i n ' h a s v e r y c l ear l i n k s w i t h 
some of the i ssues r a i s e d i n t h i s c h a p t e r a n d w i l l be d i s cussed 
i n i t s o w n r i g h t i n C h a p t e r 3. A l a t e r poem ' T i o d h l a c a d h sa 
C h l a c h a n / F u n e r a l i n C l a c h a n ' is also r e l e v a n t to M a c L e a n ' s 
s t rugg le w i t h the be l ie f sys tem of the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n 
C h u r c h . It p a i n t s a g r i m p i c ture of a f u n e r a l service for a 
R a a s a y m a n who w a s ' teo -chr idheach , o n o r a c h i s c a i r d e i l / 
w a r m - h e a r t e d , honourab le a n d f r i end ly ' (pp. 236—237) but , 
l i k e m a n y of the people M a c L e a n k n e w , he h a d l i t t l e hope of 
e t e r n a l l i fe accord ing to F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n doctr ine because 
p r e s u m a b l y he w a s not a t rue adherent of the f a i t h . T h e o n l y 
difference be tween t h i s poem a n d M a c L e a n ' s d i s cuss ions 
about r e l i g i o n i n h i s l e t ters to D o u g l a s Y o u n g i s t h a t the 
conc lus i on i s i n poetic f o rm: 

Agus thuig gach fear sa chomhlan 
ni nach seanaiseadh e r i onrachd: 

nach ei l t r ian de thr ian a' creidsinn 
ann an Ifr inn bhuan na h-aidmheil . 

Almost all the company understood 
a thing that one would not whisper to himself alone: 

that not a third of a third believed 
in the lasting Hell of their creed. 
(pp. 238-239) 

H o w e v e r , for a s l i g h t l y more a m b i v a l e n t e x a m p l e of a 
poem w h i c h employs i m a g e r y connected to the C h u r c h see 
' E a g l a i s C h a t h a r r a / A C h u r c h M i l i t a n t ' (pp. 300 -301 ) , w h i c h 
i s i n c l u d e d i n the '1972 a n d A f t e r ' sect ion of O Choille gu 
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Bearradh. T h e c h u r c h m i l i t a n t " n a c h e a n n / i n h i s h e a d ' i s 
p r e s u m a b l y a facet of the poet's o w n self. 

F o r a more de ta i l ed d i s cuss i on of the r e l i g i ous in f luence 
on M a c L e a n ' s poetic sty le see J o h n M a c l n n e s , ' A R a d i c a l l y 
T r a d i t i o n a l Vo ice : Sor l ey M a c L e a n a n d the E v a n g e l i c a l 
B a c k g r o u n d ' i n Duthchas nan Gaidheal: Selected Essays of 
John Maclnnes ed. by M i c h a e l N e w t o n , E d i n b u r g h : B i r l i n n , 
2006 pp. 3 8 1 - 3 9 1 . I n the same book there is also a n essay, 
' R e l i g i o n i n G a e l i c Society ' (pp. 425 -442 ) w h i c h , w h i l e i t does 
not refer spec i f i ca l ly to S o r l e y M a c L e a n , does e laborate on the 
deve lopment of the F r e e P r e s b y t e r i a n C h u r c h , t h u s p r o v i d ­
i n g a use fu l context for M a c L e a n ' s poetry a n d themes . 

3. STRIVING FOR T H E HEIGHTS O F 
T H E S E L F - POLITICAL 
C O M M I T M E N T AND 'AN 
CUILITHIONN/ T H E CUILLIN' 

Sor ley M a c L e a n c a l l e d h i s l ong epic poem 'the rant ' , a n d he 
c e r t a i n l y does t a k e every o p p o r t u n i t y to berate m a n y people 
a n d sect ions of society w i t h i n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n / T h e C u i l l i n ' 
for the wrongs c o m m i t t e d aga inst m a n k i n d . ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' 
is de f in i te ly h i s most p o l i t i c a l poem a n d i s a lso the one i n 
w h i c h h i s c o m m u n i s t idea ls are at t h e i r strongest . H e began 
t h i s poem i n 1939. D u r i n g the t i m e he h e l d a t e a c h i n g 
pos i t i on on M u l l , he became obsessed w i t h the effects of the 
C l e a r a n c e s on the society a n d on the landscape a r o u n d h i m . 
T h i s depressed M a c L e a n on a persona l l eve l because M u l l 
is M a c L e a n c l a n t e r r i t o r y a n d thus M a c L e a n r e a l i s e d t h a t 
i t w a s h i s o w n ancestors who h a d been deeply affected by 
the C l e a r a n c e s on t h i s i s l a n d . H o w e v e r , ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' 
is not j u s t a C l e a r a n c e poem - i t i s m u c h more t h a n t h a t 
a n d operates on m a n y levels . It w o u l d also be too s i m p l i s ­
t ic to d i s m i s s i t as j u s t a p o l i t i c a l poem i n cont ras t to the 
more hear t f e l t love l y r i c s of Dain do Eimhir s ince b o t h ' A n 
C u i l i t h i o n n ' a n d m a n y of the Eimhir poems were composed 
a r o u n d the same t i m e a n d they c l ear ly in f luence a n d i n f o r m 
each o ther w i t h t h e i r use of i m a g e i y a n d s y m b o l i s m . 

W h i l e there can be no doubt that M a c L e a n ' s G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n 
a n d sense of place affected the course t h a t t h i s poem takes , 
H u g h M a c D i a r m i d ' s inf luence can also be seen. M a c L e a n 
great ly a d m i r e d ' A D r u n k M a n L o o k s at the T h i s t l e ' a n d i t 
w a s h i s p l a n to t r y to e m u l a t e th i s epic s t r u c t u r e w i t h a l ong 
poem, i n t e r s p e r s e d w i t h l y r i c a l passages a n d l y r i c peaks ' -
those p a r t s i n w h i c h a c l i m a x or h i g h po in t i s r e a c h e d bo th 
s t r u c t u r a l l y a n d s y m b o l i c a l l y . 

T h e m o u n t a i n is a m u l t i - f a c e t t e d s y m b o l w i t h i n ' A n 
C u i l i t h i o n n ' . M a c L e a n r e t u r n s to the s y m b o l of the m o u n t a i n 
i n m a n y of h i s o ther poems - see for e x a m p l e ' A ' B h e i n n a i r 
C h a l l / T h e L o s t M o u n t a i n ' (pp. 260 -263) , ' C r e a g D a l l a i g ' (pp. 
240 -241) a n d ' T i m is S g u r r U r a i n / T i m e a n d S g u r r U r a i n ' 
(pp. 250 -255 ) . I n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , the m o u n t a i n i s a s y m b o l 
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of f e r t i l i t y , p o l a r i t y , a n d a w i t n e s s of the w r o n g s of m a n k i n d . 
It i s descr ibed as h a v i n g h o r n s or a n t l e r s a n d i s e n v i s a g e d 
as a boat a n d as a b u i l d i n g w i t h b a t t l e m e n t s . I n one specif ic 
s t a n z a i n P a r t V , i t i s i m a g i n e d as a n u m b e r of c reatures : 

Chithear an Cui l i th ionn 
'na iolair iomaluath, 
'na leomhann suilbhir , 
'na bheithir dheirg; 

The Cuillin will be seen 
a multi-swift eagle, 
an affable lion, 
a red dragon. 
(pp. 100-101) 

I n t h i s sense, the m o u n t a i n s y m b o l i s r e m i n i s c e n t of 
M a c D i a r m i d ' s s y m b o l of the t h i s t l e , w h i c h also takes on a 
m u l t i t u d e of m e a n i n g s . T h e e v e r - c h a n g i n g s y m b o l of the 
m o u n t a i n prov ides the p o e m w i t h a m o d e r n i s t context w h i l e 
a lso r e i n f o r c i n g the b o n d be tween the poet a n d h i s l a n d ­
scape. I n t h i s shor t s t u d y of ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' I w i l l speci f i ­
c a l l y concentrate on the s y m b o l s a n d i m a g e s w h i c h M a c L e a n 
employs i n order to e s t a b l i s h h i s sense of se l f a n d explore h i s 
i d e n t i t y i n the poem i n r e l a t i o n to b o t h po l i t i c s a n d G a e l i c 
t r a d i t i o n a n d i n n o v a t i o n . 

A B r i e f O v e r v i e w o f A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' 
' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' i s sp l i t i n t o seven p a r t s w i t h a short in t roduc ­
t i o n before P a r t I, i n w h i c h M a c L e a n dedicates the poem to the 
18 t h c entury G a e l i c poet, A l a s d a i r M a c M h a i g h s t i r A l a s d a i r 
(A lexander M c D o n a l d ) , a n d H u g h M a c D i a r m i d , t h u s s h o w i n g 
f rom the outset the inf luence of bo th t r a d i t i o n a n d m o d e r n ­
i s m on h i s poetry. I n m a n y ways , ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' is h i s epic 
a t tempt at c reat ing a space where bo th these aspects of h i s 
o w n persona l i ty can exist together. I n P a r t I he pra ises the 
peaks of ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , s h o w i n g how each one h a s a differ­
ent character . T h e voice i n the poem begins to ascend the 
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m o u n t a i n a n d he sees v is ions of Skye poets who are l ong dead, 
such as M a i r i M h o r ( M a r y M a c P h e r s o n ) a n d N e i l M a c L e o d . 
However , w h i l e he a d m i r e s the beauty of h i s landscape , the 
' v i l l a i n s ' of S k y e appear a n d take t h e i r places on the C u i l l i n 
peaks , l o ok ing d o w n at w h a t they have done to the landscape . 
Ghos ts of l awyers , factors a n d landowners begin a macabre 
dance, ce lebrat ing t h e i r deeds a n d overshadowing S k y e heroes 
of the L a n d Reforms, a n d the C u i l l i n cries out i n agony. I n 
P a r t II the voice i n the poem seems to have a n i n i t i a t i o n of 
sorts w i t h the m o u n t a i n as mother / lover . H e l a m e n t s the state 
of S c o t l a n d a n d compares the loca l in just ices w i t h the s t r u g ­
gles of the R e p u b l i c a n s i n the S p a n i s h C i v i l W a r . I n P a r t III 
the M o r a s s of M a r a r a b h l a i n n (an a c t u a l landscape feature at 
the foot of the C u i l l i n ) i s described as a bourgeois bog, w h i c h 
swal l ows up a l l of the beauty a n d h e r o i s m of the w o r l d as i t 
moves a n d spreads over m a n y countries . T h e poet wishes for 
the s t r e n g t h of H u g h M a c D i a r m i d a n d the S k y e poets of the 
past who w o u l d speak out aga inst in just ice . A s a contrast to the 
e v i l morass , the s u m m i t of the C u i l l i n is descr ibed as a place 
where h e r o i s m of m a n y different sorts (symbol ised t h r o u g h 
the figures of C h r i s t a n d L e n i n ) can exist side by side. I n P a r t 
I V the morass is explored from a persona l perspect ive , w i t h 
M a c L e a n f ear ing t h a t i t w i l l d r o w n h i s o w n s p i r i t a n d heart . 
T h e whole tone of the poem changes i n P a r t V w i t h one of i t s 
most s igni f i cant ' l y r i c a l peaks ' . The S k y e S t a l l i o n (which is 
a c t u a l l y a rock f o rmat ion of W a t e r n i s h c l i f f i n the n o r t h e n d of 
Skye) comes to l i fe a n d leaps from peak to peak of the C u i l l i n , 
s m a s h i n g the s t ruc tures of cap i ta l i s t society a n d t r a m p l i n g 
the bog. T h i s section ends w i t h M a c L e a n ' s t r a n s l a t i o n into 
G a e l i c of M a c D i a r m i d ' s ' I f there are bounds to any m a n ' f rom 
Second Hymn to Lenin. I n P a r t V I the voice of the poet gives 
w a y to other voices - the g i r l f rom Gesto , a fictional figure 
f rom S k y e , recounts her homesickness for her l a n d after be ing 
sold in to s lavery a n d t a k e n to A m e r i c a , a n d t h e n the voice of 
C l i o , the M u s e of H i s t o r y , takes over a n d l i s t s the heroes a n d 
v i l l a i n s of S k y e , the H i g h l a n d s a n d Scot land , before l o o k i n g 
out t owards E u r o p e a n d the rest of the w o r l d , r e count ing the 
struggles of m a n k i n d throughout h is tory . T h i s i s a n i m p o r t a n t 
aspect of the poem, because i t shows M a c L e a n ' s sense of place 
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i n the w o r l d : he begins by l o o k i n g i n w a r d s at h i s o w n l a n d 
but t h e n moves out to survey the who le w o r l d . I n P a r t V I I 
f igures associated w i t h sel f sacrifice ( C h r i s t , S p a r t a c u s a n d 
Prometheus ) are seen as v i s i ons on the m o u n t a i n peaks a n d 
the m o u n t a i n becomes the site of acts of h e r o i s m - i n a s u r r e ­
a l i s t fash ion M a r x , L e n i n , J a m e s C o n n o l l y , G e o r g i D i m i t r o v 
a n d other (often communis t ) heroes of the poet are seen a l ive 
together a n d i n the one place. T h e shouts of l i b e r t y can be 
h e a r d a n d the C u i l l i n i s seen r i s i n g on the other side of sorrow. 
I n p a r t V I I the poet's experience on the m o u n t a i n becomes 
h i g h l y persona l , w i t h h i m seeing a s p i r i t or ' j ourney ing one' 
w h o w a l k s alone on the m o u n t a i n a l i t t l e a w a y f rom the poet. 
It m a y v e r y w e l l be the essence of the poet's o w n s p i r i t a n d , 
w h i l e he gets close to i t , he never qui te manages to reach i t . 
T h i s s p i r i t i s a lways a l i t t l e a h e a d of h i m . T h e poem ends w i t h 
the poet l o n g i n g for the r i s i n g C u i l l i n . 

Pol i t ics a n d Issues o f Self - Identity i n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' 
' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' f e l l out of f avour w i t h M a c L e a n a n d t h i s 
w a s the m a i n reason for i t s d e l a y e d p u b l i c a t i o n a n d h e a v y 
e d i t i n g . M a c L e a n w r i t e s i n h i s s h o r t i n t r o d u c t i o n to the 
poem i n O Choille gu Bearradh: Collected Poems t h a t ' the 
b e h a v i o u r of the R u s s i a n G o v e r n m e n t to the P o l i s h i n s u r ­
r e c t i o n i n 1944 m a d e me p o l i t i c a l l y as w e l l as a e s t h e t i c a l l y 
d i s g u s t e d w i t h most of i t . I r e p r i n t here w h a t I t h i n k to ler ­
able of i t . ' M a c L e a n ' s a d m i r a t i o n for the Sov i e t U n i o n i s 
d i f f i cu l t to i gnore i n the poem, w i t h M a c L e a n w i s h i n g for 
the R e d A r m y to come across E u r o p e : 

'S gus an t ig an t -Arm Dearg comhla 
le caismeachd tarsainn na Roinn-Eorpa, 
druidhidh iorram na truaighe 
air mo cridhe 's air mo bhuadhan. 

And until the whole Red Army comes 
battle-marching across Europe, 
that song of wretchedness will seep 
into my heart and my senses. 
(pp. 74-75) 
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W i t h the benefit of h i n d s i g h t , M a c L e a n r e a l i s e d t h a t 
c o m m u n i s m w a s not a l w a y s the 'hero ' i n the s tory b u t we 
w o u l d lose a s i gn i f i cant p o r t i o n of M a c L e a n ' s poetry i f we re le ­
gated ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' to the d u s t y s h e l f of h i s t o r y because of 
i t s now u n f a s h i o n a b l e p o l i t i c a l context . It is c l ear t h a t there 
are h e a v y c o m m u n i s t overtones i n the poem. T h e m i x i n g o f 
the i m a g e of a s u n r i s e w i t h the c o m m u n i s t r e d b a n n e r i s one 
e x a m p l e of t h i s : 

Chua la m i gum facas bristeadh 
agus clisgeadh air an fhaire, 
gum facas ros dearg u r a i l 
thar saoghal bruite mabte 

I heard that a breaking was seen 
and a startling on the horizon, 
that there was seen a fresh red rose 
over a bruised maimed world 
(pp. 96-97) 

M a c L e a n looks to c o m m u n i s m for hope for h u m a n i t y a n d 
even h i s r e l i g i ous i m a g e of sel f -sacri f ice i n the f o r m of C h r i s t 
i s g i v e n a soc ia l i s t s l ant : 

bha ioma biatach de am Breatainn 
a r i n n an obair o i l l te i l sgreataidh, 
agus cheusadh ioma Criosda 
an u i r i d h agus am bl iadhna. 

there were many god-vultures in Britain 
who did the loathsome hateful work, 
and many a Christ has been crucified 
last year and this year. 
(pp. 120-121) 

H o w e v e r , w h i l e ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' i s r i c h i n c o m m u n i s t 
s y m b o l i s m , the poem c a n also be r e a d as M a c L e a n ' s o w n 
s e a r c h for hope, h e r o i s m a n d i d e n t i t y w i t h i n h imse l f . I n 
the e a r l y sections of the poem M a c L e a n enters i n t o a v e r y 
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i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s o w n landscape as he descr ibes 
h i s ascent of the C u i l l i n : 

A C h u i l i t h i n n chreagaich an uamhais, 
tha thusa mar r ium dh'aindeoin fuathais, 

a' cheud la phog mi do bh ia l 
dh'fhosgail Iutharn a dha ghial l ; 
a' cheud la laigh m i a ir d' uchd-sa 
ar leam gum faca m i an luchdadh 
aig na speuran troma, falbhaidh 
gu cr ith sgriosail na ta lmhainn. 

Rocky terrible Cuillin, 
you are with me in spite of life's horror. 

the first day I kissed your mouth 
hell opened its two jaws; 
the first day I lay on your breast 
I thought I saw the loading 
of the heavy swift skies 
for the destructive shaking of the earth. 
(pp. 76-77) 

In t h i s descr ip t i on the reader i s g iven the sense of the 
C u i l l i n ' s s u b l i m e n a t u r e a n d the awe M a c L e a n feels as he 
c l i m b s i ts slopes. M a c L e a n has w r i t t e n t h a t he spent m a n y 
of h i s days as a y o u n g m a n c l i m b i n g the C u i l l i n r idge a n d the 
e a r l y sections of ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' c e r t a i n l y c o n t a i n e l ements 
of the p e r s o n a l exper ience of a c l i m b e r i n t e r a c t i n g w i t h h i s 
e n v i r o n m e n t . F r o m the C u i l l i n p e a k s M a c L e a n f i g u r a t i v e l y 
surveys h i s who le w o r l d a n d the m o u n t a i n t o p gives h i m a 
c lear v i s i o n of r e a l i t y as he sees i t - not on ly do the in jus t i ces 
of m a n k i n d a n d the t h r e a t of f as c i sm w e i g h h e a v i l y u p o n 
h i m b u t also the sense of h i s role as poet or s p o k e s m a n of the 
people. T h i s i s espec ia l ly c lear i n P a r t III w h e n he w o r r i e s 
t h a t the m o r a s s has seeped i n t o h i s o w n sou l a n d he feels 
the presence of the 19 t h c e n t u r y S k y e poet, M a i r i M h o r , at 
h i s s ide: 
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A c h chan inns mi dh' a spiorad la idir 
nach tainig t i l leadh air an traigh ud; 
seachnaidh m i clar treun a h-aodainn 
's mo sgeul air buaidh ar n -Ei le in traoighte. 

But I will not tell her strong spirit 
that no turning has come on that ebb-tide 
I will avoid her brave forehead, 
as my tale is of the ethos of our island ebbed. 
(pp. 90-91) 

M a c L e a n ' s p e r s o n a l sense of duty to h i s l a n d m a k e s h i m 
feel uncomfor tab le i n the gaze of poets w h o have gone before 
h i m . O f course, the gaze of these poets i s a n i m a g i n e d one, 
con jured up by M a c L e a n h imse l f , but the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y he 
feels is no less v a l i d for h i m . C o m p a r i s o n s c a n be d r a w n 
between t h i s f ee l ing of the we ight of t r a d i t i o n f rom a G a e l i c 
perspect ive a n d the m o d e r n i s t concern w i t h the in f luence of 
e a r l i e r poets, w h i c h is best e n c a p s u l a t e d by T . S . E l i o t i n h i s 
famous essay ' T r a d i t i o n a n d the I n d i v i d u a l T a l e n t ' . 

One of the m a i n symbo ls i n the poem, the S k y e S t a l l i o n , 
i s also i n e x t r i c a b l y b o u n d up w i t h M a c L e a n ' s o w n e m o t i o n a l 
t ies to h i s i s l a n d , h i s people a n d h i s hope for the f u t u r e of 
m a n k i n d . T h e r i s i n g of the S t a l l i o n comes d i r e c t l y after h i s 
p e r s o n a l fears about the morass o v e r p o w e r i n g h i m , a n d w h i l e 
the S t a l l i o n is a n e n t i t y separate f rom the poet, he never the ­
less uses the energy a n d power generated f r o m t h i s c rea ture 
to b u i l d up a n d s u s t a i n h i s o w n power. W h e n he w r i t e s 

Siod ort fhein, A ig i ch luthmhoir, 
prannaidh tu buirdeasachd nam fuidsean, 
n i thu sinteag thar na mointich; 
chan eil thu tui l leadh air an otraich: 
chan eil thu nis 'nad thruaghan gearrain; 
chai l l na boglaichean am meailadh. 

Here's to you, mighty Stallion, 
you will pound and smash the pimps' bourgeoisie, 
you will career across the morass; 
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you are no longer on the dung-heap; 
you are no more a poor gelding; 
the swamps have lost their wiles. 
(pp. 96-99) 

i t i s d i f f i cu l t to separate h i s hopes for the emergence of 
c o m m u n i s m f r o m h i s hopes t h a t h i s o w n p o l i t i c a l ' impotence ' 
w i l l also be c u r e d i n the process - h i s use of M a c D i a r m i d ' s 
' I f there are bounds to a n y m a n ' h i n t s at h i s poetic a n d p h i l ­
o soph i ca l s t r i v i n g for s o m e t h i n g j u s t beyond h i s grasp a n d 
t h i s theme is r e t u r n e d to at the e n d of the poem w i t h the 
' j o u r n e y i n g one'. ' T a n n a s g e a n c h a i n n e l u i m e nochdte / T h e 
ghost of a bare n a k e d b r a i n ' a n d ' a n s a m h l a a c h u n n a i c a n 
t - a n a m , / the ghost seen by the sou l ' (pp. 128-129) suggest 
t h a t the poet i s g l i m p s i n g a h i g h l y p e r s o n a l v i s i o n here . 
T h r o u g h o u t the poem M a c L e a n appears to s t rugg le w i t h the 
separate p a r t s of h i s o w n self, n a m e l y h i s in te l l e c t a n d h i s 
h e a r t / s p i r i t . W h i l e h i s a d m i r a t i o n for L e n i n ' s in te l l e c t m a y 
be at odds w i t h C h r i s t ' s hero i c sel f -sacri f ice , these f igures 
become e x a m p l e s of m a n k i n d ' s p o t e n t i a l a n d the m o u n t a i n -
top i s the s i te w h e r e the m e e t i n g of m i n d a n d h e a r t becomes 
ach ievab le : 

chan fhaicear an dithis comhla 
a dh'aindeoin farsaingeachd na mointich; 
chan fhaicear ann an aon ait' iad 
ach air mul lach lorn nan ard bheann. 

The two may not be seen together 
for all the expanse of the morass; 
they are not to be seen in one place 
except on the bare tops of the high mountains. 
(pp. 90-91) 

D e s p i t e the m u l t i t u d e of voices i n the poem a n d the a b u n ­
dance of hero i c f igures, these voices a n d f igures e v e n t u a l l y 
merge in to one v i s i o n a n d i t i s c l ear t h a t t h i s i s de l iberate . 
M a c L e a n m a y pra i se D i m i t r o v , C o n n o l l y a n d others i n ' A n 
C u i l i t h i o n n ' for t h e i r soc ia l i s t p r i n c i p l e s b u t i t i s t h e i r hero i c 
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s p i r i t a n d sense of sel f -sacri f ice t h a t the poet i s r e a l l y s t r i v i n g 
t o w a r d s . B y n a m i n g these people as h i s heroes M a c L e a n 
is t r y i n g to ca t ch a g l impse of h i s o w n h e r o i s m a n d w h a t 
he h i m s e l f is capable of a n d he a lmost succeeds i n the l as t 
s t a n z a s of the poem w i t h the v i s i o n of the ' j o u r n e y i n g one'. It 
is e n o u g h to g l i m p s e t h i s j o u r n e y i n g s p i r i t on the C u i l l i n a n d 
k n o w t h a t t h i s i s the goal even i f complete synthes i s of m i n d 
a n d s p i r i t is u n a t t a i n a b l e . It m a y be t h a t i t is M a c L e a n ' s 
o w n j o u r n e y t o w a r d s se l f i d e n t i t y on the C u i l l i n t h a t is most 
s ign i f i cant . 

' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' i s r i c h i n s y m b o l i s m a n d i m a g e r y w h i c h 
have connect ions to m a n y of h i s other poems; i t c a n be v i e w e d 
as a p a r t of a greater poetic process, a p e r s o n a l j o u r n e y for 
the poet r a t h e r t h a n a detached s tudy of the p r e d i c a m e n t of 
m a n k i n d . A w o m a n b e a r i n g a resemblance to ' E i m h i r ' m a k e s 
a n appearance i n P a r t V I I of the poem: 

Cha idh mo ghaol Horn air a' bheinn 
fiach an cluinneadh i an t-seinn 
a bha air stucan nan ceum gabhaidh; 
chual is leth-thuig i ' m manran 
agus air ba l l bha cruth na biataich 
air a bhoidhche ghi l chianai l 
agus 's ann tholl i mo chliathaich. 

My love went with me on the mountain 
so that she might hear the singing 
on the peaks of the dangerous steps; 
she heard and half understood their melody, 
and at once the form of the vulture 
took her fair sad beauty 
and she holed my body. 
(pp. 122-123) 

It m a y be t h a t the poet's love does not share h i s h a t r e d of 
f a s c i s m or does not h o l d h i s c o m m u n i s t p r i n c i p l e s a n d there ­
fore he feels b e t r a y e d by h e r - i n Dain do Eimhir, the I r i s h 
' E i m h i r ' , as a p ious C a t h o l i c , is t h o u g h t by M a c L e a n to be 
conservat ive i n po l i t i cs a n d t h u s s y m p a t h e t i c to F r a n c o i n the 
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S p a n i s h C i v i l W a r . (See Dain do Eimhir V I I I , pp . 1 0 - 1 1 , w h i c h 
is espec ia l ly p e r t i n e n t to t h i s sect ion o f ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' ) . A s 
w e l l as connect ions to E i m h i r , o ther p a r a l l e l s c a n be d r a w n 
be tween the g i r l f rom Gesto i n P a r t V I of ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' 
a n d M a c L e a n ' s e a r l i e r poem, ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' . T h e t r a d i ­
t i o n a l s tory of the Gesto g i r l i s t h a t she w a s k i d n a p p e d 
a n d so ld i n t o s lavery i n A m e r i c a a n d , w h e n a p p r o a c h e d by 
a H i g h l a n d e r i n the K i n g ' s a r m y w h o a s k e d h e r the t i m e , 
she spoke to h i m i n G a e l i c , s a y i n g , ' a m c r o d h a d h c h a o r a c h 
m u d h a t h a o b h B e i n n D u b h a g r a i c h / It i s the t i m e one folds 
the sheep on the two slopes of B e n D u a g r a i c h ' . C o m p a r e the 
Gesto g i r l ' s p l i g h t : 

Dh' fhui l ing m i daorsa nan strac, 
an dubh-chosnadh is gr ian le a in 
a shearg m' fheoil air mo chnamhan 
's a r i n n creachadh air a' bhlath 6g 
a bha 'na mo ghruaidhean's 'nam aodann 

/ suffered slavery with strokes 
the 'black labour' and a sun with a heat 
that withered my flesh on my bones 
and harried the bloom of youth 
that was on my cheeks and forehead 
(pp. 104-105) 

w i t h the w o m a n i n ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' : 

'S gach fichead foghar tha air t r i a l l 
chai l l i samhradh buidh nam blath ; 
is threabh an dubh-chosnadh an clais 
tarsuinn minead ghil a clair. 

And every twenty Autumns gone 
she has lost the golden summer of her bloom; 
and the Black Labour has ploughed the furrow 
across the white smoothness of her forehead. 
(pp. 28-29) 
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M a c L e a n ' s s y m p a t h y for these w o m e n is a p p a r e n t b u t h i s 
sense of in jus t i ce on t h e i r b e h a l f goes beyond mere p i t y . I n 
h i s poetry , t h e i r su f f e r ing a n d feel ings of hopelessness a n d 
a b a n d o n m e n t become p u r e emot i on w h i c h seeps i n t o the 
l andscape . It i s t h i s e m o t i o n i n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' w h i c h causes 
the c r y i n g out a n d s h a k i n g of the m o u n t a i n , as i t feels the 
p l i g h t of i t s people. T h i s cry cou ld be connected to the l y r i c a l 
c r y of the ' o ld songs' i n G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n , of w h i c h M a c L e a n i s 
so fond. T h e g i r l f r om Gesto 's homes i ckness a n d l o n g i n g for 
her mother ' s house a n d B e i n n D u b h a g r a i c h i s r e m i n i s c e n t 
of these o l d songs a n d i t i s f i t t ing t h a t the Gesto g i r l ' s voice 
t h e n gives w a y to a strop hie form u s e d by 17 t h c e n t u r y poets 
s u c h as M a r y M a c L e o d , i n k e e p i n g w i t h t h i s t h e m e of p r a i s e 
of the l andscape : 

am Ming in i s 
as grinne slios, 
as guirme pris , mo run ; 

an E i l e a n Sgitheanach 
nam beann sgiamhach, 
nam monadh riabhach, 
mo ch ia l l ' s mo smaoin; 

In Minginish 
of the most lovely slopes, 
of the greenest bushes, my love. 

In the Island of Skye 
of the beautiful hills, 
of the brindled moors, 
my delight and thought; 
(pp. 108-109) 

C o m p a r i s o n s c a n be d r a w n between ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' s ' 
range of d i f ferent voices a n d other m o d e r n i s t poems s u c h 
as T . S . E l i o t ' s 'The W a s t e l a n d ' . H o w e v e r , u n l i k e the s i t u a ­
t i o n i n E l i o t ' s poem, there i s a n u n d e r l y i n g sense of hope 
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i n ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , despite M a c L e a n often s t a t i n g t h a t he 
v i e w s h i m s e l f as a p e s s i m i s t i c poet. W h i l e M o d e r n i s m is 
often c h a r a c t e r i s e d by s h i f t i n g a n d u n s t a b l e i d e n t i t i e s , i t 
m u s t be r e m e m b e r e d t h a t M a c L e a n , as a G a e l i c poet, h a d a 
m u c h f i r m e r sense of h i s h i s t o r y a n d i d e n t i t y because he w a s 
p a r t of a w e l l - e s t a b l i s h e d t i ' ad i t i on . H i s poetry t h u s reflects 
a c e r t a i n a m o u n t of confidence despite h i s feel ings of inse ­
c u r i t y a n d w o r r y for the fu ture of E u r o p e , w h i c h w a s fac ing 
the t h r e a t of fasc i sm. S y m b o l s s u c h as the S t a l l i o n , the Ges to 
g i r l a n d the f igure of M a i r i M h o r do not j u s t prov ide h i m w i t h 
reference po in ts w i t h i n a r e a l a n d poetic l andscape ; they also 
embody the a c t u a l l andscape . B y m a k i n g h i s ch i e f s y m b o l 
the C u i l l i n , on w h i c h v i s i o n s come to h i m as a l m o s t tang ib l e 
forces, he i s able to g a i n the confidence a n d s t r e n g t h to look 
out t o w a r d s the rest of the w o r l d because h i s feet are f i r m l y 
p laced on the rocks of h i s o w n l a n d . 

C o n c l u s i o n a n d F u r t h e r R e a d i n g 
W h i l e the m y r i a d of voices s u c h as the Gesto g i r l a n d the heroes 
on the C u i l l i n are connected, b o t h s y m b o l i c a l l y a n d e m o t i o n ­
a l l y , to the landscape , they also f o rm a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the 
poet h imse l f . ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' can be v i e w e d as a quest for 
i d e n t i t y for M a c L e a n . E v e r y aspect of the poem is a n e x p l o r a ­
t i o n of the p e r s o n a l a n d i t s place w i t h i n the col lect ive . F r o m 
the m o u n t a i n , M a c L e a n can f i g u r a t i v e l y 'see' the rest of the 
w o r l d b u t he can only do t h i s because he i s f i r m l y anchored to 
w h a t he k n o w s so w e l l . T h e ascent of the C u i l l i n c ou ld be u s e d 
as a n analogy for M a c L e a n ' s o w n g r o w i n g u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 
h i s sense of h e r o i s m , but he m u s t f ight a g a i n s t the s i ckness 
of the morass w h i c h w i l l s w a l l o w up h i s i n d i v i d u a l i t y a n d 
h i s p e r s o n a l heroic s t r e n g t h , v e r y m u c h l i k e the s i l e n t t h r e a t 
of c a p i t a l i s m a n d fasc i sm w h i c h w a s seep ing in to the u n c o n ­
scious of m a n y people at t h i s t i m e . T h u s , M a c L e a n ' s p e r s o n a l 
s truggles are effectively acted out u s i n g landscape symbo ls 
a n d a m o d e r n G a e l i c poetry begins to emerge f rom the o lder 
t r a d i t i o n w h i c h has s u c h a r i c h h i s t o r y of song a n d poetry 
w i t h the i m a g e of the m o u n t a i n as i t s backdrop a n d often 
as i ts m a i n subject. (The 18 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c poet D u n c a n 
B a n M a c l n t y r e ' s ' M o l a d h B e i n n D o b h r a i n / I n P r a i s e of B e n 
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D o r a i n ' is a good example of the use of m o u n t a i n i m a g e r y a n d 
m a k e s a good s t a r t i n g po in t for those who w a n t to v i e w how 
M a c L e a n has m o v e d the t r a d i t i o n forward. ) U n t i l M a c L e a n ' s 
poetry, the landscape , w h i c h h e l d a great d e a l of i m p o r t a n c e 
to the G a e l s i n r e l a t i o n to h u n t i n g , c l a n a n d c u l t u r a l i d e n t i t y , 
h a d never been so t h o r o u g h l y ident i f i ed as a s i gn i f i e r of the 
sel f but w i t h the emergence of p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l theory i t w a s 
perhaps to be expected t h a t a m o d e r n poet s u c h as M a c L e a n 
w o u l d reassess the landscape i n l i g h t of these ideas . 

I hope t h i s b r i e f i n t r o d u c t i o n to ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' h a s p roved 
that , w h i l e po l i t i cs feature i n the poem i n so far as the p o l i t i ­
c a l context i n f o r m s M a c L e a n ' s p e r s o n a l i t y a n d sense of self, 
i t has deeper leve ls of m e a n i n g . ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' w a s v e r y 
m u c h 'of i t s t ime ' but i t a lso conta ins poss ib i l i t i e s beyond i t . 
T h e concepts of h e r o i s m , hope a n d i d e a l i s m are u n i v e r s a l i n 
scope, a n d M a c L e a n ' s be l ie f i n these concepts w a s u n w a v e r ­
i n g beyond any of the bel iefs he h e l d about the Soviet U n i o n 
a r o u n d the late 1930s. 

F o r o ther poems by M a c L e a n w h i c h c o n t a i n s y m b o l i s m 
closely l i n k e d to M a c L e a n ' s se l f - ident i f i ca t i on w i t h h i s o w n 
nat ive l a n d see ' A n C o i l l t e a n R a t h a r s a i r / T h e Woods of 
R a a s a y ' (pp. 170-183) w h i c h was w r i t t e n at a p p r o x i m a t e l y 
the same p e r i o d as ' A n C u i l l i t h i o n n ' . T h i s poem has at i ts 
centre the s y m b o l of the wood a n d there i s de f in i te ly a case 
for s t u d y i n g the p o l a r opposites of the woods of R a a s a y a n d 
the C u i l l i n w h i c h w o u l d have been v i s i b l e to h i m f rom h i s 
home on R a a s a y . W h i l e the s u m m i t of the C u i l l i n prov ides 
the poet w i t h a c lear v i e w o u t w a r d s a n d a sense of s t r i v i n g , 
the wood i s more ' i n w a r d ' i n scope a n d is f i l l ed w i t h i m a g e s 
r e l a t i n g to h i s unconsc ious dr ives a n d c r e a t i v i t y . See also 
the l a t e r poem, ' E a d h is F e i n i s S a r - F h e i n / Id , E g o a n d 
S u p e r - E g o ' (pp. 242 -245) for a n overt reference to F r e u d a n d 
p s y c h o a n a l y s i s . 



4. A G A E L IN T H E D E S E R T - S O R L E Y 
M A C L E A N ' S WAR POEMS 

O n 2 6 t h S e p t e m b e r 1940 M a c L e a n left E d i n b u r g h for m i l i t a r y 
t r a i n i n g at C a t t e r i c k C a m p i n Y o r k s h i r e a n d i n D e c e m b e r 
1941 he w a s sent to E g y p t on act ive service as a m e m b e r 
of the S i g n a l C o r p s . A f t e r M a c L e a n w a s w o u n d e d at the 
B a t t l e of E l A l a m e i n i n N o v e m b e r 1942 he h a d to recover 
i n m i l i t a r y h o s p i t a l a n d w a s e v e n t u a l l y d i s c h a r g e d f r o m 
R a i g m o r e H o s p i t a l , Inverness , i n A u g u s t 1943. 

A l t h o u g h i t c o u l d be a r g u e d t h a t S o r l e y M a c L e a n composed 
m a n y poems on the t h e m e of w a r t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e t i m e , he 
h a s a s m a l l n u m b e r of p u b l i s h e d poems u n d e r the h e a d i n g of 
' B l a r / B a t t l e f i e l d ' i n O Choille gu Bearradh t h a t have become 
k n o w n spec i f i ca l ly as h i s w a r poems because they d e a l w i t h 
h i s p e r s o n a l exper iences d u r i n g W o r l d W a r II . These poems 
are v e r y v a l u a b l e to S c o t l a n d , a n d indeed , B r i t a i n ' s , corpus 
of W W I I w a r poetry because they a d d a n i m p o r t a n t d i m e n ­
s i on to t h i s p e r i o d as the voice of a S c o t s m a n a n d G a e l . 

W h e n a p p r o a c h i n g M a c L e a n ' s w a r poems i t i s probab ly 
best to v i e w t h e m as in terconnec ted w i t h the greater who le of 
h i s w o r k r a t h e r t h a n a separate e n t i t y . M a c L e a n has w r i t t e n 
t h a t he w a s 'not a pure conscr ipt ' a n d anyone expec t ing to r e a d 
poems desc r ib ing experiences of w a r f r o m a B r i t i s h - c e n t r i c 
perspect ive w i l l be d i sappo in ted . M a c L e a n chose to become 
a so ldier because of h i s deep-seated l o a t h i n g of fasc i sm b u t 
he also w a n t e d to r e m a i n t rue to h i s c o m m u n i s t p r i n c i p l e s 
a n d often s t rugg led w i t h the choice he h a d made . J o i n i n g the 
B r i t i s h a r m y d i d not a l w a y s s i t w e l l w i t h h i m . W h i l e he w a s 
i n t r a i n i n g a n d t h e n d u r i n g h i s t i m e a b r o a d on act ive service, 
he wrote m a n y long l e t ters to h i s f r i e n d , D o u g l a s Y o u n g , w h o 
w a s r e s i s t i n g conscr ip t i on for n a t i o n a l i s t reasons a n d these 
le t ters become a w a y of c o m p r e h e n d i n g h i s stance i n r e l a t i o n 
to c o m m u n i s m . 

One of M a c l e a n ' s mos t s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d w a r poems is 
' A l a s d a i r M a c L e o i d ' , i n w h i c h he shows a n a p p r e c i a t i o n for 
h i s G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n i n the f o r m of a n elegy of two s t a n z a s to 
a f r i e n d f rom R a a s a y , w h o h a d been lost f r o m the R A F i n 
1942. T h e r e i s e m p h a s i s o n M a c L e o d ' s c l a n ances t ry a n d the 
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d e s c r i p t i o n of M a c L e o d ' s charac ter cou ld have come s t r a i g h t 
f rom a n 18 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c poem: 

fhir mhisneachail mheanmnaich 
's t u cho coir agus uasal, 
cho dana is dealbhach. 

spirited courageous one, 
so k i n d and generous, 
so daring and handsome, 
(pp. 206-207) 

It i s l i k e l y t h a t M a c L e a n employed a t r a d i t i o n a l s ty le for 
h i s lost f r i e n d (and p r e s u m a b l y for the benefit of A l a s d a i r 
M a c L e o d ' s f a m i l y too) because t h i s sty le a n d f o rm w o u l d be 
w e l l u n d e r s t o o d by G a e l s f a m i l i a r w i t h these convent ions 
a n d w a s t h u s bo th a recogni t ion of h i s o w n G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n 
a n d the most respec t fu l w a y i n w h i c h M a c L e a n cou ld h o n o u r 
a fe l low G a e l . 

O t h e r w a r poems are more complex i n scope. I n one p o e m , 
' D o l a n I a r / G o i n g W e s t w a r d s ' , he g ives the i m p r e s s i o n t h a t 
the w a r e n a b l e d h i m to p u t i n t o perspec t i ve the p e r s o n a l 
exper i ences w h i c h he descr ibes i n Dain do Eimhir, r e m o v i n g 
h i m f r o m h i s p r e v i o u s s i t u a t i o n a n d p r o v i d i n g d i s t a n c e 
b e t w e e n h i m a n d h i s f a i l e d love a f fa i r - ' f ada b h u a m ' s a n 
A i r d a n I a r t h u a t h / n a s u i l e a n g l a s - g h o r m a ' s bo idhche / far 
f r o m me i n the N o r t h - W e s t / the most b e a u t i f u l g rey -b lue 
eyes ' (pp. 2 0 4 - 2 0 5 ) . T h e l a s t s t a n z a i s p a r t i c u l a r l y a m b i v a ­
l e n t i n tone. Is he d e t e r m i n e d to m a r c h h e a d l o n g i n t o b a t t l e 
because of, or i n sp i te of, h i s w o u n d e d h e a r t ? H o w e v e r , i t is 
c l e a r t h a t he c a n n o t (and w i l l not) lose h i s o w n sense of self. 
D e s p i t e h a v i n g no r a n c o u r t o w a r d s the e n e m y because they 
are a l l j u s t m e n ' a m p r i o s a n a i r s g e i r - t h r a g h a d / i n p r i s o n 
o n a t i d a l rock ' (pp. 2 0 4 - 2 0 5 ) , i n the l a s t s t a n z a of the 
poem he l i s t s h i s c l a n connect ions a n d t h e i r c o r r e s p o n d i n g 
a t t r i b u t e s . H e a s k s 'co b u t r e i n e / n u a i r d h ' f h a d a d h u a b h a r 
a n l e i r c h r e a c h ? / w h o were b r a v e r / w h e n t h e i r r u i n o u s 
p r i d e w a s k i n d l e d ? ' (pp. 2 0 6 - 2 0 7 ) . A s the first poem i n the 
sec t i on ' B l a r / B a t t l e f i e l d ' , ' D o l an Iar ' i s w e l l p l a c e d to show 
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M a c L e a n l o o k i n g back at w h a t h a d gone before a n d t h e n 
t u r n i n g to h i s f u t u r e a n d the t a s k i n h a n d i n the desert . I n 
t h i s poem M a c L e a n is a s s e r t i n g t h a t f i r s t a n d foremost , he 
i s a G a e l . H i s p r i d e m a y h a v e been h u r t i n m a t t e r s of the 
h e a r t a n d h i s a t t i t u d e to the m e n f i g h t i n g for the e n e m y 
m a y be u l t i m a t e l y more benevo l ent t h a n w o u l d be expec ted 
b u t he w i l l not l e t t h i s affect h i m i n the throes of b a t t l e 
because he w i l l r e t a i n the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of h i s ances tors . 
T h i s poem is a lso a per fect i n t r o d u c t i o n to the d i s o r i e n t a ­
t i o n a n d , to a c e r t a i n ex tent , the e m p t i n e s s w h i c h he m u s t 
h a v e fe l t o n f o re ign s o i l , a w a y f r o m h i s f a m i l i a r l a n d s c a p e . 
H i s h o m e s i c k n e s s i s a lso h o m e s i c k n e s s for e v e r y t h i n g he 
once h e l d c e r t a i n a n d w h i c h i s now b e i n g s h a k e n by the 
r e a l i t y of p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the w a r : 

'S fhada bhuam-sa an t -E i lean 
agus gach iomhaigh ghaoil an A l b a , 
tha gainmheach choigreach anns an Eachdraidh 
a mi l leadh innealan na h-eanchainn. 

Far from me the Island 
and every loved image in Scotland, 
there is a foreign sand in History 
spoiling the machines of the mind. 
(pp. 204-205) 

C a n i t be t h a t h i s m o r a l a n d p o l i t i c a l s e n s i b i l i t i e s are 
b e i n g u n s e t t l e d as the w a r unfo lds? Dain do Eimhir a n d 
' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' were the poems he h a d w r i t t e n before b e i n g 
conscr ip ted a n d , w h i l e the w a r poems c h a r t new t e r r i t o r y 
i n the sense t h a t these are new exper iences for M a c L e a n , 
the w a y he processes these exper iences a n d the p h i l o s o p h i ­
c a l a p p r o a c h he takes i s not far f r o m h i s p o l i t i c a l a n d m o r a l 
stance i n poems s u c h as ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l ' , ' C a l b h a r a i g h ' a n d 
' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' . I f a n y t h i n g , the m a i n deve lopment is t h a t 
the h y p o t h e t i c a l q u a n d a r i e s M a c L e a n p laces before h i m s e l f 
i n e a r l i e r poems s u d d e n l y become m u c h more r e a l a n d i m m e ­
diate w h e n he faces the h u m a n aspect of f a s c i s m w h i l e i n 
combat . 
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I n p a r t i c u l a r , M a c L e a n ' s poem ' G l a c a' B h a i s / D e a t h V a l l e y ' 
shows t h i s deve lopment of thought a n d experience . I n the 
poem M a c L e a n r e m e m b e r s a G e r m a n soldier , w h o m he refers 
to as a boy, a n d describes h i s feelings w h e n he f ound h i m dead 
below the R u w e i s a t R idge . T h e poem begins w i t h a quote: 

'Thubhairt Nasach air choireigin gun tug am F u r a i r air ais 
do fhir na Gearmailte "a ' choir agus an sonas bas fhaotainn 
anns an araich". ' 

'Some Nazi or other has said that the Fuehrer had restored 
to German manhood the "right and joy of dying in battle".' 
(pp. 210-211) 

T h e poem is ef fect ively a n a n s w e r to these l i n e s a n d i l l u s ­
t ra tes the r e a l i t y of H i t l e r ' s N a z i r e g i m e i n w h i c h m a n y 
y o u n g m e n j o i n e d because of the p r o m i s e of g lory : 

Smaoinich m i air a' choir 's an agh 
a fhuair e bho Fhura i r , 
bhith tuiteam ann an raon an air 
gun eirigh tui l leadh; 

/ thought of the right and the joy 
that he got from his Fuehrer, 
of falling in the field of slaughter 
to rise no more; 
(pp. 212-213) 

M a c L e a n de l ibera te ly h i g h l i g h t s the g r i m r e a l i t y of i n j u r y 
a n d d e a t h on the bat t l e f i e ld : 

le cuileagan m u chuirp ghlas' 
air gainmhich lachduinn 
's i salach-bhuidhe 's l an de raip 
's de spruidhl ich catha. 

with flies about grey corpses 
on a dun sand 
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dirty yellow and, full of the rubbish 
and fragments of battle. 
(pp. 212-213) 

H o w e v e r , the poem has a n o t h e r facet a n d becomes a m e d i ­
t a t i o n on the in jus t i ce of w a r i n g e n e r a l . T h e genesis of t h i s 
poem is d i s cussed by M a c L e a n i n a l e t te r to D o u g l a s Y o u n g 
dated 2 7 t h October 1942 i n w h i c h he w r i t e s : 

The first dead man I saw in action was a young German 
sitting i n a pathetic attitude i n a dugout entrance. He 
made me ashamed of many foolish generalisations I had 
often made about the necessity of wiping out a l l Fascists. 
Probably he wasn't a Fascist at a l l , or, i f he was, only of the 
k ind the ordinary politically unconscious man must be i n 
every Fascist country ... 

W e can g l ean from t h i s l e t te r t h a t i t is h i g h l y l i k e l y 
M a c L e a n ' s experience of see ing h i s f i rs t dead m a n i n ac t i on 
in f luenced h i s thoughts g rea t l y a n d t h u s i n s p i r e d ' G h l a c a' 
B h a i s ' b u t M a c L e a n also takes t h i s exper ience a n d uses i t 
to explore h i s p o l i t i c a l idea l s . T h e r e can be no doubt t h a t 
t h i s dead G e r m a n has forced M a c L e a n to d e a l w i t h f a m i l i a r 
labe l s s u c h as ' fasc i sm' i n more d e t a i l - a dead so ld ier 
c e r t a i n l y h u m a n i s e s the face of the enemy. W T hile he ques­
t i ons w h e t h e r t h i s boy abused J e w s a n d c o m m u n i s t s some 
s y m p a t h y begins to creep in to the poem i n the l a t t e r s t a n z a s 
w h e n he w o n d e r s i f the boy w a s of the b a n d of those 

a threoraicheadh bho thoiseach a l 
gun deoin gu buaireadh 
agus bruai l lean cuthaich gach blair 
air sgath uachdaran? 

led, from the beginning of generations, 
unwillingly to the trial 
and mad delirium of every war 
for the sake of rulers'? 
(pp. 212-213) 

The Poetry of Sorley MacLean 53 

T h e m e n t i o n of r u l e r s here h i n t s at the fact t h a t M a c L e a n 
has not a b a n d o n e d h i s c o m m u n i s t bel iefs a n d t h a t , i n fact, 
they are a c t u a l l y s t r e n g t h e n e d by h i s exper iences . I n some 
w a y s th i s poem is not jus t ant i - fasc i s t but i s also a n t i - i m p e ­
r i a l i s t s ince the poet recognises that so ld iers s u c h as h i m s e l f 
a n d the dead G e r m a n are one a n d the same. T h e y c a n be 
v i e w e d as cogs i n the w h e e l of a power s t rugg le be tween 
r u l e r s . H e looks pas t h i s sense of hero ic i d e a l i s m a n d , d e a t h 
m a k i n g a l l m e n e q u a l , he redefines h i s p o l i t i c a l p a r a m e t e r s . 

T h i s is not the o n l y poem i n w h i c h M a c L e a n ' s sense of 
s y m p a t h y l ies w i t h the c o m m o n m a n , i r r e s p e c t i v e of p o l i t i ­
c a l a n d n a t i o n a l boundar i e s . I n ' C u r a i d h e a n / H e r o e s ' 
M a c L e a n w r i t e s about a n E n g l i s h so ld ier - ' F e a r beag 
t r u a g h le g r u a i d h e a n p l u i c e a c h / A poor l i t t l e chap w i t h 
c h u b b y cheeks ' (pp. 2 0 8 - 2 0 9 ) - w h o showed great b r a v e r y 
a n d w a s k i l l e d i n bat t l e . I n cont ras t to ' A l a s d a i r M a c L e o i d ' , 
t h i s poem places t r a d i t i o n i n second place to i n n o v a t i o n . I t is 
h i g h l y l i k e l y t h a t t h i s so ld ier w a s also based on a r e a l m a n 
or even a n u m b e r of r e a l m e n . F r o m the outset i t is c l ear 
t h a t , w h i l e t h i s poem pra i ses the hero 's b r a v e r y , i t i s not 
composed i n the form of a t r a d i t i o n a l G a e l i c p r a i s e poem i n 
w h i c h the c h i e f or hero is descr ibed as s u p e r i o r i n a p p e a r ­
ance a n d a c c o m p l i s h e d i n the deeds he c a r r i e s out . O n the 
c o n t r a r y , ' C u r a i d h e a n ' is M a c L e a n ' s a n s w e r to t r a d i t i o n a l 
G a e l i c p r a i s e poetry s t r a i g h t f rom the h o r r i f y i n g l a n d s c a p e 
of m o d e r n bat t l e . T h e s u b v e r t i n g of t r a d i t i o n a l poetic devices 
t h u s becomes a w a y of a c c e n t u a t i n g the m o d e r n p r e d i c a ­
m e n t . F i r s t l y , the specif ic hero descr ibed i n the poem is not 
a t t r a c t i v e l i k e the G a e l i c heroes descr ibed i n p r a i s e poetry 
- ' a o d a n n g u i r e a n a c h g u n t l a c h d a n n / p i m p l y u n a t t r a c t i v e 
face' (pp. 2 0 8 - 2 0 9 ) - b u t M a c L e a n m a k e s i t c l e a r t h a t t h i s 
does not h i n d e r h i s courage. H i s face is ' c o m h d a c h a n s p i o r a i d 
b u t r e i n e / g a r m e n t of the bravest s p i r i t ' (pp. 2 0 8 - 2 0 9 ) . T h e 
t h i r d s t a n z a develops t h i s theme : 

Cha robh buaidh air "san tigh-osda 
'n am nan dorn a bhith 'gan dunadh,' 
ach leoghann e r i uchd a' chatha, 
anns na frasan guineach mugach. 
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He was not a hit 'in the pub 
in the time of the fists being closed,' 
but a lion against the breast of battle, 
in the morose wounding showers. 
(pp. 208-209) 

T h e reference i n l i n e s one a n d two of t h i s s t a n z a h a s 
been l i f t e d f r o m a n o lder G a e l i c p r a i s e p o e m about A l l a n 
M a c D o n a l d of K i n g s b u r g h , S k y e , w h o w a s b e i n g a t t a c k e d 
by m e m b e r s of the M a r t i n f a m i l y a n d w h o showed p h y s i c a l 
prowess i n t h i s s i t u a t i o n . A g a i n , the m a n i n M a c L e a n ' s 
poem does not e x h i b i t the a t t r i b u t e s so often expected by a 
t r a d i t i o n a l ce i l idh -house aud ience . N e v e r t h e l e s s the hero 
i s descr ibed as ' l i o n - l i k e ' despite not b e i n g a c o n v e n t i o n a l 
hero . E v e r y t h i n g i n the poem is descr ibed i n excep t i ona l l y 
r e a l i s t i c t e r m s . R a t h e r t h a n a l o n g d r a w n out act of h e r o i s m 
before the hero i s k i l l e d , the man ' s l i fe i s snuf fed out q u i c k l y 
( S t a n z a 5) a n d h i s d e a t h i s d i s t i n c t l y u g l y r a t h e r t h a n b e a u ­
t i f u l l y t rag i c : 

gus an d'fhuair e fhein m u 'n stamaig 
an deannal ud a chuir r i lar e, 
b ia l sios an gainmhich 's an greabhal 
gun diog o ghuth caol granda. 

until he himself got, about the stomach, 
that biff that put him to the ground, 
mouth down in sand and gravel, 
without a chirp from his ugly high-pitched voice. 
(pp. 210-211) 

W h i l e M a c L e a n is not t u r n i n g h i s back on h i s e s t a b l i s h e d 
percept ions of h e r o i s m , the devices he i s f a m i l i a r w i t h f r o m the 
bard i c t r a d i t i o n a n d the o ld songs are d e l i b e r a t e l y s u b v e r t e d 
i n order to u n d e r l i n e the r e a l h u m a n sacri f ice b e h i n d the 
h e r o i s m . A l t h o u g h on ly one m a n is descr ibed i n the poem, 
the p l u r a l 'heroes ' of the t i t l e shows t h a t M a c L e a n i s a w a r e 
t h a t t h i s i s not a n i s o l a t e d case a n d t h a t m a n y brave i n d i ­
v i d u a l s are needed to m a k e the existence of h e r o i s m a r e a l i t y 
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a n d not j u s t a r o m a n t i c i s e d concept. It i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note 
t h a t M a c L e a n i s f o l l owing the same t h e m e s t h a t s u b t l y 
u n d e r p i n ' G l a c a' B h a i s ' w h e n he m e n t i o n s t h a t t h i s f a l l e n 
so ld ier i n ' C u r a i d h e a n ' w o u l d g a i n no p o s t h u m o u s m e d a l 
a n d few of h i s comrades w o u l d have l i v e d to v o u c h for h i s 
b r a v e r y e i ther . I n the l i n e "s n a n robh c h a b h i o d h a m f a c a l 
l a i d i r / a n d i f there were t h e i r w o r d w o u l d not be s t rong ' (pp. 
210 -211 ) . M a c L e a n h i n t s at the expendable n a t u r e of the 
troops w h o were p l a y i n g t h e i r p a r t w i t h i n a l a r g e r s i t u a t i o n 
t h a t t h e y h a d no say i n . T h i s so ld ier w a s one of the 'masses ' 
so close to M a c L e a n ' s h e a r t . The f i rs t s t a n z a of the poem is 
also ev idence of M a c L e a n ' s c o m m u n i s t p r i n c i p l e s w h i c h were 
foremost i n h i s m i n d as t h i s po int i n h i s l i fe : 

C h a n fhaca m i Lannes aig Ratasbon 
no M a c G i l l - F h i n n e i n aig A l l t Eire 
no Gill -Iosa aig Cui l -Loda ir 
ach chunnaic m i Sasannach 'san Eiphi t . 

/ did not see Lannes at Ratisbon 
nor MacLennan at Auldearn 
nor Gillies MacBain at Culloden, 
but I saw an Englishman in Egypt. 
(pp. 208-209) 

W h i l e M a c L e a n shows a n awareness of the G a e l i c t r a d i ­
t i o n of n a m i n g heroes, the m a n i n t h i s poem is not n a m e d 
a n d he is one of m a n y i f the p l u r a l t i t l e i s to be t a k e n in to 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n t h i s context . G a e l i c poetry h a s never s h i e d 
a w a y f rom l i s t i n g a l o n g r o l l - c a l l of heroes b u t t h i s i s a v e r y 
d i f ferent k i n d of w a r f rom the batt les exper i enced by c lans 
i n w h i c h f a m i l y l o y a l t y a n d ances try p l a y e d a n i m p o r t a n t 
p a r t . M a c L e a n i s s h o w i n g the n a t u r e of the w a r he i s f i g h t i n g 
a n d h o w i m p e r s o n a l d e a t h h a s become. I n t h i s poem the l a c k 
of n a m e d heroes does not m a k e the f a l l e n so ld iers a n y less 
w o r t h y i n M a c L e a n ' s m i n d . It i s also i m p o r t a n t t h a t M a c L e a n 
states t h a t the so ld ier is a n E n g l i s h m a n . A g a i n , t h i s does not 
fit the c onvent i on of H i g h l a n d heroes i n G a e l i c p ra i se poetry 
a n d elegies but M a c L e a n ' s experiences i n the b a r r a c k s d u r i n g 
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h i s a r m y t r a i n i n g a n d t h e n h i s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h the so ld iers he 
w a s f i g h t i n g a longs ide h a d p u t h i m i n contact w i t h E n g l i s h 
p r i v a t e s of w h o m he spoke h i g h l y i n h i s l e t ters to D o u g l a s 
Y o u n g . ' C u r a i d h e a n ' shows t h a t h e r o i s m c a n be f ound i n 
the u n h k e l i e s t of places, i r r espec t i ve of n a t i o n a l i t y , a n d i s 
c e r t a i n l y not exc lus ive to w e l l - k n o w n a n d i m p o r t a n t G a e l i c 
figures. H o w e v e r , i t is p e r h a p s f i t t i n g t h a t the l a s t l ine of the 
poem, ' i s t h u g e ga l beag a i r mo s h u i l e a n / a n d he took a l i t t l e 
w e e p i n g to m y eyes' echoes the c o n c l u d i n g l i n e of the elegy 
for A l a s d a i r of G l e n g a r r y by h i s r e l a t i v e , S i l e a s n a C e a p a i c h , 
w h i c h she composed after h i s d e a t h a r o u n d 1720. H e w a s 
a Jacob i te w h o h a d fought at S h e r i f f m u i r a n d m a n y elegies 
have been composed for h i m , t h i s one by S i l e a s b e i n g one of 
the most famous . T h e E n g l i s h so ld ier a n d the great A l a s d a i r 
of G l e n g a r r y are ef fectively a l i g n e d by M a c L e a n i n t h i s poem, 
e n s u r i n g t h a t M a c L e a n ' s message i s e m p h a s i s e d . It s h o u l d 
also be noted t h a t M a c L e a n is u s u a l l y k e e n on n a m i n g h i s 
heroes s u c h as J a m e s C o n n o l l y , L e n i n a n d D i m i t r o v i n o ther 
poems i n the same w a y t h a t G a e l i c poets f r o m prev i ous 
c entur i e s w o u l d n a m e t h e i r c l a n chiefs a n d heroes s u c h as 
A l s a d a i r of G l e n g a r r y . H o w e v e r , i n ' C u r a i d h e a n ' he ba lances 
h i s v i e w of h e r o i s m by c o n c e n t r a t i n g on the co l lect ive aspect 
of h e r o i s m , w h i c h w o u l d have been a n a t u r a l d i r e c t i o n for 
h i m to t a k e d u r i n g a p e r i o d w h e n he w a s e x p e r i e n c i n g the 
loss of a n u m b e r of h i s comrades o n a w e e k l y bas i s . 

C o n c l u s i o n 
M a c L e a n ' s w a r poetry offers a f i r s t h a n d i n s i g h t into the 
m i n d of not on ly a G a e l , b u t also a n ' i m p u r e ' conscr ipt w h o 
is t o r n between h i s need to fight fas c i sm a n d h i s c o m m u n i s t 
pr inc ip l es . H i s honest tendency to show t h i s conflict i n h i s 
poems is l a r g e l y u n i q u e i n W W I I poetry a n d represents yet 
another facet of h i s w o r k . To a c e r t a i n extent , h i s poetry i s 
t h e m a t i c a l l y chrono log ica l because h i s w a r poetry is the f i n a l 
r e su l t of the years of h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l p r e d i c a m e n t d u r i n g 
the S p a n i s h C i v i l W a r i n w h i c h he s t rugg led w i t h h i s self-
p r o c l a i m e d i n a c t i o n . B y the t i m e of the ' w a r poems' the reader 
can g l impse the final r e s u l t of t h i s s truggle a n d how the r e a l i ­
t ies of h i s w a r experience affect M a c L e a n ' s heroic s ens ib i l i t y . 

5. A R E S U R G E N C E OF N A T U R E A N D 
P O E T R Y - 'HALLAIG' 

H a l l a i g i s a t o w n s h i p n o r t h of B e i n n n a L i c e on the i s l a n d 
of R a a s a y w h i c h w a s c l eared after 1846. I n 1846 the i s l a n d 
w a s p u r c h a s e d f rom M a c G h i l l e C h a l u i m by George Ra iny , - a 
son of a H i g h l a n d m i n i s t e r a n d of a notable H i g h l a n d f a m i l y . 
T h i s w a s the y e a r of the potato f a m i n e b u t R a i n y ' s a t t i t u d e to 
the poor people of R a a s a y w a s not c h a r i t a b l e - e m i g r a t i o n , i n 
some cases forced, w a s h i s a n s w e r to the s i t u a t i o n . F o u r t e e n 
t o w n s h i p s were c l eared by R a i n y on R a a s a y , i n c l u d i n g those 
m e n t i o n e d by M a c L e a n i n ' H a l l a i g ' - S u i s n i s h , L e a c , F e a r n s , 
S c r e a p a d a l , a n d H a l l a i g i tse l f . 

O u t of a l l the s t a n d alone poems w h i c h S o r l e y M a c L e a n 
composed d u r i n g h i s l i fe , ' H a l l a i g ' c o u l d be descr ibed as the 
one w h i c h h a s h a d the greatest i m p a c t on G a e l a n d n o n - G a e l 
a l i k e . D o u g l a s S e a l y h a s w r i t t e n t h a t ' i f M a c L e a n h a d w r i t t e n 
n o t h i n g but ' H a l l a i g ' h i s c l a i m to fame w o u l d be secure. ' It i s 
a m a g i c a l , h a u n t i n g poem a n d has succeeded i n i n f l u e n c i n g 
m a n y poets a n d a r t i s t s . T h e m u s i c i a n a n d composer, M a r t y n 
B e n n e t t , set a s o u n d r e c o r d i n g of M a c L e a n r e a d i n g ' H a l l a i g ' 
i n bo th E n g l i s h a n d G a e l i c , to m u s i c , a n d t h i s piece of m u s i c 
has become famous i n i t s o w n r i g h t for the w a y the m u s i c 
a n d w o r d s merge ( m u c h l i k e the w a y i n w h i c h m u s i c a n d 
l y r i c have often m i n g l e d a n d become one e n t i t y i n the G a e l i c 
t r a d i t i o n ) . S e u m a s H e a n e y composed h i s o w n t r a n s l a t i o n i n 
E n g l i s h of ' H a l l a i g ' i n 2002 a n d M a r t y n B e n n e t t ' s ' H a l l a i g ' 
w a s used as a n a c c o m p a n i m e n t to N e i l K e m p s e l l ' s shor t f i l m , 
also e n t i t l e d ' H a l l a i g ' , w h i c h used flash a n d d i g i t a l l a y e r i n g 
c o m b i n e d w i t h t r a d i t i o n a l d r a w n sequences i n order to 
prov ide a v i s u a l m e d i u m for the poem. 

O n one l e v e l ' H a l l a i g ' is a poem about the H i g h l a n d 
C l e a r a n c e s f rom the perspect ive of a 2 0 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c poet. 
M a c L e a n p e r s o n a l l y exper ienced the effect of the C l e a r a n c e s 
on the G a e l i c psyche w h i l e s t i l l r e t a i n i n g a sense of the present 
a n d f u t u r e . Because of t h i s w e l l b a l a n c e d perspect ive , i t i s a 
far more hope fu l poem t h a n the 19 t h c e n t u r y G a e l i c poetry 
of the C l e a r a n c e s i n w h i c h the poets were often too close to 
prov ide n o n - s e n t i m e n t a l accounts of events . 

57 
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' H a l l a i g ' begins w i t h the l i n e ' T h a t i m , a m f iadh , a n 
coi l le H a l l a i g / T i m e , the deer, i s i n the wood of H a l l a i g ' (pp. 
226 -227 ) . T h i s l ine h i n t s at the theme of the who le poem 
- t h a t t i m e is a l i v i n g e n t i t y w h i c h ex is ts i n H a l l a i g a n d , 
by extens ion , the poet's o w n consciousness . T h e first s t a n z a 
proper begins w i t h the now l e g e n d a r y l ines : 

Tha buird is tairnean air an uinneig 
troimh 'm faca mi an A i r d an Iar. 

The window is nailed and boarded 
through which I saw the West. 
(pp. 226-227) 

T h i s evocat ive image of a boarded up , abandoned house 
becomes a s y m b o l of the C l e a r a n c e s as a whole . T h e e n t i r e 
'West ' - the H i g h l a n d s a n d I s l a n d s - c a n be s u r v e y e d t h r o u g h 
t h i s w i n d o w . It i s a w i n d o w i n t o the v e r y s o u l of the G a e l s a n d 
t h e i r exper ience of loss a n d deso la t i on . H o w e v e r , the mood 
changes a l m o s t i m m e d i a t e l y as the b i r c h tree a n d the poet's 
love become one a n d the same. M a c L e a n never e laborates 
on w h o h i s love i s . She m a y be h i s M u s e , a figure not u n l i k e 
E i m h i r f rom h i s e a r l i e r poems, or a s y m b o l of the s p i r i t of the 
G a e l such as the Gesto g i r l f rom ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' or another 
aspect o f ' B a n - G h a i d h e a l / H i g h l a n d W o m a n ' : 

's tha mo ghaol aig A l l t H a l l a i g 
'na craoibh bheithe, 's bha i r iamh 

eadar an t - Inbhir ' s Po l l a' Bhainne, 
t h a l l ' s a bhos mu B h a i l e - C h u i r n : 
tha i 'na beithe, 'na cal l tuinn, 
na caorunn dhireach sheang uir . 

and my love is at the Burn of Hallaig 
a birch tree, and she has always been 

between Inver and Milk Hollow, 
here and there about Baile-chuirn: 
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she is a birch, a hazel, 
a straight, slender young rowan. 
(pp. 226-227) 

T h e b i r c h tree is often the first species of tree to r epopu la te 
a deserted a n d a r i d a r e a a n d t h u s c a n be v i e w e d as a s y m b o l 
of recovery a n d regenerat i on . 

In s t a n z a 3 M a c L e a n personal i ses the poem by e m p h a s i s ­
i n g t h a t i t w a s h i s o w n people who l i v e d i n S c r e a p a d a l : 

A n n an Screapadal mo chinnidh, 
far robh Tarmad ' s Eachann Mor, 
tha 'n nigheanan 's am mic 'nan coille 
a' gabhail suas r i taobh an loin. 

In Screapadal of my people 
where Norman and Big Hector were, 
their daughters and their sons are a. wood 
going up beside the stream. 
(pp. 226-227) 

T h i s sense of o w n e r s h i p , of pr ide i n be long ing , i s r e m i n i s ­
cent of h i s w a r poem ' D o l a n Iar ' , i n w h i c h he p r o u d l y asserts 
h i s l ineage : 

tha mi de dh'fhir mhor' a' Bhraighe, 
de Chlo inn M h i c Ghi l le Cha lu im threubhaich. 

I am of the big men of Braes, 
of the heroic Raasay MacLeods. 
(pp. 206-207) 

H i s m e n t i o n of p a r t i c u l a r ancestors s u c h as T a r m a d a n d 
E a c h a n n M o r i n s u c h f a m i l i a r t e r m s i n ' H a l l a i g ' d i s r u p t s 
the sense of l i n e a r t ime , as these l ong -dead m e n become 
p a r t of the present , a d d i n g to the i m p o r t a n c e a n d w e i g h t of 
h i s t o r y . In t e r m s of h i s t o r y , ' H a l l a i g ' c a n be i n t e r p r e t e d i n a 
v a r i e t y of w a y s . M a c L e a n ' s m e n t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l s a n d p lace -
n a m e s adds to the i d e a t h a t H a l l a i g is b o t h a s y m b o l a n d a n 
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e m b o d i m e n t of a h u m a n i s e d G a e l i c l andscape w h i c h i s bo th 
t rag i c a n d r e d e m p t i v e . It i s t rag i c because of the r e a l events 
of h i s t o r y : the people a n d places M a c L e a n m e n t i o n s i n the 
poem are i r r e v o c a b l y a l t e r e d by h i s t o r y . A n d yet M a c L e a n ' s 
v i s i o n i s a lso r e d e m p t i v e because, as a n a r t i s t , h i s v i s i o n 
comes to l i fe i n f ront of h i s eyes despite the v e r y r e a l loss of 
people a n d c u l t u r e : 

Tha iad fhathast arm a Ha l la ig , 
C l a n n Ghi l l -Ea in ' s C l a n n MhicLeo id , 
na bh' ann r i l i n n M h i c Ghi l le C h a l u i m : 
chunnacas na mairbh beo. 

They are still in Hallaig, 
MacLeans and MacLeods, 
all who were there in the time of Mac Gille Chaluim: 
the dead have been seen alive. 
(pp. 228-229) 

H e a n e y p o i n t s out t h a t ' the l a n d of the l i v i n g a n d the l a n d 
of the dead become p e rv i o us to each other , w h e n the deser ted 
present becomes populous w i t h p a s t l i ves . ' T h e i d e a t h a t trees 
are p o p u l a t i n g a n a r e a once p o p u l a t e d by people s h o u l d be a 
d e p r e s s i n g v i s i o n a n d yet t h i s i m a g e i s not one of d e s p a i r i n 
' H a l l a i g ' . M a c L e a n w r i t e s : 

F u i r i c h i d h m i ris a' bheithe 
gus an t ig i mach an C a m , 
gus am b i am bearradh uile 
0 Bhe inn na Lice f a sgail . 

1 will wait for the birch wood 
until it comes up by the cairn, 
until the whole ridge from Beinn na Lice 
will be under its shade. 
(pp. 228-229) 

T h e g r o w t h of a wood i s o r g a n i c a n d n a t u r a l a n d p e r h a p s 
t h i s is the v e r y essence of M a c L e a n ' s hope for h i s o w n l a n d 
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a n d people. H e is w i l l i n g to w a i t for t h i s resurgence a n d , i n 
th i s context , the e m p h a s i s on the m e r g i n g of the sons a n d 
d a u g h t e r s of R a a s a y w i t h nat ive trees s h o u l d not be u n d e r ­
e s t i m a t e d . W h e n M a c L e a n w r i t e s 

Uaibhreach a nochd na coilich ghiuthais 
a' gairm air mul lach Cnoc an Ra , 
direach an druim ris a' ghealaich — 
chan iadsan coille mo ghraidh. 

Proud tonight the pine cocks 
crowing on the top of Cnoc an Ra, 
straight their backs in the moonlight -
they are not the wood I love. 
(pp. 226-229) 

he i s s e t t i n g i n o p p o s i t i o n the n o n - n a t i v e t rees a g a i n s t 
the f a m i l i a r n a t i v e b i r c h , r o w a n a n d h a z e l of R a a s a y . It i s 
t e m p t i n g to v i e w the p i n e cocks a n d c o n i f e r s as the l a n d ­
o w n e r s a n d the e n e m i e s of the i s l a n d e r s . T h e p r a c t i c e of 
e q u a t i n g v e g e t a t i o n w i t h people i s not u n u s u a l i n G a e l i c 
p o e t r y . T h e o l d e r p a n e g y r i c p o e t r y of the m e d i e v a l B a r d i c 
t r a d i t i o n o f t en u s e d t rees to des c r ibe the s t r e n g t h , n o b i l i t y 
a n d b e a u t y of the c h i e f of a c l a n or the c l a n or f a m i l y t ree 
i t s e l f . T h e n a t i v e t rees i n ' H a l l a i g ' a re i n v e s t e d w i t h the 
s a m e s o r t of d i g n i t y the people of t h a t a r e a w o u l d h a v e 
h a d i n the o l d p r a i s e p o e t r y . T h u s , M a c L e a n i s c r e a t i n g 
l i n k s w i t h the G a e l i c p a s t a n d u s i n g m e t a p h o r s w h i c h 
e m b e d h i s m o d e r n t h e m e s w i t h i n a g r e a t e r o v e r a r c h i n g 
t r a d i t i o n . 

P e r h a p s the sense of hope that s o m e t h i n g r e m a i n s w i t h i n 
the l a n d s p r i n g s not on ly f rom t h i s c o n t i n u i t y of t r a d i t i o n but 
also f r o m the sense of movement w h i c h i s i n h e r e n t t h r o u g h ­
out the who le of ' H a l l a i g ' . T h e b i r c h wood moves up by the 
c a i r n , a n d as the poet goes d o w n to H a l l a i g he wi tnesses the 
g i r l s c o m i n g a n d going: 

's na h-igheanan 'nam badan samhach 
a' dol a Chlachan mar o thus. 
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Agus a t i l leadh as a Chlachan, 
a Suidhisn is ' s a t ir nam bed; 
[...] 
O A l l t na Fearnaibh gus an fhaoil inn 
tha soilleir an diomhaireachd nam beann 
chan ei l ach coimhthional nan nighean 
a' cumai l na coiseachd gun cheann. 

and the girls in silent bands 
go to Clachan as in the beginning. 

and return from Clachan, 
from Suisnish and the land of the living; 
[...] 
From the Burn ofFearns to the raised beach 
that is clear in the mystery of the hills, 
there is only the congregation of the girls 
keeping up the endless walk. 
(pp. 228-229) 

T h e b r e a k between s t a n z a s of the g i r l s go ing to C l a c h a n 
a n d t h e n r e t u r n i n g is p a r t i c u l a r l y effective i n s h o w i n g the 
passage of t i m e . T h i s p e r p e t u a l m o t i o n be tween the l a n d of 
the l i v i n g a n d the l a n d of the dead takes place at t w i l i g h t 
- ' anns a' c h a m h a n a i c h b h a l b h bheo/ i n the d u m b l i v i n g 
t w i l i g h t ' (pp. 228 -229 ) . T h e t w i l i g h t i n ' H a l l a i g ' i s not the 
R o m a n t i c C e l t i c T w i l i g h t about w h i c h M a c L e a n h a s vo i ced 
h i s f r u s t r a t i o n s r e g a r d i n g i t s i r r e l e v a n c e to a u t h e n t i c G a e l i c 
t r a d i t i o n . H e r e M a c L e a n m a y be u s i n g ' t w i l i g h t ' de l i bera te ly 
i n t h i s context to present us w i t h a more a u t h e n t i c ' G a e l i c ' 
t w i l i g h t . It i s a t t h i s t i m e of d a y t h a t the w o r l d becomes 
b l u r r e d a n d t i m e gives w a y to t ime lessness . T h i s b l u r r i n g 
of the edges i s developed f u r t h e r i n the second l a s t s t a n z a of 
the poem w h e n the g i r l s ' b e a u t y c louds the poet's v i s i o n a n d 
the landscape d a r k e n s as n i g h t d r a w s i n : 

's am boidhche 'na sgleo air mo chridhe 
mun t ig an ciaradh air na caoil. 
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and their beauty a film on my heart 
before the dimness comes on the kyles. 
(pp. 230-231) 

T h e sense of t ime lessness w h i c h c a n be felt w i t h i n the 
l andscape prepares the w a y for the c l i m a x of the poem: 

thig peileir dian a gunna Ghaoi l ; 

's buailear am nadh a tha 'na thuaineal 
a' snotach nan laraichean feoir; 
th ig reothadh air a s h u i l ' s a' choille: 
chan fhaighear lorg a ir fhui l r i m' bheo. 

a vehement bullet will come from the gun of Love; 

and will strike the deer that goes dizzily, 
sniffing at the grass-grown ruined homes; 
his eye will freeze in the wood, 
his blood will not be traced while I live. 
(pp. 230-231) 

I n w h a t i s p r o b a b l y the most symbo l i c s t a n z a of the who le 
poem, t i m e is the deer w h i c h is b e i n g h u n t e d by the g u n of 
love. T i m e i s b r o u g h t d o w n by the g u n of love a n d t h u s t i m e 
i s s t i l l e d a n d the e t e r n a l takes over. T h i s i s done w i t h o u t 
b loodshed a n d t h i s corner of the poet's o w n l a n d a n d also h i s 
o w n i m a g i n a t i o n r e m a i n s in tac t despite i t s t rag i c h i s t o r y . 
B y s t i l l i n g t i m e a n d e n d i n g the l i n e a r m o v e m e n t of h i s t o r y 
the poet succeeds i n p r e s e r v i n g h i s sense of p lace a n d the 
e m o t i o n of the l a n d i tsel f . T h e absence of the c l e a r e d people 
loses the connotat ions of h e a r t b r e a k w h e n H a l l a i g t a k e s o n 
the m a n t l e of a n e t e r n a l mythopoe ic l andscape . T h e fact t h a t 
the g u n w h i c h freezes t i m e i s a g u n of love i s also p e r t i n e n t to 
the o v e r a l l theme because love a n d hope a p p e a r to conquer , 
at l eas t for a t i m e , the events such as the C l e a r a n c e s a n d 
e m i g r a t i o n t h a t the l a n d has w i t n e s s e d . T h e l a s t s t a n z a 
of the poem is not as subject ive as the e a r l i e r p a r t s - the 
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a c t u a l h u n t e r i s not m e n t i o n e d b u t s ince t h i s i s a poem about 
M a c L e a n ' s o w n poetic l a n d s c a p e i t i s poss ib le that the h u n t e r 
is M a c L e a n h i m s e l f a n d he is c a r r y i n g out a s i m i l a r role to 
t h a t i n Dain do Eimhir X X I X , ' C o i n is M a d a i d h e a n - a l l a i d h / 
Dogs a n d Wolves ' , where h i s poems are descr ibed as wolves 
i n p u r s u i t of the deer of beauty a n d i n s p i r a t i o n . In ' H a l l a i g ' 
he is a t t e m p t i n g to c a p t u r e a m o m e n t i n e t e r n i t y . 

' H a l l a i g ' is steeped i n i m a g e r y f rom G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n . F o r 
example , the deer a n d the h u n t e r are mot i fs w h i c h have 
often been used i n G a e l i c poetry t h r o u g h o u t the c entur i e s 
a n d the m o t i f of the tree i n G a e l i c poetry h a s a l r e a d y been 
m e n t i o n e d . H o w e v e r , i t is also a n i n h e r e n t l y m o d e r n poem 
a n d m a n y of M a c L e a n ' s ma jor themes , w h i c h r u n t h r o u g h 
a l l of h i s poetry , can be v i e w e d i n t h i s one poem. T e n s i o n s 
a n d cont rar i e s exist i n ' H a l l a i g ' as they do i n m a n y of h i s 
o ther landscape poems, e.g. the g u n , a n i n s t r u m e n t w i t h 
connotat ions of violence, i s i n s t e a d a n e m b o d i m e n t of love; 
the S a b b a t h of the dead is w a l k e d by f igures who are vexy 
m u c h ' a l ive ' to the poet. N o t h i n g is as i t seems i n ' H a l l a i g ' 
a n d these touches add to the s u r r e a l mood of the poem. 

C o n c l u s i o n a n d F u r t h e r R e a d i n g 
L i k e m a n y modex'nist poems, ' H a l l a i g ' is u n i v e r s a l i n scope. 
C . A . M a c L e l l a n has w r i t t e n t h a t he x*emembers M a c L e a n at 
a poetry x-eading c o m m e n t i n g t h a t T a m a g a i n s t C l e a r a n c e s 
w h e r e v e r they occux*'. ' C l e a r a n c e s ' i s a s y m b o l of soirxething 
w o r l d w i d e a n d ' H a l l a i g ' i s a poem w h i c h s t r i ves to f ind the f u l l 
m e a n i n g o f ' c l earances ' l o c a l l y a n d f u r t h e r a f ie ld by e n g a g i n g 
bo th h e a r t a n d inte l l ec t . I n the m o d e r n age, w h e n t r a d i t i o n a l 
society often seeixis to be i n a state of f lux, the need to protect 
a w a y of l i fe despite the odds c a n be w e l l unders tood . ' H a l l a i g ' 
w a s composed m a n y years after the themes of h a r d s h i p a n d 
soc ia l in jus t i ce h a d been e x p l o r e d by M a c L e a n i n poems 
s u c h as ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , a n d also y e a r s after he h a d e x p e r i ­
m e n t e d w i t h concepts s u c h as the p r e s e r v a t i o n of beauty 
a n d the e t e r n a l i n Dain do Eimhir. I t is p e r h a p s f i t t i n g t h a t 
despite h i s pex'iods of d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t w i t h love a n d po l i t i c s , 
as w e l l as h i s expex*iences of w a r i n N o r t h A f r i c a , M a c L e a n 
once a g a i n f ound a n u n c a n n y sense of joy a n d hope w i t h i n 
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his o w n landscape , w h i c h has a l w a y s been the touchstone for 
h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l a n d poetic explox-ations. 

The las t poem i n c l u d e d i n O Choille gu Bearradh is 
' S c r e a p a d a l ' (a t o w n s h i p i n N o r t h R a a s a y ) (pp. 304 -313 ) 
a n d , w h i l e i t i s a v e r y di f ferent poem f rom the more v i s i o n -
axy ' H a l l a i g ' , the h i s t o r y i n c l u d e d i n t h i s poem acts as a 
good c o m p a n i o n piece to some of the n a m e s a n d p lace -
names m e n t i o n e d i n ' H a l l a i g ' , i n c l u d i n g m e n t i o n s of the 
c l eared t o w n s h i p s a n d perpetrators of the C l e a r a n c e s s u c h 
as R a i n y . 



6. M A C L E A N ' S SELF-SACRIFICIAL 
H E R O IN IRELAND AND B E Y O N D 

Sor ley M a c L e a n ' s p e r s o n a l heroes are r e f e r red to m a n y t i m e s 
t h r o u g h o u t h i s poetry a n d i n t h i s sect ion two specific figures 
w i l l be s t u d i e d i n a l i t t l e more d e p t h . It m u s t be r e m e m b e r e d 
t h a t M a c L e a n v i e w e d h i m s e l f as a G a e l f i rs t a n d foremost 
a n d t h i s i d e n t i t y i n c l u d e d c u l t u r a l l i n k s w i t h I r e l a n d as w e l l 
as h i s p e r s o n a l t ies w i t h S c o t l a n d . I r e l a n d w a s one of the 
f i rs t c ountr i es outs ide S c o t l a n d to recognise the i m p o r t a n c e 
of M a c L e a n ' s poetry a n d h i s bro ther , C a l u m , ded i ca ted m a n y 
years of h i s l i fe to r e s e a r c h i n g fo lk c u l t u r e i n I r e l a n d . A l s o , 
the connect ions be tween the H i g h l a n d c l a n s a n d I r i s h c l a n s 
s t r e t c h back h u n d r e d s of years - the Jacob i t e s t rugg le w a s 
a r e a l i t y i n I r e l a n d as w e l l as S c o t l a n d . A l l of these factors 
c on t r ibu te to M a c L e a n ' s a f f in i ty w i t h I r e l a n d . 

These p e r s o n a l a n d c u l t u r a l ties m a y be one reason w h y 
M a c L e a n gives s u c h a spec ia l place i n h i s poetry to the 
I r i s h soc ia l i s t leader , J a m e s C o n n o l l y . C o n n o l l y w a s b o r n i n 
E d i n b u r g h i n 1868 (thus the l i n k between I r e l a n d a n d S c o t l a n d 
is once more strengthened) a n d after a r r i v i n g i n D u b l i n i n 
1896 he h e l p e d found the I r i s h S o c i a l i s t R e p u b l i c a n P a r t y . H e 
co-founded the I r i s h L a b o u r P a r t y w i t h J a m e s L a r k i n i n 1912 
a n d he s t rong ly opposed the A l l i e d w a r effort w h e n w a r broke 
out i n 1914. H e w a s best k n o w n for b e i n g one of the l eaders 
of the E a s t e r R i s i n g i n D u b l i n i n 1916. T h e revol t fa i l ed a n d 
he w a s executed for t r eason at K i l m a i n h a m G a o l , D u b l i n , by 
a B r i t i s h firing squad . A l t h o u g h at the t i m e p u b l i c suppor t 
for the R i s i n g w a s c e r t a i n l y not w i d e s p r e a d i n I r e l a n d (it 
w a s not even w i d e s p r e a d i n D u b l i n ) , by the t i m e the E a s t e r 
rebels h a d been executed a n d those w h o h a d been i m p r i s o n e d 
i n E n g l a n d r e t u r n e d to I r e l a n d , s y m p a t h y for t h e i r n a t i o n a ­
l i s t cause w a s g r o w i n g a n d the l eaders of the R i s i n g became 
m a r t y r s a n d symbol i c of the I r i s h s truggle aga ins t B r i t i s h 
r u l e i n genera l . T h e i r m y t h grew a n d p u t i n t o m o t i o n events 
t h a t w o u l d l e a d to e v e n t u a l p a r t i t i o n a n d independence f rom 
B r i t a i n (as w e l l as the c rea t i on of N o r t h e r n I re land) . T h i s 
deve lopment w a s not i g n o r e d by people outs ide I r e l a n d . I n 
Sco t land , m a n y n a t i o n a l i s t s a n d soc ia l i s ts l ooked to I r e l a n d 
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as a n example of w h a t could be achieved a n d M a c L e a n ' s 
f r i end , J a m e s C a i r d , notes that w h i l e 'Pearse [Pat r i ck Pearse 
- another l eader of the R i s ing ] a n d C o n n o l l y p l a y e d a p r o m i ­
nent par t ' i n the p o l i t i c a l d iscuss ions they h a d as s tudents , i t 
was J a m e s C o n n o l l y as a soc ia l ist who 'above a l l appea led to 
Sorley 's i m a g i n a t i o n , a n a p p e a l that has las ted ' . 

M a c L e a n refers to C o n n o l l y by n a m e a n u m b e r of t i m e s 
t h r o u g h o u t h i s e a r l y poetry - he pays t r i b u t e to h i s b r a v e r y 
i n the e i g h t h s t a n z a of Dain do Eimhir X V I I I a n d also i n 
p a r t s of ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' . H o w e v e r , i t is i n ' A r d - M h u s a e u m 
n a h - E i r e a n n / T h e N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of I r e l a n d ' w h e r e 
M a c L e a n m a k e s h i s most s u s t a i n e d t r i b u t e to C o n n o l l y . 
It is no s u r p r i s e t h a t M a c L e a n focussed on C o n n o l l y s ince 
he w a s the most c l e a r l y def ined soc ia l i s t presence w i t h i n a 
group of c u l t u r a l a n d p o l i t i c a l n a t i o n a l i s t s , a n d w a s t h u s 
ideo log i ca l ly compat ib l e w i t h M a c L e a n h imse l f . T h i s poem 
of 24 l i n e s c a n be f ound i n the 1945 -72 sect ion of M a c L e a n ' s 
O Choille gu Bearradh: Collected Poems a n d centres on the 
image of C o n n o l l y ' s b loodsta ined s h i r t w h i c h he wore w h e n 
he w a s executed a n d w h i c h the poet i s now l o o k i n g at i n the 
N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of I r e l a n d : 

cha d' r i n n mise ach gum facas 
ann an Ard -Mhusaeum na h-Eireann 
spot mheirgeach ruadh na fala 
's i caran salach air an le inidh 
a bha aon uair air a' churaidh 
as docha leamsa dhiubh uile 

/ have done nothing but see 
in the National Museum of Ireland 
the rusty red spot of blood, 
rather dirty, on the shirt 
that was once on the hero 
who is dearest to me of them all 
(pp. 258-259) 

T h e s h i r t i t s e l f i s g iven the same sort of reverence as 
someone else m a y give a ho ly re l i c a n d t h i s a t t i t u d e of a l m o s t 
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r e l i g i o u s v e n e r a t i o n i s c o n t i n u e d t h r o u g h o u t the r e m a i n d e r 
of the poem. M a c L e a n shows h o w i m p o r t a n t C o n n o l l y i s to 
h i m by s t a t i n g t h a t he w a s dearest to h i m of a l l those w h o 
stood a g a i n s t b u l l e t s , t a n k s , c a v a l r y a n d bombs. C o n s i d e r i n g 
the n u m b e r o f p e r s o n a l heroes M a c L e a n l i s t s i n poems s u c h 
as ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' w h o were i n v o l v e d i n a r m e d s t rugg les , 
t h i s i s a s i gn i f i cant t r i b u t e to C o n n o l l y ! O n e c a n on ly w o n d e r 
i f the f i rs t p a r t of the poem h i n t s at the r eason for t h i s t r i b u t e 
at t h i s specific t i m e i n the e a r l y 1970s: 

Anns na laithean dona seo 
is seann leon U l a d h 'na ghaoid 
l ionnrachaidh 'n cridhe na h-E6rpa 
agus an cridhe gach Gaidhe i l 
dh' an aithne gur h-e th ' ann an Gaidheal , 

In these evil days, 
when the old wound of Ulster is a disease 
suppurating in the heart of Europe 
and in the heart of every Gael 
who knows that he is a Gael, 
(pp. 258-259) 

T h e m e n t i o n o f the T r o u b l e s a n d the acute p a i n M a c L e a n 
feels at these events as a Gael i s s ign i f i cant . B y the late 
1960s a n d e a r l y 1970s the m o d e r n t roub les i n N o r t h e r n 
I r e l a n d h a d b e g u n w i t h w i d e s p r e a d r i o t i n g , the B a t t l e of the 
Bogs ide i n D e r r y a n d B l o o d y S u n d a y b e i n g broadcast across 
the w o r l d . M a c L e a n i s s h o w i n g h i s k n o w l e d g e of the s i t u a ­
t i o n . T h e fact t h a t he s tates i t i s a n o ld w o u n d shows t h a t h e 
u n d e r s t a n d s the o r i g i n s of w h a t i s c u r r e n t l y h a p p e n i n g , b u t 
i t is p e r h a p s the fact t h a t the T r o u b l e s are t a k i n g place so 
near to home t h a t m a k e s M a c L e a n so a w a r e of h i s o w n G a e l i c 
her i tage . H e feels i n e x t r i c a b l y b o u n d to I r e l a n d t h r o u g h h i s 
G a e l i c b lood a n d t h u s the events i n I r e l a n d affect h i m even 
more . H e t u r n s to h i s o w n heroes s u c h as C o n n o l l y because 
i t i s p e r h a p s eas ier to look to f igures f r o m f u r t h e r back w h o 
are not i n v o l v e d w i t h present d a y c o n t r o v e r s i a l events . T h e y 
are at a safer d i s tance , w h i l e s t i l l b e i n g v e r y m u c h ' a l i ve ' 
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i n the poet's o w n m i n d . M a c L e a n i s a t t h i s stage l o o k i n g to 
h i s heroes to s t r e n g t h e n h i s own be l i e f t h a t h e r o i s m is s t i l l 
a r e a l i t y . C o n n o l l y i s the perfect e x a m p l e of M a c L e a n ' s o w n 
b r a n d of h e r o i s m . 

I t w a s C o n n o l l y ' s s o c i a l i s m w h i c h drove h i m to s t a n d w i t h 
o thers at the G e n e r a l P o s t Office i n 1916 b u t C o n n o l l y d i d not 
concentrate o n m y t h s , symbo ls a n d poetry to the same ex tent 
as h i s more n a t i o n a l i s t comrades s u c h as P a t r i c k P e a r s e a n d 
J o s e p h P l u n k e t t . W . B . Y e a t s asks the ques t i on ' D i d t h a t p l a y 
of m i n e s e n d out / C e r t a i n m e n the E n g l i s h shot? ' i n h i s p o e m 
'The M a n a n d h i s Echo ' , i n reference to h i s n a t i o n a l i s t p l a y 
Cathleenni Houlihan (1902). Y e a t s r e a l i s e d t h a t t h i s p l a y h a d 
affected a n d i n f l u e n c e d m a n y n a t i o n a l i s t s to the ex tent t h a t 
they became p o l i t i c i s e d w i t h some even t a k i n g p a r t i n the 
R i s i n g y e a r s l a t e r . B y a s k i n g t h i s q u e s t i o n i n h i s poem, Y e a t s 
i s e f fect ively a d d i n g to the mytho logy of the E a s t e r rebe ls a n d 
i n c o r p o r a t i n g t h e m i n t o the I r i s h t a p e s t r y of l i t e r a t u r e a n d 
m y t h as w e l l as a c k n o w l e d g i n g t h e i r more c o n v e n t i o n a l place 
i n h i s t o r y . W h i l e not i g n o r i n g C o n n o l l y ' s soc ia l i s t s tance a n d 
the r e a l i s m of h i s s truggle , M a c L e a n never the less adds to 
t h i s m y t h o l o g y i n h i s o w n poem: 

an leine bh' a i r O Conghaile 
a n n a n Ard-Phost-Oif is E i r i n n 
's e 'g ul lachadh na h-iobairt 
a chuir suas e fhein a i r seithir 
as naoimhe na 'n L i a F a i l 
th ' air Cnoc na Teamhrach an E i r i n n . 

the shirt that was on Connolly 
in the General Post Office of Ireland 
while he was preparing the sacrifice 
that put himself up on a chair 
that is holier than the Lia Fail 
that is on the Hill of Tara in Ireland. 
(pp. 258-259) 

M a c L e a n fuses i m a g e s of the c h a i r C o n n o l l y sa t on to be 
executed (because of h i s i n j u r i e s w h i c h h a d become g a n g r e -
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nous , he h a d d i f f i cu l ty s t a n d i n g ) w i t h the throne of T a r a 
w h i c h has a n c i e n t s ign i f i cance i n r e l a t i o n to the c r o w n i n g 
of k i n g s i n I r e l a n d . T h e u n d e r l y i n g sugges t i on here f rom 
the poet i s t h a t the soc ia l i s t cause i s more i m p o r t a n t , a n d 
i n d e e d 'ho l ier ' , t h a n the r i t e of c o r o n a t i o n of I r i s h k i n g s . 
H e p l a y s w i t h soc ia l i s t a n d r o y a l i m a g e s i n Dain do Eimhir 
too, a n d has re fer red to ' a n t -aobhar n a o m h / the h o l y cause ' 
i n ' C o r n f o r d ' (pp .44-45) i n r e l a t i o n to the s t rugg le a g a i n s t 
f as c i sm i n S p a i n . D e a t h for a cause s u c h as t h i s becomes 
se l f - sac r i f i c i a l , w i t h overtones of hero ic C h r i s t - l i k e s u r r e n ­
d e r i n g of the se l f for the sake of the people a n d the r e n e w a l 
of l i fe . I n G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n the k i n g w o u l d become m a r r i e d 
to the l a n d (the throne of T a r a reference i s t h u s p e r t i n e n t 
here) a n d w i t h th i s sovere ignty came r e s p o n s i b i l i t y a n d 
the p o s s i b i l i t y of sacr i f ice . M a c L e a n is therefore m y t h o l o -
g i s i n g C o n n o l l y ' s d e a t h w i t h i n a spec i f i ca l ly G a e l i c - c e n t r e d 
w o r l d v i e w . 

T h e final few l ines of the poem so l id i fy C o n n o l l y ' s place i n 
M a c L e a n ' s myth i c -poe t i c l andscape : 

Tha an curaidh mor fhathast 
'na shuidhe air an t-seithir, 
a' cur a' chatha 's a' Phost-Oifis 
's a' glanadh shraidean an Dun-eideann. 

The great hero is still 
sitting on the chair, 
fighting the battle in the Post Office 
and cleaning streets in Edinburgh. 
(pp. 258-259) 

In M a c L e a n ' s poem, C o n n o l l y ' s ac t ions are not i n the past 
but i n s t e a d can be v i e w e d as b e i n g v e r y m u c h of the present . 
T h e m e n t i o n of h i m c l e a n i n g the streets i n E d i n b u r g h 
refers to h i s ear ly l i fe i n E d i n b u r g h w h e n the I r i s h i m m i ­
grants w h o were h o u s e d i n the s l u m s of the Cowgate were 
v i e w e d w i t h s u s p i c i o n a n d condescens ion . M a c L e a n ' s sense 
of p e r p e t u i t y r a t h e r t h a n l i n e a r , h i s t o r i c a l t i m e suggests 
t h a t C o n n o l l y ' s h e r o i s m is not b o u n d up w i t h m o r t a l i t y b u t 
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i n s t e a d has far more p o t e n t i a l w i t h i n e t e r n i t y . H e i s a l i v i n g 
r e a l i t y for the poet a n d t h i s h e r o i s m c a n therefore be t a p p e d 
into by M a c L e a n w h e n he is i n need of hope a n d i n s p i r a t i o n . 
M a c L e a n ' s r e a l t r i b u t e to C o n n o l l y i s to give h i m i m m o r t a l ­
i t y w i t h i n h i s poetry, jus t as he does w i t h ' E i m h i r ' . 

M a c L e a n ' s poem to W . B . Y e a t s , ' A i g U a i g h Y e a t s / A t 
Yeats ' s G r a v e ' , w h i c h i s of the same per i od as h i s t r i b u t e to 
C o n n o l l y , is a more a m b i v a l e n t poem. M a c L e a n ' s a t t i t u d e to 
Y e a t s changed m a n y t imes over the years . W h i l e he freely 
a d m i t t e d t h a t Y e a t s h a d in f luenced some oiDain do Eimhir 
a n d t h a t i n the e a r l y 1940s 'his poetry has become one of 
m y obsessions ' , at o ther t imes he w a s less e n t h u s i a s t i c about 
h i m , w r i t i n g to H u g h M a c D i a r m i d i n 1936 t h a t Y e a t s w a s 'a 
m a n f u l l of a l l sorts of m i s g i v i n g s a n d indec i s i ons , m a k i n g 
h a l f - h e a r t e d a t t e m p t s to m a k e the best of a few wor lds . ' I n 
1940 i n a l e t te r to D o u g l a s Y o u n g , M a c L e a n e x h i b i t s more 
reservat i ons about Y e a t s : '... most of h i s finest poetry i s j u s t 
a specious camouf lage for h i s feel ings ... I even doubt the 
d e p t h of h i s feel ings to M a u d Gonne . A f t e r a l l he d i d not 
become a r e v o l u t i o n a r y for her sake . H e j u s t r e m a i n e d a 
crossed t r o u b l e d aesthete. ' 

M u c h of M a c L e a n ' s uneas iness w i t h Y e a t s s tems f r o m 
M a c L e a n ' s o w n v i e w of h i m s e l f a n d h i s role as a poet. W . B . 
Y e a t s in f luenced m a n y I r i s h n a t i o n a l i s t s w i t h h i s poe try a n d 
p lays , b u t he h i m s e l f d i d not p a r t i c i p a t e i n m i l i t a n t a c t i v i t y . 
Indeed, he came to the u l t i m a t e conc lus ion t h a t p o l i t i c a l 
i n v o l v e m e n t l e d to f a n a t i c i s m a n d hate a n d t h a t i t d a m a g e d 
m a n y people he loved, i n c l u d i n g M a u d G o n n e a n d h i s f r i e n d , 
Cons tance M a r k i e v i c z . T h u s , Y e a t s f ound h i m s e l f i n the 
pos i t i on of c a t a l o g u i n g the events i n I r e l a n d as a poet, b u t 
never p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h e m . T h i s choice be tween ac t i on a n d 
i n a c t i o n w a s s o m e t h i n g M a c L e a n g r a p p l e d w i t h a n d t h i s 
comes t h r o u g h most c l e a r l y i n Dain do Eimhir. M a c L e a n 
v i e w e d w i t h contempt the stance of poets s u c h as the 17 t h 

c e n t u r y poet, I a i n L o r n , w h o saw i t as h i s d u t y to p ra i se 
those w h o fought r a t h e r t h a n do the fighting h imse l f . I n t h i s 
ins tance , the role of the b a r d does not s i t w e l l w i t h M a c L e a n . 
H o w e v e r , because of h i s o w n p e r s o n a l s truggle w i t h the choice 
between ac t ion a n d i n a c t i o n , M a c L e a n cannot comple te ly 
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d i s count Y e a t s ' s o w n p o s i t i o n a n d by the t i m e of ' A i g U a i g h 
Y e a t s ' h i s p o s i t i o n r e g a r d i n g the o ther poet i s softer i n i t s 
a p p r o a c h . 

T h e poem begins w i t h M a c L e a n c o n t e m p l a t i n g figures 
a n d i m a g e s at a l o ca t i on i n I r e l a n d ( m u c h as he does i n the 
N a t i o n a l M u s e u m of I r e l a n d ) . H e i s a t the foot of B e n B u l b e n 
w h e r e Y e a t s a n d h i s wi fe are b u r i e d b u t B e n B u l b e n also 
becomes the site of a m u l t i t u d e of i m a g e s a n d poetic f rag ­
m e n t s i n M a c L e a n ' s m i n d . Y e a t s ' s o w n poem, ' O n a P o l i t i c a l 
P r i s o n e r ' , w h i c h features C o n s t a n c e M a r k i e v i c z i s a lso set a t 
B e n B u l b e n : 

... long ago I saw her ride 
Under Ben Bulben to the meet, 
The beauty of her countryside 

L i k e M a c L e a n ' s ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , i n w h i c h m y t h i c a l a n d 
h i s t o r i c a l ghosts r ise f r o m m a n y d i f ferent per iods of h i s t o r y 
a n d f r a g m e n t s of song a n d poetry are h e a r d o n the w i n d , B e n 
B u l b e n accommodates i t s f a i r share of c u l t u r a l a n d poetic 
references. M a c L e a n ' s one -way c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h Y e a t s at 
the poet's grave gives M a c L e a n a chance to p ra i se the q u a l i t y 
of the I r i s h poet's l a n g u a g e b u t the poem also becomes a 
m e d i t a t i o n o n h e r o i s m . C o n s t a n c e M a r k i e v i c z s u p p o r t e d the 
r e v o l u t i o n a r y L a b o u r cause a n d she w a s s e c o n d - i n - c o m m a n d 
of the d e t a c h m e n t of J a m e s C o n n o l l y ' s C i t i z e n A r m y at 
S t S tephen ' s G r e e n at E a s t e r 1916. M a c L e a n a d m i r e s 
M a r k i e v i c z ' s dec is ion to act for w h a t she be l i eved i n a n d he 
goes to cons iderable l e n g t h s i n ' A i g U a i g h Y e a t s ' to reverse 
some of the c r i t i c i s m l e v e l l e d at h e r by Y e a t s i n h i s poem 
' E a s t e r 1916'. C o m p a r e Y e a t s ' s words : 

That woman's days were spent 
In ignorant good-will, 
Her nights i n argument 
U n t i l her voice grew s h r i l l . 
What voice more sweet than hers 
When, young and beautiful, 
She rode to harriers? 
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w i t h M a c L e a n ' s second s t a n z a : 

A n guth b inn air slios Be inn Ghulbain 
o 'n aon bhia l cuimir 6g 
a thug a chl iu o Dhiarmad 
on chualas e air Grine, 
's a ir fas 'na sgread le bron 
agus leis an fheirg uasail 
is leis na h-euchdan coire 
bu bhinn an cluais 0 Conghaile 
's an cluasan a sheorsa. 

The sweet voice on the side of Ben Bulben 
from the one shapely young mouth 
that took his fame from Dermid 
since it was heard on a Green 
become a screech with grief 
and with the noble anger 
and with the generous deeds 
that were sweet in the ears of Connolly 
and in the ears of his kind. 
(pp. 260-261) 

M a c L e a n does not deny t h a t her p o l i t i c a l i n v o l v e m e n t 
c h a n g e d h e r b u t he e laborates on w h y t h i s came to be a n d i t 
i s c l ear t h a t he looks on h e r ded i cat i on to the soc ia l i s t cause 
to be as p l e a s i n g to the l i k e s of C o n n o l l y a n d h i m s e l f as Y e a t s 
v i e w e d h e r voice to be i n her e a r l y days . 

M a c L e a n ' s tendency to look on h i s n a t i v e l andscape as a 
storehouse of h i s t o r y a n d o r a l tales is ex tended i n t h i s poem 
to i n c l u d e I r i s h so i l . H e ment i ons the l egend of D i a r m i d a n d 
G r a i n n e . D i a r m i d w a s k i l l e d by a n e n c h a n t e d boar on B e n 
B u l b e n a n d M a c L e a n once more employs m y t h to e x p a n d 
the soc ia l i s t a l l u s i o n s i n h i s poetry by p u t t i n g Cons tance 
M a r k i e v i c z ' s ' s tory ' above D i a r m i d ' s . T h i s i s more s i gn i f i cant 
t h a n i t m i g h t appear . L i k e the m y t h s a n d stor ies assoc iated 
w i t h h i s o w n i s l a n d , D i a r m i d ' s s tory i s m u c h l oved a n d gives a 
sense of u n i q u e n e s s a n d charac ter to t h i s a r e a of I r e l a n d . T h e 
fact t h a t M a r k i e v i c z i s g iven more i m p o r t a n c e i n M a c L e a n ' s 
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poem shows h i s u n d e v i a t i n g p a s s i o n for h i s soc ia l i s t p r i n c i ­
p les . M a c L e a n i s aware of h i s role as a poet a n d h i s a b i l i t y 
to reshape a n d a d d to the storehouse of m e m o r y a n d c u l t u r e 
a l r e a d y i n p lace w i t h i n the landscape . 

H a v i n g dea l t w i t h the ghosts a n d l i t e r a r y traces o n B e n 
B u l b e n , M a c L e a n once more t u r n s h i s a t t e n t i o n to Y e a t s . 
R a t h e r t h a n berate Y e a t s for h i s l a c k of a c t i o n i n c o m p a r i s o n 
to C o n n o l l y a n d M a r k i e v i c z , as the y o u n g e r M a c L e a n m i g h t 
have t e n d e d to do i n the la te 1930s a n d e a r l y 1940s, i t i s a 
w i s e r a n d o lder poet's voice w h i c h comes t h r o u g h i n the l a s t 
s t a n z a : 

F h u a i r thusa 'n cothrom, U i l l e i m , 
an cothrom dha do bhr iathran, 
on bha a ghaisge's a bhoidhche 
's an croinn bhratach tro imh do chliathaich. 
Ghabh thu r iutha air aon doigh, 
ach tha leisgeal air do bhilean, 
an leisgeal nach do m h i l l do bhardachd, 
oir tha a leisgeal aig gach duine. 

You got the chance, William, 
the chance for your words, 
since courage and beauty 
had their flagpoles through your side. 
You acknowledged them in one way, 
but there is an excuse on your lips, 
the excuse that did not spoil your poetry, 
for every man has his excuse. 
(pp. 260-261) 

Y e a t s w a s s u r r o u n d e d by f r iends a n d acqua intances w h o 
showed 'gaisge/courage' a n d bo idhche /beauty ' - the b e a u t y 
M a c L e a n h a s i n m i n d here i s the b e a u t y of self -sacrif ice a n d 
the hope a n d regenerat i on t h a t s u c h deaths m a y b r i n g . Y e a t s ' s 
tendency to acknowledge these people b u t not to p a r t a k e i n 
the same choices h i m s e l f m e a n s t h a t M a c L e a n ' s one-way 
conversat ion w i t h Y e a t s becomes a conversat i on w i t h h imse l f . 
J u s t as M a c L e a n berates h i m s e l f for do ing n o t h i n g b u t look at 
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Conno l l y ' s s h i r t i n ' A r d - M h u s a e u m n a h - E i r e a n n ' , l i k e w i s e , 
i n ' A i g U a i g h Y e a t s ' , he acknowledges the q u a n d a r y between 
words a n d act ion once more and , i f he f inds Y e a t s l a c k i n g , 
he f inds h i m s e l f l a c k i n g also. M a c L e a n , as a n o lder m a n a n d 
a n o lder poet, has not lost h i s sense of i d e a l i s m b u t he also 
u n d e r s t a n d s t h a t no dec is ion is made eas i ly a n d that , w h i l e 
the d e a t h of the f igures he a d m i r e s m a y sea l t h e i r h e r o i s m , 
the ' le isgeal /excuse ' i s also a r e a l i t y w h i c h m u s t be g i v e n i t s 
place. B y the e n d of the poem he has not reso lved t h i s d i l e m m a 
but , neverthe less , he has acknowledged t h a t t h i s choice ex is ts 
a n d p e r h a p s t h i s acknowledgement is suff ic ient. 

C o n c l u s i o n a n d F u r t h e r R e a d i n g 
I have chosen i n t h i s chapter to give a close r e a d i n g of 
M a c L e a n ' s s y m b o l of the se l f - sacr i f i c ia l hero w i t h s t r o n g I r i s h 
l i n k s . W h i l e there c a n be no doubt t h a t the I r i s h heroes were 
w e l l u n d e r s t o o d by M a c L e a n because of the s h a r e d G a e l i c 
her i tage of I r e l a n d a n d S c o t l a n d , i t m u s t a lso be s t ressed 
t h a t M a c L e a n w a s e q u a l l y at home (somet imes e v e n more so) 
w r i t i n g about heroes s u c h as L o r c a , J u l i a n B e l l a n d C o r n f o r d 
(see ' C o r n f o r d ' pp . 44 -47 ) i n the context of the S p a n i s h C i v i l 
W a r or J a n P a l a c h d u r i n g the p o l i t i c a l protests i n the la te 
1960s after the P r a g u e S p r i n g (see ' P a l a c h ' pp . 244 -247 ) , 
as he w a s about t r a d i t i o n a l 'Gae l i c ' heroes. M a c L e a n w a s 
a l w a y s i n t e r e s t e d i n u n c o n v e n t i o n a l heroes - u n c o n v e n t i o n a l 
i n the sense t h a t they were soc ia l is ts w h o were ideo log i ca l ly 
far r e m o v e d f rom l o n g e s t a b l i s h e d hero ic f igures . I n r e a l i t y , 
C o n n o l l y w a s not a ' G a e l i c ' hero . H e w a s a n t i - e s t a b l i s h m e n t 
a n d E u r o p e a n i n h i s out look but M a c L e a n e x h i b i t s a t a l e n t 
for r e w r i t i n g the images a n d symbo ls of h i s t r a d i t i o n a n d 
i n c o r p o r a t i n g new f igures w h o m a k e sense of h i s i d e n t i t y 
both as a soc ia l i s t a n d a G a e l . I n one way , he i s develop­
i n g the t r a d i t i o n , m u c h as h i s predecessors d i d d u r i n g the 
G a e l i c L a n d A g i t a t i o n a n d L a n d Re forms of the 19 t h c e n t u r y , 
w h e n poetry c h a r t e d the protests a n d everyday h e r o i s m of 
the people. H o w e v e r , u n d e r l y i n g M a c L e a n ' s c o n t e m p o r a r y 
context i s the sense t h a t these heroes c o n t a i n a n essence 
greater t h a n the s u m of t h e i r p a r t s - a n essence w h i c h i s 
i m p e r a t i v e for the hope of m a n k i n d . 



7. AFFIRMING T H E TRADITION -
' C U M H A C H A L U I M IAIN MHICGILL-
EAIN/ E L E G Y FOR C A L U M I. 
M A C L E A N ' 

' C u m h a C h a l u i m I a i n M h i c G i l l - E a i n / E l e g y for C a l u m I. 
M a c L e a n ' i s a poem w h i c h S o r l e y M a c L e a n composed to 
c o m m e m o r a t e h i s brother , C a l u m , after h i s d e a t h i n 1960. 
O n one l eve l i t i s a n e x a m p l e of M a c L e a n u s i n g h i s role as 
poet i n a h i g h l y p e r s o n a l w a y , as a respec t fu l exercise i n a 
m o d e r n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t r a d i t i o n a l bard i c p ra i se for a close 
f a m i l y m e m b e r . I n t h i s sense the poem is not u n l i k e h i s 
e a r l i e r poem, ' A l a s d a i r M a c L e o i d ' , except t h a t h i s poem to 
h i s o w n b r o t h e r i s m u c h longer . T h e poem is d i v i d e d i n t o 
four p a r t s a n d the l e n g t h of the poem cou ld be a t t r i b u t e d 
s i m p l y to the closeness of the subject of the pra i se , a n d yet 
there are ins tances i n the poem i n w h i c h the m a i n subject, 
C a l u m , becomes symbo l i c of s o m e t h i n g far more u n i v e r s a l i n 
the poet's m i n d . L i k e m a n y G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n a l p ra i se poems, 
t h i s poem is f o rmula i c , w i t h h i n t s of m u c h e a r l i e r p a n e g y r i c 
i n w h i c h the subject is p r a i s e d for h i s courage a n d k i n d n e s s 
a n d h i s d e a t h i s l a m e n t e d . H o w e v e r , M a c L e a n also achieves 
a p e r s o n a l q u a l i t y w i t h r emin i s cences about the day he h e a r d 
of h i s brother ' s death : 

' N Di -mair t sin as a dheaghaidh 
thainig Padraig leis an sgeul, 
le naidheachd a chunnaic mi 'na aodann. 

On the Tuesday after 
Peter came with the tale, 
With news I saw in his face. 
(pp. 274-275) 

T h e p e r s o n a l aspect of the poem, p a r t i c u l a r l y the dense 
n u m b e r of p lace -names a n d people's names , means t h a t 
w h i l e the subject m a t t e r is f a i r l y s i m p l e c o m p a r e d to 
M a c L e a n ' s more s y m b o l - d r i v e n poetry , i t is a c t u a l l y one of 
h i s more u n a p p r o a c h a b l e poems, espec ia l ly i f the reader has 
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l i t t l e or no knowledge of fo lk lore , the H i g h l a n d s a n d I s l a n d s 
or the specific people i n v o l v e d . F o r example , i n s t a n z a 15, 
D o n n c h a d h P e i g h ' n n a n A o i r e i n refers to the s tory - te l l e r , 
D u n c a n M a c D o n a l d of S o u t h U i s t , a n d D o m h n a l l R u a d h 
P h a i s l i g or D o m h n a l l M a c a n t - S a o i r / D o n a l d M a c l n t y r e 
(1889-1964) f rom S n i s h i v a l , S o u t h U i s t , refers to a G a e l i c 
poet w h o passed on m a n y of the w a u l k i n g songs, c h a r m s 
a n d o ther t r a d i t i o n s to C a l u m M a c L e a n a n d D r J o h n L . 
C a m p b e l l . Reference to these f igures a n d o thers i n i t s e l f 
ensures that , to a c e r t a i n extent at least , ' C u m h a C h a l u i m 
I a i n M h i c G i l l - E a i n ' r e m a i n s a p r i v a t e poem for M a c L e a n , 
despite the fact t h a t i t does not dea l w i t h the i n t i m a t e i n n e r 
w o r k i n g s of the poet h i m s e l f i n the w a y t h a t the co l lec t ion 
Dain do Eimhir does. P e r h a p s th i s w a s a conscious effort on 
the p a r t of M a c L e a n as a w a y of h o n o u r i n g h i s b ro ther a n d 
c o m i n g to t e r m s w i t h h i s o w n loss. 

C a l u m M a c L e a n (1915-1960) w a s a f o lk lor i s t , e t h n o g r a ­
p h e r a n d collector, who took a f i rs t c lass degree i n C e l t i c 
S t u d i e s at the U n i v e r s i t y of E d i n b u r g h (1935-1939) a n d w e n t 
on to s t u d y E a r l y I r i s h a n d M e d i e v a l a n d M o d e r n W e l s h at 
U n i v e r s i t y Col lege D u b l i n . H e w o r k e d for the I r i s h F o l k l o r e 
C o m m i s s i o n , co l l e c t ing fo lklore i n the C o n n a u g h t G a e l t a c h t , 
before b e i n g sent to the H e b r i d e s w h e r e he co l lected a n 
i m m e n s e a m o u n t of m a t e r i a l i n h i s nat ive R a a s a y a n d i n 
S o u t h U i s t , B a r r a , B e n b e c u l a a n d t h r o u g h o u t the m a i n l a n d 
H i g h l a n d s — the poem's impress ive r o l l - c a l l of p la ce -names 
is i n d i c a t i v e of how far a n d wide C a l u m M a c L e a n t r a v e l l e d 
i n h i s quest for fo lk lore . H e was a n i n s t r u m e n t a l f igure of 
the Schoo l of S c o t t i s h S t u d i e s founded i n 1951 at E d i n b u r g h 
U n i v e r s i t y , w h e r e he became S e n i o r R e s e a r c h F e l l o w . H i s 
use of m o d e r n r e c o r d i n g a p p a r a t u s w a s a n i m p o r t a n t deve l ­
opment i n fo lk lore co l l ec t ing . I n the late 1950s he suf fered 
f rom cancer a n d he d i e d i n 1960 at the S a c r e d H e a r t H o s p i t a l , 
D a l i b u r g h , S o u t h U i s t . M a c L e a n m a k e s repet i t ive m e n t i o n s 
of Cnoc H a l l a i n n / H a l l i n H i l l i n the poem - C a l u m M a c L e a n 
w a s b u r i e d at H a l l a i n n Cemetery , S o u t h U i s t . H e h a d v e r y 
close connect ions w i t h S o u t h U i s t , c l a i m i n g the i s l a n d as 
h i s o w n a n d the people c l a i m i n g h i m as one of t h e i r o w n . 
M a c L e a n refers to t h i s i n s tanzas 8 a n d 9: 
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O nach ei l thu anns a' Chlachan 
no air Cnoc an R a 
miosg nan Leathanach 's nan Leddach, 
dh'fhag s inn thu a-miosg C h l a n n Domhnai l l . 
Chan ei l a i te ' s fhearr. 

Miosg nan daoine treuna coire 
tha thu anns an uir : 
on bu thoigh le inn r i a m h C l a n n Domhnai l l 
thug s inn dhaibh a' ghibht bu choire 
nuair chuir s inn thu 'nan u ir . 

Since you are not in Clachan 
or on Cnoc an Ra, 
among the MacLeans and MacLeods, 
we left you among Clan Donald. 
There is no better place. 

Among the brave generous people 
you are in the dust. 
Since we always liked Clan Donald 
we gave them the most generous gift 
when we put you in their dust. 
(pp. 266-267) 

These s t a n z a s are p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g because 
M a c L e a n employs c l a n t e r m i n o l o g y i n order to d iscuss the 
final r e s t i n g place of h i s bro ther . It i s d i f f i cu l t to t e l l w h e t h e r 
M a c L e a n i s t r y i n g to e x p l a i n w h y h i s b r o t h e r w a s b u r i e d 
on S o u t h U i s t r a t h e r t h a n h i s b i r t h p l a c e of S k y e because 
he is r e g r e t f u l of t h i s h i m s e l f a n d i s t h u s w o r k i n g t h r o u g h 
t h i s for h i s o w n benefit , or because he i s at p a i n s to e x p l a i n 
the reason to others w h o were less c onversant w i t h C a l u m 
M a c L e a n ' s l i fe . E i t h e r w a y , M a c L e a n rever t s to m e n t i o n s 
of c l a n connect ions as a w a y of e x p l a i n i n g a n d r a t i o n a l i s i n g 
t h i s s i t u a t i o n . I n P a r t I V of the p o e m c o m p a r i s o n s are a g a i n 
made be tween S k y e a n d S o u t h U i s t , w i t h landscape symbo ls 
b e i n g e m p l o y e d r a t h e r t h a n c lans : 
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Dhir i ch mi D u n Cana 
Di-haoine roimh do bhas, 
cha robh mo shui l ach air Uibhist 
- cha b' i onnan 's mar a b' aist -
dhiochainich m i 'n Cui l i th ionn 
's mo shui l a ir a' Bhe inn Mhoir , 
air Teacal is air Staolabhal. 
'Sann dh'fhas iad uile mor. 

/ went up Dun Cana. 
on the Friday before your death, 
my eye was only on Uist 
- not as it used to be -
I forgot the Cuillin 
looking at Ben More, 
at Hecla and Staolaval. 
They all grew big. 
(pp. 274-275) 

Note the c o m p a r i s o n between M a c L e a n ' s o w n p e r s o n a l 
landscape symbo ls of D u n C a n a on R a a s a y a n d the C u i l l i n 
on S k y e , a n d the l a n d m a r k s of S o u t h U i s t w h i c h he associ ­
ates w i t h h i s b ro ther - A ' B h e i n n M h o i r / B e n M o r e (2033ft) 
a n d T e a c a l / H e c l a (1988ft) dominate the e a s t e r n side of S o u t h 
U i s t , w h i l e S t a o l a b h a l i s also a m o u n t a i n i n S o u t h U i s t . I n 
m a n y of M a c L e a n ' s poems, i n p a r t i c u l a r ' A n C u i l i t h i o n n ' , the 
s y m b o l of the m o u n t a i n has very close connotat ions w i t h the 
poet's o w n se l f a n d i t i s fitting t h a t i n t h i s poem the m o u n ­
t a i n s of these separate i s l a n d s are not on ly used as l a n d m a r k s 
b u t also as a w a y of i l l u s t r a t i n g how the poet h a s l a i d aside 
h i s o w n concerns for a t i m e to concentrate on the state of h i s 
bro ther . A l s o , by m e n t i o n i n g the great m o u n t a i n s of S o u t h 
U i s t i n r e l a t i o n to h i s brother , M a c L e a n succeeds i n t r a n s ­
f e r r i n g the q u a l i t i e s of these m o u n t a i n s onto C a l u m , t h u s 
e n s u r i n g t h a t the poem stays t rue to i t s o r i g i n a l f u n c t i o n as 
a n elegy. 

T h r o u g h o u t the poem M a c L e a n m a k e s m e n t i o n of h i s 
brother ' s q u a l i t i e s u s i n g t r a d i t i o n a l methods i n a m o d e r n 
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se t t ing . T h i s i s c l ear ly not a n elegy for a hero i c w a r r i o r or 
c l a n ch ie f b u t by d e s c r i b i n g C a l u m M a c L e a n ' s exp lo i ts the 
poet gives the same a d m i r a t i o n to h i s subject. F o r e x a m p l e , 
he associates the ' b ravery ' of h i s brother ' s t i r e l e ss fo lk lore 
co l l e c t ing i n S c o t l a n d a n d beyond w i t h the b r a v e r y of a n y 
c o n v e n t i o n a l c l a n hero: 

Tha iomadh duine bochd an A l b a i n n 
dh' an tug thu togail agus c l iu : 
'sann a thog thu 'n t - ir iosal 
a chuir ar l i n n air chul . 
Thug iad dhutsa barrachd 
na bheireadh iad do chach 
on thug t h u dhaibh an durachd 
bu ghriosach fo do bhaidh. 

There is many a poor man in Scotland 
whose spirit and name you raised: 
you lifted the humble 
whom the age put aside. 
They gave you more 
than they would give to others 
since you gave them the zeal 
that was a fire beneath your kindness. 
(pp. 266-267) 

M a c L e a n i s a l l u d i n g to h i s bro ther ' s a b i l i t y to col lect stor ies 
a n d songs f rom people w h o m a y have f o u n d i t d i f f i cu l t to 
pass o n t h e i r knowledge u n d e r c i r c u m s t a n c e s w h e r e recor­
d i n g a p p a r a t u s made t h e m uncomfor tab le or nervous . T h i s i s 
one of the most p r o b l e m a t i c aspects of f o lk lore co l l ec t ing a n d 
is g e n e r a l l y d i f f i cul t to overcome. C a l u m M a c L e a n ' s c h a r a c ­
ter a n d f r i e n d l y m a n n e r w i t h people c l e a r l y c o n t r i b u t e d to 
h i s success i n h i s w o r k . M a c L e a n ' s m e n t i o n of m a n y areas of 
S c o t l a n d a n d beyond w h e r e C a l u m M a c L e a n t r a v e l l e d w i t h 
h i s research , a n d the c l a n n a m e s w h i c h are connected to 
these locat ions , are also u s e d to show h i s s t r e n g t h of c h a r a c ­
ter . T h e s t a n z a p r e c e d i n g P a r t III i s p a r t i c u l a r l y success ful 
i n m e l d i n g the past w i t h the present : 
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B h a thu san Ros Mhui leach 
mar Leathanach nach treigeadh, 
mar Eachann Bacach air tigh'nn dhachaidh 
1' a leoin a Inbhir-Cheitein. 

You were in the Ross of Mull 
like an unyielding MacLean, 
like Lame Hector come home 
with his wounds from Inverkeithing. 
(pp. 270-271) 

M u l l w a s the t r a d i t i o n a l c l a n - l a n d of the M a c L e a n s a n d 
A n Ros M u i l e a c h / t h e Ross of M u l l is the south -west p r o m o n ­
tory of M u l l . F e w M a c L e a n s r e t u r n e d to M u l l a f ter the B a t t l e 
of I n v e r k e i t h i n g on 2 0 t h J u l y 1651, w h e r e a d e t a c h m e n t of 
Les l i e ' s R o y a l i s t a r m y w a s defeated by L a m b e r t a n d n e a r l y 
700 M a c L e a n s were k i l l e d . Sor ley M a c L e a n i s sugges t ing 
t h a t the n o b i l i t y a n d h e r o i s m of t h e i r ancestors h a s f i l t e red 
d o w n t h r o u g h the generat ions to C a l u m , w h o w a s h i m s e l f 
of a s teadfast n a t u r e , to u n d e r t a k e the w o r k t h a t he d i d . H e 
is also s h o w i n g h i s be l ie f t h a t co l l ec t ing fo lk lore i s a w o r t h y 
p u r s u i t , i n k e e p i n g w i t h a M a c L e a n . 

H o w e v e r , the n a m i n g of m a n y geograph i ca l l ocat ions also 
serves a n o t h e r f u n c t i o n i n th i s poem a n d one w h i c h adds 
a n o t h e r facet to the p e r s o n a l pra ise of h i s b ro ther . I n s t a n z a 
12 I r i s h p la ce -names s u c h as ' C e a t h r a m h R u a d h i s S p i d e a l / 
C a r a r o e a n d S p i d e a l ' , p laces i n Co. G a l w a y , show the I r i s h 
connect ion w h i c h C a l u m M a c L e a n n u r t u r e d w h e n he deve l ­
oped p a r t i c u l a r s k i l l i n the C o n n a u g h t I r i s h d ia lec t a n d i n 
the next s t a n z a M a c L e a n w r i t e s : 

Dhearbh t h u ann an Sealtainn 
agus anns an t -Suain 
agus ann an Lochlann 
nach eil seirbhe anns a' chuan; 
nach ei l sa' ghamhlas ach facal 
a thachdas f i r inn bhuan. 
O n bu mhuirnean thu do 'n Ghaidheal 
bu mhuirnean thu do 'n G h a l l . 
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You proved in Shetland 
and in Sweden 
and in Norway 
that there is no bitterness in the sea; 
that the 'malice' is only a word 
that chokes lasting truth. 
Since you were a favourite with the Gael 
you were a favourite with the Gall. 
(pp. 268-269) 

F r o m the s u m m e r of 1951 to the a u t u m n of 1952, C a l u m 
M a c L e a n w a s based at U p p s a l a U n i v e r s i t y i n S w e d e n w h e r e 
he rece ived pro fess iona l t r a i n i n g i n fo lklore methodology, 
a r c h i v a l t e chn iques a n d c a t a l o g u i n g . H i s i n d e x sys tem for 
the School of S c o t t i s h S t u d i e s w a s based on the one dev ised 
by Pro fessor D a g S t r o m b a c k f rom U p p s a l a . F r o m one 
perspect ive , M a c L e a n i s a l l u d i n g to h i s bro ther ' s w o r k a n d i n 
p a r t i c u l a r , the d istance he j ourneyed , u s i n g p lace -names to 
achieve a sense of m o v e m e n t to m i r r o r C a l u m ' s o w n t rave l s . 
U n d e r l y i n g t h i s is the sense t h a t t h i s poem is also a cele­
b r a t i o n of not only S c o t t i s h G a e l i c connect ions w i t h G a e l i c 
I r e l a n d , but also the l i n k s the G a e l s have to S c a n d i n a v i a . 
C a l u m M a c L e a n ' s fo lklore co l l e c t ing becomes a s y m b o l of the 
bonds between nat i ons a n d t h i s f r i e n d s h i p a n d c o m m o n a l i t y 
t h a t ex is ts i n the poet's m i n d . T h e r e p e t i t i o n of the s m a l l e r 
i s l and - s ca l e u n i t y between S k y e a n d S o u t h U i s t , because of 
the s h a r e d connect ion w i t h C a l u m M a c L e a n , is ref lected on a 
c ountry scale w i t h the m e n t i o n of S w e d e n a n d N o r w a y . 

C o n c l u s i o n a n d F u r t h e r R e a d i n g 
' C u m h a C h a l u i m I a i n M h i c G i l l - E a i n / E l e g y for C a l u m I. 
M a c L e a n ' is a pos i t ive r e m i n d e r of the power of i n d i v i d u a l 
people, the v a l u e of t rans ference of knowledge a n d s t o r y t e l l ­
i n g a n d the i m p o r t a n c e of sense of p lace . R a t h e r t h a n e m p h a ­
s i s i n g borders a n d d i s t i n c t i v e features , the poet h i g h l i g h t s 
the s h a r e d language of c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d the k i n d n e s s a n d 
love t h a t can be generated f rom t h i s exchange . T h i s poem 
m a y be a n elegy for h i s brother , b u t i t is a lso a n elegy for 
the t r a d i t i o n - b e a r e r s of h i s society - ' D h ' f h a l b h m o r a n dhe 

The Poetry of Sorley MacLean 83 

do c h a i r d e a n , / m o r a n de d h ' u a i s l e a n n a n G a i d h e a l / M a n y of 
y o u r f r iends are gone , /many of the great ones of the G a e l s ' 
(pp. 268 -269 ) - as w e l l as a r a l l y i n g cry for the p r e s e r v a t i o n 
of the fo lk lore a n d w i s d o m of h i s o w n a n d others ' c u l t u r e . 

C o m p a r i s o n s can be d r a w n between ' C u m h a C h a l u i m I a i n 
M h i c G i l l - E a i n / E l e g y for C a l u m I. M a c L e a n ' a n d M a c L e a n ' s 
poem, 'Do U i l l e a m M a c M h a t h a i n / To W i l l i a m M a t h e s o n ' ( p p . 
246 -247 ) . W i l l i a m M a t h e s o n (1910-1995) w a s S e n i o r 
L e c t u r e r i n C e l t i c at the U n i v e r s i t y of E d i n b u r g h a n d w a s 
the C h i e f of the G a e l i c Soc iety of Inverness i n 1968, the same 
t ime t h a t Sor l ey M a c L e a n w a s t h e i r B a r d . A l t h o u g h not a n 
elegy, th i s poem cou ld be descr ibed as a p ra i se poem i n w h i c h 
M a c L e a n uses G a e l i c l i t e r a r y a n d h i s t o r i c a l references i n the 
context of h i s f r i e n d , who w a s e x t r e m e l y knowledgeab le on 
G a e l i c song, h i s t o r y a n d genealogy. H e inves ts the poem w i t h 
a b e a u t i f u l t imelessness i n w h i c h the f igures of G a e l i c song 
are as a l i ve for the poet as W i l l i a m M a t h e s o n h imse l f . T h i s i s 
a n obvious a n d de l iberate ref lect ion of M a t h e s o n ' s t e a c h i n g 
methods a n d a b i l i t y to convey i n f o r m a t i o n to h i s audience . 
M a c L e a n descr ibes h i m as ' a ' c h a i r t - i u i l / the compass ' i n 
r e l a t i o n to h i s s k i l l at n a v i g a t i n g people a r o u n d the G a e l i c 
l i t e r a r y w o r l d a n d t h u s M a c L e a n once a g a i n shows a respect 
for the t r a n s m i s s i o n of knowledge a n d s c h o l a r l y r e s e a r c h i n 
the same w a y t h a t he pra ises the folk co l l e c t ing h i s b r o t h e r 
c a r r i e d out. It is l i k e l y t h a t M a c L e a n v i e w e d the w o r k these 
m e n d i d as b e i n g i n e x t r i c a b l y b o u n d up w i t h h i s o w n role as 
a poet. These professions a l l re ly , a n d place a great dea l of 
s igni f i cance , on the G a e l i c t r a d i t i o n , w h i c h is a r i c h store­
house of m y t h , m o t i f a n d symbo l . 



CONCLUSION 
T h e f a r - r e a c h i n g in f luence of S o r l e y M a c L e a n ' s poe t ry o n 
G a e l i c as w e l l as n o n - G a e l i c poets i s p e r h a p s o n l y n o w 
b e g i n n i n g to be f u l l y a p p r e c i a t e d . I t i s c l ear t h a t h i s f u l l 
p o t e n t i a l a n d poet ic r a n g e i s best u n d e r s t o o d w h e n he i s 
assessed w i t h i n b o t h a G a e l i c a n d E u r o p e a n context . T h i s 
i s because M a c L e a n w a s a poet w i t h a foot p l a c e d f i r m l y i n 
e a c h w o r l d - f r o m M a c L e a n ' s v i e w p o i n t there were n e v e r 
t w o ' w o r l d s ' a n y w a y . E v e n t h i s b r i e f s t u d y of the s p a n of h i s 
poe t ry h a s s h o w n t h a t he d i d not v i e w G a e l i c as a n i n w a r d 
l o o k i n g t r a d i t i o n b u t i n s t e a d s a w i t as a c u l t u r e w h i c h c o u l d 
i n t e r a c t a n d f u n c t i o n i n a f u l l a n d r i c h w a y w i t h i n the sphere 
of m o d e r n p o l i t i c s a n d p h i l o s o p h y . T h i s b e l i e f a lone h a s done 
i m m e a s u r a b l e good for the cause of the G a e l i c l a n g u a g e 
a n d h a s e n s u r e d t h a t i t s 2 0 t h c e n t u r y l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y c a n 
be v i e w e d as a t r a d i t i o n w h i c h i s a l i v e w i t h p o s s i b i l i t y . It 
h a s been a l m o s t seven decades s ince Dain do Eimhir agus 
Dain Eile w a s first p u b l i s h e d a n d b e g a n to seep i n t o the 
p u b l i c ' s consc iousness a n d yet , i n m a n y w a y s , t h i s p o e t r y i s 
as f r e s h as i t w a s i n 1943, s i m p l y because u n d e r l y i n g a l l of 
M a c L e a n ' s poe t ry i s a b e l i e f s y s t e m w h i c h i s b a s e d on the 
hopes for the i n t e g r i t y of m a n k i n d , the s t r i v i n g for the f u l f i l ­
m e n t of p o t e n t i a l a n d the b e l i e f i n the r e d e m p t i v e p o w e r s of 
love a n d se l f - sacr i f i ce . T h e s e concepts are as i m p o r t a n t a n d 
v i t a l i n t h i s c u r r e n t t i m e as t h e y w e r e i n M a c L e a n ' s o w n 
l i f e t i m e . M a c L e a n h a s w r i t t e n i n ' H a l l a i g ' t h a t ' c h u n n a c a s 
n a m a i r b h beo/ the d e a d h a v e been seen a l i v e ' . M a c L e a n 
d i d not j u s t r e s u r r e c t G a e l i c p o e t r y or r e a n i m a t e w h a t i s 
s o m e t i m e s w r o n g l y j u d g e d to be a d e a d l i t e r a t u r e , e n s u r i n g 
t h a t i t s u r v i v e d i n t o a n e w c e n t u r y - he a lso b r e a t h e d n e w 
l i fe i n t o h i s t r a d i t i o n . I f w e i m a g i n e h i s poems as trees , i t i s 
c l e a r t h a t he h a s r e p o p u l a t e d the wood a n d p e r h a p s i n t r o ­
d u c e d some new v a r i e t i e s of flora w h i c h c a n ex i s t a l ongs ide 
the b i r c h , the h a z e l a n d the r o w a n i n ' co i l le mo g h r a i d h / the 
wood I love. ' 
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