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Your Higher English exam is made up of:





•  Portfolio: Writing (30%)



•  Exam Paper 1: Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation (30%)



•  Exam Paper 2: Critical Reading (40%).





This means that the Critical Reading component is the single most important part of the Higher course. This book contains everything you need to succeed in the Critical Reading exam (except the actual texts!). It includes:





•  notes on key drama, prose and poetry texts to increase your knowledge



•  activities to develop your analysis skills



•  worked examples of types of questions



•  advice on how to approach analysis and essay writing



•  sample plans and essays



•  exam tips.





In using this book you will build your confidence, which will enable you to perform well on the day and gain those extra marks, to help you achieve the grade you need.


What is critical reading?


Critical reading is the study of literature, non-fiction writing, media and language. It makes use of your skills in understanding, analysis and evaluation. If you are studying a play, novel, poem or media text, you are developing your analysis skills. The ‘critical’ part does not mean ‘criticism’ in the normal sense of pointing out the ‘bad’ aspects of something; instead, it means using your critical faculty – your ability to analyse and comment on features such as plot, characters, theme and techniques used by the writer.


Whenever you read, discuss or do class activities on literature, make your own notes, find quotations to link aspects of character or theme, do presentations or quizzes with classmates – you are developing your critical reading skills. This book will help you both in class or studying at home, with friends or on your own.
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Why study Scottish literature?


The study of Scottish literature is now compulsory in Scottish schools, as part of the new National 5 and Higher English qualifications. The idea behind including a Scottish writer or text as compulsory in the new courses is to encourage all young people in Scotland to learn about, appreciate and enjoy the literature which is part of our culture.


To make it manageable and to allow questions on specific texts, Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA) drew up a list of writers and texts in the three genres of drama, prose (novels and short stories) and poetry. The list is wide and combines both traditional and modern texts, both male and female writers, and authors from different geographical locations within Scotland. Your teacher will have chosen texts that are appropriate for you and your class. These will probably be ones that he or she really likes and, perhaps, ones about which he or she has expert knowledge.


There are many brilliant writers in Scotland and the list contains fourteen. Of course, there are many magnificent writers and texts that were not included in the list this time. The plan is to revise the list in the coming years, to give other writers a turn. Maybe someone reading this textbook will be on the list in the future!
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The texts


As part of your Higher course, you will be studying something from the following list: at least one (and possibly two or even three) from the list. Some of the texts are long – novels and plays – and some are shorter – short stories or poems. If you are studying the poetry or short stories of a writer, you will be studying six texts by him or her.


Drama





•  The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black, Black Oil by John McGrath



•  Men Should Weep by Ena Lamont Stewart



•  The Slab Boys by John Byrne





Prose





•  Six short stories by Iain Crichton Smith (‘The Red Door’, ‘The Telegram’, ‘Mother and Son’, ‘In Church’, ‘The Painter’, ‘The Crater’)



•  Six short stories by George Mackay Brown (‘A Time to Keep’, ‘The Whaler’s Return’, ‘The Wireless Set’, ‘The Bright Spade’, ‘Tartan’, ‘The Eye of the Hurricane’)



•  The Cone-Gatherers by Robin Jenkins



•  Sunset Song by Lewis Grassic Gibbon



•  The Trick is to Keep Breathing by Janice Galloway





Poetry





•  Robert Burns (‘To a Mouse’, ‘Holy Willie’s Prayer’, ‘A Poet’s Welcome to his Love-Begotten Daughter’, ‘Address to the Deil’, ‘Tam o’ Shanter’, ‘A Man’s a Man for A’ That’)



•  Carol Ann Duffy (‘War Photographer’, ‘Havisham’, ‘Valentine’, ‘Originally’, ‘Anne Hathaway’, ‘Mrs Midas’)



•  Liz Lochhead (‘Some Old Photographs’, ‘The Bargain’, ‘View of Scotland/Love Poem’, ‘For my Grandmother Knitting’, ‘My Rival’s House’, ‘Last Supper’)



•  Norman MacCaig (‘Sounds of the Day’, ‘Assisi’, ‘Visiting Hour’, ‘Memorial’, ‘Aunt Julia’, ‘Basking Shark’)



•  Sorley MacLean (‘Hallaig’, ‘Screapadal’, ‘Heroes’, ‘Shores’, ‘An Autumn Day’, ‘I Gave You Immortality’)



•  Don Paterson (‘Waking with Russell’, ‘The Thread’, ‘11:00: Baldovan’, ‘Two Trees’, ‘The Ferryman’s Arms’, ‘Nil Nil’)





If you have studied National 5, you may already have encountered The Cone-Gatherers, Iain Crichton Smith, Carol Ann Duffy or Norman MacCaig. This is because these texts/writers are ‘crossover’ texts/writers: they appear at both National 5 and Higher levels.
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The Critical Reading exam


The Critical Reading exam lasts for 1 hour 30 minutes. It has two sections and you should spend about 45 minutes on each section. If you have already studied National 5 English, this format will be familiar to you. The two sections of the exam are the Scottish Text and the Critical Essay. Each is worth 20% of the total marks for the Higher qualification.


If you have studied only one text from the SQA Scottish text list, you must use that text for the Scottish Text questions. You may choose from other literature you have studied for the Critical Essay section. You must not answer on the same text or the same genre for both sections.


If you have studied more than one text from the Scottish text list, you will choose one of these for the Scottish Text questions and may use your other Scottish text (or other literature you have studied) for the Critical Essay section. You must not answer on the same text or the same genre for both sections of the paper.


Higher students often study something from each of the three major genres: prose, drama and poetry. This depends on which texts you study though (some are very long) and other factors like how many times a week you have English in school, so do not panic if you are studying only two genres. Your teacher will have worked out what is best for you and your class.


For example, if you have studied:





•  Drama: Romeo and Juliet (other literature)



•  Prose: Sunset Song (SQA list)



•  Poetry: by Philip Larkin (other literature)





then you must answer on Sunset Song in the Scottish Text section and then can choose either Romeo and Juliet or Philip Larkin’s poetry for the Critical Essay question.


On the other hand, if you have studied:





•  Drama: Men Should Weep (SQA list)



•  Prose: The Picture of Dorian Gray (other literature)



•  Poetry: by Robert Burns (SQA list)





you can choose between Burns and Men Should Weep for the Scottish Text section and then choose between The Picture of Dorian Gray and whichever Scottish one you did not choose before for your critical essay.


You may even have studied all three genres from the list, such as:





•  Drama: Men Should Weep




•  Prose: George Mackay Brown’s short stories



•  Poetry: by Liz Lochhead.





Some approaches to exam questions apply to all genres you may study. However, many of the challenges you will face will be genre-specific. How you tackle the Scottish text question will vary too, depending on whether you are studying one long text (for example, a novel) or a selection of shorter texts (for example, short stories).


How are the Scottish text questions marked?





•  They are marked out of a total of 20 marks, with 10 marks awarded for questions on the text or extract used in the exam and 10 marks which ‘go beyond’, enabling you to show your wider knowledge of the text (if it is a novel or play) or of the other texts you have studied by the same writer (if it is a poem or short story).



•  There are approximately five questions. The final question is worth 10 marks. The others are usually worth 2, 3 or 4 marks.



•  The shorter questions will test your understanding of the text/extract and your ability to analyse techniques used in it.



•  The general ‘rule’ of marking the shorter questions is: 2 marks for a detailed/insightful comment plus a quotation/reference; 1 mark for more basic comment plus a quotation/reference; 0 marks for a quotation/reference with no comment.



•  The 10-mark question is broken up by markers into 2, 2 and 6 marks:







        •  2 marks are available for explaining the link mentioned in the question between this text or extract and other texts/parts of longer text. The SQA calls this ‘commonality’ (i.e. what they have in common)


        •  2 marks are for linking this to the text or extract in the exam


        •  6 marks are for linking this to other texts or parts of a longer text. These 6 marks for wider knowledge can be gained, for example, by three well-developed, detailed/insightful points plus a quotation/reference – for 2 marks each.





How to use this book


This book covers both sections of the Critical Reading exam:





1. Scottish Text Question: there are chapters on five of the Scottish texts on the list, but, whichever texts you have studied, the approaches in this book will be helpful to you. With your teacher you will have studied at least one of the fourteen texts/writers on the SQA list. You can be confident that your particular writer or text will come up in the exam.



2. Critical Essay: this section includes advice, tips and sample essays/plans on a selection of genres. Whatever you have studied, this will be helpful in preparing you for the exam. In the exam you will choose one essay from a list (divided into genre groups). These essay questions will fit a broad range of texts: they do not name specific texts but allow you to choose something you have studied and apply the question to that text. The essay can be written on a text from the Scottish text list, but only if you have studied more than one text on the list. Remember, you will definitely need one of the texts on the list for your Scottish text question.





This book includes a selection of different genres, and longer and shorter texts, as well as a mixture of traditional and modern examples. It focuses on:





•  Drama: Men Should Weep by Ena Lamont Stewart



•  Prose (novel): Sunset Song by Lewis Grassic Gibbon



•  Prose (short stories): George Mackay Brown selection



•  Poetry: Robert Burns selection and Liz Lochhead selection.





As you progress through the book, the tasks and questions are designed to help you:





•  reinforce your confident knowledge of the texts



•  develop your analysis skills



•  make connections within the longer texts (for example, characters, theme, plot and setting) and between the shorter texts. This is important for the final 10-mark question in the exam.





The questions can be done on your own, with a partner or in small groups. Some focus on one specific area of analysis and some are broader. Marking schemes are also included.


Genres


Drama


There are three plays on the Scottish text list. If you are studying a play, whichever one it is, you will focus on:





•  narrative



•  characters



•  setting



•  theme



•  dramatic techniques such as structure.





The interplay of these features gives meaning to the text. For example, in Men Should Weep, the setting is vital to our understanding of theme and characters.
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Remember that a play is written to be performed and there will be aspects specific to the genre – features you would see only in a play (such as stage directions) – just because it is a play.
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Prose: novels


There are three novels on the Scottish text list. If you are studying a novel, whichever one it is, you will focus on the following important elements:





•  narrative structure



•  characters



•  setting



•  theme



•  style.





As with drama, the interplay between the different elements creates meaning. For example, in Sunset Song, the setting helps create meaning in terms of theme and characters.


Strictly speaking, these kinds of divisions are artificial: after all, we experience a play or a novel as a whole when watching or reading it. However, dividing it into aspects such as these does make it manageable – which, of course, helps you to study it for your exam.


Prose: short stories


There are two collections of short stories on the list. If you are studying one of these, you will focus on each individual story (narrative, character, setting, theme and style/structure) and also, vitally, the links between them. You might think that short stories would be simpler than a longer novel, but length can be deceptive. The stories on the list are just as complex as the novels but distilled into a short, intense burst of writing.


Poetry


Poetry is particularly well represented on the list. Depending on the poem, you will be focusing on some of these elements:





•  characters



•  narrative



•  theme



•  persona – the ‘speaking voice’ of the poem



•  structure and verse form



•  imagery



•  sound effects



•  contrast



•  other poetic techniques.





As you can see, a major focus in the study of poetry is the analysis of techniques. You may be studying a traditional poet like Robert Burns or someone more modern like Liz Lochhead, but do not think that a poem is easy just because it is written in more modern language. All the poems chosen for the Higher course are complex and all require detailed and perceptive study.
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Remember that to do your best in the exam you will need to:





•  have a confident knowledge of the texts



•  develop your analysis skills



•  practise analysis questions and critical essays.





This book will help you do all three.
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Top tips for success


Remember to prepare for your Critical Reading exam!





•  Know your texts confidently and thoroughly.



•  Practise your analysis skills and critical essay writing.



•  Prepare well so that you know what to expect from your exam, both for the Scottish Text and for the Critical Essay sections.



•  You cannot ‘second guess’ which extract or shorter text will be chosen for the exam. Develop your rich knowledge and analytical skills so that you can deal with any extract or text.



•  Keep making connections between the shorter texts and within the longer ones.



•  Make revision notes on your literary texts (for example, character, theme, setting, techniques), then summarise them. Try to cut them down to five key points on, for example, a character or theme. Remember these, and then build on them in the exam.



•  Give yourself plenty of time to study and to practise key areas like essay planning and writing.



•  Do not panic! Your Scottish text will definitely come up in the exam. The Critical Essay questions will offer you a range of good options for your text.





This book will help you succeed in the Critical Reading exam. Good luck – and keep reading Scottish literature!
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DRAMA: MEN SHOULD WEEP



BY ENA LAMONT STEWART
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Task


On your own


To prepare for your work on this play, carry out some background research on the internet by searching for ‘the Depression (1930s)’.
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If you have the chance to see a performance of this moving, funny and deeply thought-provoking play, seize it. Written by Ena Lamont Stewart in 1947 and successfully revived by the 7:84 Theatre Company in 1982, it is set in 1930s Glasgow (the time of the Great Depression) and deals with major themes that are all too relevant today: poverty, suffering and injustice. It also deals with heroism of the human spirit, shown through Maggie, the main character. She is at the heart of the play – just as she is at the heart of the Morrison family.


We will start with an overview of some of the play’s main features and concerns. You may have read the whole play before starting on this chapter, or you may be reading the play in class and working through this book at the same time: the activities are designed to be flexible. The next few pages deal with the whole play, so watch out for ‘spoilers’ if you have not read it yet. They can be useful revision exercises later.


Plot


The action of the play takes place over the few weeks leading up to Christmas. At this time, we follow the fortunes and misfortunes of the Morrison family. These include struggling with unemployment, relationship issues and illness. The various plot strands build up to a climax as Maggie comes under increasing pressure to hold the family together. There are three acts:





•  Act 1 sets the scene and establishes the major themes of the play.



•  Act 2 develops these as tensions and problems within the family worsen.



•  Act 3 sees the climax as Maggie finally ‘snaps’ and asserts herself, and the resolution as the Morrisons face a future which is hopeful in a muted way. There’s certainly not a ‘happy-ever-after’ ending.





There are five scenes in the play: we will look at each individually and also draw the scenes together.


[image: ]






Task


With a partner or in small groups


Take one act of the play each (or divide up scenes, depending on numbers working together) and note down three key events that happen in each act. Then get back together and compile your skeleton plan of the play. Be prepared to justify your choices to the rest of the group. There are more than three key events in each act, so there are plenty of possible correct answers.
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Possible answers


Act 1





•  Lily arrives, providing beans, advice and criticism.



•  John and Lily argue. She leaves.



•  Isa and Alec move in.



•  Jenny arrives home late. Argument with John.





Act 2





•  Lizzie arrives to collect Granny – and to complain.



•  Maggie comes back from hospital very upset.



•  Jenny leaves home.



•  Alec and Isa come in after committing a robbery – they argue. Alec becomes violent.



•  Maggie sides with Alec – and hits Isa.



•  Isa flirts with John.



•  Maggie loses control.





Act 3





•  John gives Maggie new hat.



•  Lily takes Maggie shopping.



•  Confrontation between Alec and Isa. Alec attacks Isa. Isa leaves Alec.



•  Jenny returns with offer of money for a house.



•  Maggie asserts herself and accepts although John disagrees.
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Setting


The whole play takes place in the main room of the Morrisons’ tenement flat in the East End of Glasgow in the 1930s. This consists of a combined living room, kitchen and bedroom (for Maggie and John), leading off to the other bedroom, the ‘back parlour’ and a bed recess. This limited space is home to (as well as Maggie and John) their children Jenny, Edie, Ernest, Bertie, Marina and Christopher, as well as Granny and, later, Alec and Isa. That’s eleven people living in three rooms and a recess! And within those eleven residents, we have an elderly person, a baby and a seriously ill child. It is easy to see why tempers flare and tension rises: no privacy, no comfort – not even a bed to call their own – except for Granny, who takes her bed as she travels between Maggie and the less welcoming Lizzie (and her bed is all she can call her own!). The claustrophobic nature of the setting is of course integral to the development of plot, theme and character. This play would not have worked in a more spacious, luxurious setting. The narrow limits of the flat can be seen to symbolise the limited options and opportunities of the characters: Jenny, for example, cannot live the life she wants in the close and – with its damp and dirt – it is literally killing Bertie.


Characters


The other characters all relate to Maggie in some way, as shown in the diagram below.
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Task


With a partner


Copy the diagram and add a comment about the role of each character. John has already been done.
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Characters as individuals, the interplay between them and how they relate to themes of the play form a significant part of this study.


Themes


What relevance does a play written in 1947 and set in 1930 have today? Simply, the major themes of the play are universal. People are still poor in the UK and throughout the world; people want the best for those they love, but do not always show it well – and ordinary people are still heroic. The major themes of the play are:





•  poverty



•  the roles of men and women



•  human heroism.





1. Poverty


Poverty is demonstrated in the play through the following features:
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Task


On your own


Choose five of the elements of poverty given in the diagram. Find examples of these in the text (including quotations), and note down how your examples illustrate the theme of poverty. Can you add any positive aspects of Maggie’s life, her family and her neighbours?
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Discussion


There are many examples of the negatives of poverty throughout the play. One positive aspect of their way of life is the way the neighbours support one another – both in a crisis and in day-to-day matters. They genuinely understand what each other is going through, although that does not mean they don’t fall out a lot too!
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2. The roles of men and women


The 1930s in the East End of Glasgow was a time of traditional roles: people did not have the freedom to question assumptions based on gender that we enjoy today. The table opposite gives some of the assumptions that were accepted in those days.






	Men

	Women






	Head of the household – should be figure of authority

	Lives are linked to the home, husband and children






	Should provide for the family

	Limited choices and aspirations






	Should be the ‘boss’ in relationships with women

	Wives must accept what husbands decide, including physical violence






	No housework – demeaning

	Undertake all housework, even if working outside the home too






	No caring duties

	Undertake caring duties for children and the elderly






	Sexual desire to be expected

	Sexual lives dominated or exploited by men






	‘Allowed’ to express principles openly

	Dressing flamboyantly is criticised (even Maggie’s red hat causes comments)






	Critical of women

	Critical of men






	Should not show tender emotions, although anger was OK!

	Comradeship of other women, but no privacy






	Alcohol and gambling to be expected

	Drinking alcohol is criticised







Thankfully, most of these assumptions have now changed. To understand the Morrisons fully, we have to be aware of how different their attitudes are to ours today. For example, it seems obvious now that, as John is unemployed and Maggie has a cleaning job outside the home, John should take on the main chores of the home. But no – to him that would have been humiliating, emphasising even more his ‘failure’ as a man. So Maggie does it all.
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Task


With a partner




1. Looking at the table above, show how both Maggie and John can be said to be trapped in or frustrated by the gender roles expected of them. Choose one other character and show how he or she is trapped.


2. Maggie lives in a world that is, largely, female. (Comparing the numbers of male and female characters in the play demonstrates this.) Compare the key female characters of Maggie, Lily, Lizzie, Granny, Jenny and Isa. What sort of different stresses and difficulties do they experience? How do they cope?


3. What are your initial impressions of the male characters? Do you feel the play presents a stereotypical view of men?
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Discussion




1. Although Maggie is the one more obviously trapped in the role of home-maker and carer, with very little money or support to help her, and struggles throughout the play to do right by her family (and there are many examples), John could also be said to be trapped. The 1930s was a time of major unemployment, when unskilled workers like John found getting work very hard. We can see the frustration and shame he feels.


2. The female characters have the double problem of poverty and gender. Women are expected to put up with and support their men: they have even less power over their lives than poor men. Granny has the extra problem of age: she has outlived her usefulness and is now living out her days as a burden on her family (she is welcome up to a point with Maggie and John, but less so with Lizzie). Lily and Lizzie are noticeably more powerful: Lily unmarried; Lizzie a widow. Both have more disposable income, although Lizzie has turned to exploitation and crime to make herself comfortable. Isa rebels against her role of wife to a man she despises, but her solution is to swap him for another man. Even Jenny, young and determined, finds happiness through a relationship with a man that, because of the lack of legal recognition through marriage, is hopeful but insecure.


3. The only male characters (apart from the removal men who criticise Isa for her cheek to Granny) are John, Alec and Ernest. They can be seen as ‘types’ up to a point. John is an idealist who, until Act 3, does not manage to deal with practical problems and is not above flirting with his own daughter-in-law. Alec is an unappreciative ‘mummy’s boy’ who manipulates his mother into giving him money and sympathy. He is also a pathetically devoted husband who will do anything – even commit crime – for the scornful Isa. Even Ernest can be seen to be developing into a male ‘type’: while his sister comes in to help with food and Granny, he carries on playing, as he does not need to follow the domestic rules.
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3. Human heroism


As well as being a realistic character, Maggie is a symbol of heroism, of woman and of humanity. How does this work?
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Task


With a partner


The table below gives a detailed breakdown of Maggie’s heroism. Find an example for each of the following aspects. There are many examples and there may be some overlap.






	Aspect

	Example






	Keeps going, despite repeated disappointments

	She discovers that Alec has taken most of her money, but continues to get food for the family and tries to hide her feelings






	Makes unfortunate people welcome

	 






	Deals with physical exhaustion

	 






	Denies herself food

	 






	Cares for those who are physically dependent

	 






	Practical rather than idealistic – does not have the luxury of ideals

	 






	Loyal, even when she has been let down

	 






	Optimistic about the future

	 






	Tries to set standards

	 






	Forces herself to do things that upset her

	 






	Shows humour in adversity

	 






	Shows appreciation of help

	 






	Holds on to her belief in people

	 






	Remembers happy past times positively, rather than despairing about the future

	 






	Does not expect thanks or appreciation

	 






	Tries to be cheerful

	 






	Tries to keep the peace
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Of course, Maggie is not perfect. She is a realistic, unsentimental portrayal of a human being. She does not manage to be heroic all the time: she gets angry, tired, exasperated and critical – but we are ‘on her side’. One of the ways Lamont Stewart achieves this is by offering us other characters to compare her with. We will look at these later.
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Task


On your own


Can you think of examples of Maggie’s less heroic behaviour? Aim for three.
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Discussion




1. Maggie is easily manipulated by Alec, whose transparent exploitation of her – even stealing money from her purse – she tries not to see. At one point in Act 2 she is forced to face this heartbreaking truth.


2. She is relentlessly critical of Isa (who ‘stole’ her boy). Although this is understandable – Isa certainly does plenty to deserve criticism – Maggie sees nothing but faults in Isa (and nothing but good in Alec).


3. She delays taking Bertie to the hospital for his treatment because she cannot cope with it. She refuses to see the truth: that he is dangerously ill with tuberculosis and that he will die if something is not done about their appalling housing.


4. Although she looks after Granny as best she can, she is at times irritable and impatient with her. This is perhaps understandable: Granny, though pitiful and powerless, spends a lot of time complaining.
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The themes intertwined


You will have noticed that the three key themes of poverty, gender roles and heroism are intertwined. For example, the challenges Maggie faces are due, to a large extent, to her poverty and gender.


Final general points on the play:





•  Remember that this is a play, written to be watched. This means that stage directions and set description will also be important in analysis and could be the focus of questions in your Scottish Text section.



•  Most of what has been said so far makes this play seem pretty grim. It is tragic and painful in many parts, but remember it is also funny. Humour is often used as a coping mechanism in difficult situations, and we see Maggie and others making the best of a difficult life through humour.



•  It is, of course, a vital part of this play’s effect and meaning that it is written in Scots. This might mean an added challenge for you when reading. The particular form of Scots language used is specific to both time and place: Glasgow in the 1930s. Even if you are from the west of Scotland yourself, you may encounter words and expressions unfamiliar to you, as language changes over time. This use of language is, like the setting, integral to the development of theme and character and a vital part of the creation of a realistic world.





Act 1, Scene 1


We will see how the general comments about the play above actually work in the text by examining the opening of the play. If you have not already done so, read Act 1, Scene 1 (including the text in italics at the start) up to the arrival of Lily (‘… a brisk knock on the outside door’).
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Task


In small groups


The opening is significant in terms of:





•  setting



•  stage directions



•  plot



•  character development



•  thematic development.





Each person in the group should take one or two features of the opening of Act 1 and note down his or her impressions. Then get together to share your ideas. What do we learn from the play’s opening?
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Possible answers





•  Setting: overcrowding, with no privacy and little comfort, established immediately with the description of the kitchen, with the bed recess, nappies drying over the fire, clutter and the presence of three generations living so closely together.



•  Stage directions: we first see Maggie hanging out of the window, shouting at the children outside, while also dealing with Granny’s needs and then those of the children, behind the curtain. These attempts to assert some sort of control over the people she is responsible for are the pattern for Maggie’s struggle throughout the play. The plight of Granny, infirm and homeless (if it were not for the care of the family who struggle to look after her), is shown in her sitting ‘whining and rocking’, ‘setting up a terrible wail’, while her sudden and random singing emphasises her confusion. Edie, though only eleven, is already taking on many family responsibilities. She is dressed in cast-off clothes, messy and skinny. We can see their impoverished diet: sugar and carbohydrate-based, even for the baby. Maggie herself moves between various family needs, except when she ‘sinks into a chair and sighs, then yawns widely’: her exhaustion is clear.



•  Plot: Maggie is trying simultaneously to get Granny to bed and her younger children in, fed and ready for bed. We learn that Granny has no home of her own but goes between Maggie and Lizzie, both daughters-in-law, and that Lizzie is reluctant to take her. Maggie clearly is struggling to deal with the various family needs and is in a muddle. She has no time for herself. A ‘brisk knock’ announces the arrival of Lily.



•  Character development: Maggie’s weary struggles are at the centre of this opening (as, indeed, of the whole play). Her impotent shouting at the children, her conversation with Granny (in which there is limited ‘real’ communication) and her threats to Edie and Marina suggest an irritable person, but it is the difficulties of her life that make her so. We sense she is ‘never finished’ and never quite accomplishes anything. She is exasperated and impatient with Granny and her humour can be cutting: ‘Och, it’s [Granny’s life] been ebbin ever since I met ye; but the tide aye seems tae come in again.’ Nonetheless, she shows kindness, agreeing to bring Granny tea, with condensed milk, sugar and bread (although this is also a bribe to get her off to bed), and saying, ‘John and me wad never send ye onywhere.’ Granny is pathetic, needy and manipulative. This suggests that the future for women such as her, when her children have grown up, is bleak and insecure.



•  Thematic development: all of the above emphasises the difficulties of a life of poverty. We can see that the various characters are actually hungry in a way most of us today do not experience. In the domestic setting this poverty impacts particularly on women, whose life is portrayed as an endless struggle. (Only female characters have appeared so far.) As Maggie says, ‘If a woman did everything that ought tae be done aboot the hoose, she’d go on a day an a night till she drapped doon deid.’
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