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            Foreword

         

         Here at last is a fuller picture of Margaret Tait, Scotland’s original film-poet. We’ve lacked, until now, a more fully contextualised take on the presence, time and work, in Rome, Perugia, Edinburgh and finally at home in Orkney, of this most bafflingly overlooked of Scotland’s versatile twentieth-century artists, and one of the truly neglected aspects of her work is now addressed by this focus on her writing over the decades.

         The poems are a revelation in so many ways, of her voice, her eye, her way with edit, her playful idiosyncrasy, her craft, her timing. They reveal her sources: the Bible, myth, medieval ballad, folk form and popular song, united with a modern legacy of breath-rhythm, directness of voice and openness of form characteristic of writers as vibrant and shapeshifting as Whitman, Hopkins, Lorca and Ginsberg, as argumentative, spontaneous-seeming and energetic as D.H. Lawrence (whose empathy, for instance, she emulates and simultaneously, very enjoyably, takes to task). They reveal her, again, as a foreteller of Scottish writers who came decades after her. A Buddhist combination of the meditative with the momentary and an understanding of the layering of time which makes any immediacy, of the ‘heritage’ in ‘brief being’, foretells the thoughtful joy in Alan Spence’s work. The sense of discursive movement in the poems which makes them dialogues in themselves, their understanding of the vast planet and of the detail of the tiny ceremonies of nature, their playful acuity with local idiom is shared with the late, great Edwin Morgan. The unadorned and thoughtful address, at once disciplined and layered in its distillation, and unfussy and attentive in register, pre-dates something shared, recognisable, even familial, in the voices, found and forged years afterwards, of crucial figures of the late twentieth-century Scottish poetic landscape like Liz Lochhead and Jackie Kay.

         ‘Hold it – Hold it simple – Hold it direct’, as she says, late in life, about her film-work. The same applies to her written work, her handling of what she calls the ‘delicacy’ of words, a delicacy she xivmeets with both subtlety and robustness. Through all her work runs a keen understanding of private space in a public world – this, in part, is what cinema is, for Tait: a way to hold and to connect, in the same moment, the separate individual and the shared, wide-open experience. The short stories included here are another revelation, of her calm observational combination of irony and acceptance and her inquiry into this outsider / insider status. The collected short prose pieces, descriptive of her time in Italy at the Centro Sperimentale in Rome, of her pioneering Rose Street Film Festivals, of her thoughts, in earlier and in later life, about what it means to make anything at all, are not just aesthetically but historically invaluable.

         But then, Tait is very concerned with the concept of time, with what it is, and with the usefulness of her own work, not just when it came to banishing or challenging historic and contemporary preconceptions, but also to the constant making-new she perceived as the heartbeat of the poetic act, verbal and visual. ‘Each new moment is a new moment.’ She is fiercely intelligent, innovative, instinctual; a thinking, feeling poet whose generosity lies in her combining of action and humility, presence and absence: ‘Starlings wheel / And know which moment to.’

         Informed by a profound, commonsensical proto-feminism; wry to the point of hilarity; mischievous and anarchic; often recalcitrant as if in constant dialogue with herself about the ever-moreopenness which ought to characterise her own response – take the way the poem called ‘Responsiveness’ celebrates how a foot simply hits the ground every time you take a step forward – Tait the writer is a force of shrewd joy in riposte, a force of energy in inquiry. She knows the power of the North; she knows the powers of her Scotland for good and for ill. Her work, so consciously and kickingly anti-Presbyterian, keen to un-repress and un-fix, so concerned, at the same time, with the relationship between truth and sight, makes for a fluidity between nature, reality and art, a world delivered alive, as it is and as it can be imagined, re-seen and re-evaluated with freshness.

         ‘In poetry, something else happens… Presence, let’s say, soul or spirit, an empathy with whatever it is that’s dwelt upon, feeling for it, to the point of identification.’ It’s good at last to have this book dedicated to Margaret Tait’s writing: this wise reminder, the open invitation to be present, to concentrate, to connect, to let what’s there enter as it is, full of its own possibility and ours, at the eye.

         
             

         

         Ali Smith, December 2011

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

         

         Margaret Tait is best known for her work as a filmmaker. She worked for the most part independently, producing short, experimental films. When Tait was invited to screen her films at Calton Studios in Edinburgh in 1979, she was billed as a ‘one woman film-industry’.1 Hugh MacDiarmid, of whom Tait produced a film portrait in 1964, described Tait as ‘ploughing a lonely furrow’.2 She scripted, shot and edited her own work, with occasional input from composers for the soundtrack. Films were also sent away to labs for processing, but even then, Tait involved herself heavily in this process, making copious notes regarding what the film should look like and sending films back if they didn’t meet with her expectations. These detailed notes would eventually assist the Scottish Screen Archive in their restoration of Tait’s films between 1999 and 2004. The films’ restoration, the subsequent retrospective and touring programme curated by Peter Todd, for the Edinburgh Film Festival and LUX respectively in 2004, went a long way in raising the profile of the substantial body of groundbreaking work from a filmmaker about whom, until that point, little had been written.

         While the influence of poets and poetry on Tait’s films is now widely recognised, her own short stories, prose, scripts and poetry are not well known. This collection sets out to introduce readers to the full range of Tait’s engagement with poetic forms on the page. It is hoped that this additional context will give a clearer understanding of Tait’s filmmaking methods and the importance of her writing within this process. The inclusion of stills from her films is intended to suggest some of these connections. This is by no means a collected works, though. Tait was a prolific writer and her archive contains a wealth of published and unpublished essays, plays, film scripts, novels, short stories and poems. She experimented in a wide range of forms, publishing three collections of poetry, a book of short stories and even a collection of stories for children.3 2

         
            *

         

         Margaret Tait was born in Orkney in 1918. From the age of eight, she was sent to school in Edinburgh where she would remain, studying medicine at Edinburgh University, until she joined the Royal Army Medical Corps in 1943. Throughout her service in India, Sri Lanka and Malaya, Tait demonstrated an interest in photography, taking numerous photographs. It was also during this time that she began focusing on writing up some of her experiences in script and novel form. Her poem, ‘Then, Oh Then, Oh Then’, included in this collection (p. 62) is dedicated to T.D. ApI, Trevor Dennis ApIvor, a fellow physician whom Tait met in the RAMC. ApIvor later developed a distinguished career as a Welsh modernist composer.

         In 1946, Tait returned to the UK and continued work as a physician, living first in Edinburgh, then moving to various locations in England and Wales. From 1946 to 1947, she enrolled in an evening class at Edinburgh College of Art. The following year, when she was living in London, she became involved in a scriptwriting club. In 1950, she studied Italian in Perugia at the University for Foreigners and, from 1950 to 1952, she studied filmmaking at the Centro Sperimentale di Cinematografia in Rome. It was a period greatly influenced by Neorealist approaches to cinema. The movement’s commitment to representing the realities of working-class life was admired by Tait, but its approach was never wholly adopted in her own work. Tait explains:

         
            I was in any case a bit sceptical about neo-realism as almost a sort of creed – as it was to some people. I did like the use of actual locations, but I’ve always had, too, an enormous admiration for utterly stylised films, studio-made and professionally performed. If you think of Vigo, for instance, I prefer L’Atalante and Zero de Conduite to A Propos de Nice – L’Atalante is one of my favourite films – the scene of the wedding party walking down a slope from the church to the barge especially.4

         

         Even so, visits from prominent filmmakers of the day at the film school left a lasting impression on Tait. An account of her questioning of Roberto Rossellini during his visit is reprinted in this volume (p. 150).

         At the film school in Rome, Tait collaborated with fellow students Fernando Birri and Peter Hollander in the silent film One is One (1951). Her reflections on this experience are documented in 3an article written at the request of Gavin Lambert (then editor of Sight and Sound) in 1952, also included in this collection (p. 152).5 Birri was an Argentinian poet and playwright, while Hollander was an American citizen on a Fulbright scholarship. Birri stayed on in Italy, establishing himself as a filmmaker. He later became a key figure in the establishment of the International School of Film and Television in Cuba, along with Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Julio Garcia Espinosa. After finishing his studies at Centro, Hollander returned to the United States where he worked for WGBH public television in Boston and later made films for the United Nations in New York.

         Tait described One is One as an ‘international collaboration’. Because equipment was in such high demand at Centro, overseas students were not given ready access to it for their own filmmaking endeavors. This prompted Tait to purchase a Paillard-Bolex from a side-street in Rome, a camera she would use throughout most of her career, replacing it only once in the 1990s as she made her last film, Garden Pieces (1998). But for Tait, One is One was seen ‘chiefly as an exercise’. Another film she made at this time, Three Portrait Sketches (1951), she similarly referred to as a ‘study in technique’. It starred Birri and Saulat Rahman, a fellow student who would go on to undertake pioneering work in film education in India.

         Tait’s next film, co-directed with Hollander, The Lion, the Griffin, and the Kangaroo (1952) was viewed as a more professional endeavour, with funding secured from the University for Foreigners in Perugia, the United States Information Service and the American Commission for Cultural Exchange. The film largely promotes the university, depicting life as a student. The musical soundtrack features an octet by Ulysses Kay, an African-American Fulbright student at the American Academy in Rome, who went on to lead a distinguished career as a composer, conductor and professor of music.

         The impact of the time Tait spent at the film school in Rome resonated throughout her life. In Italy, she founded Ancona Films with Peter Hollander and Fernando Birri. Although eventually Ancona was largely led by Tait with some input by Hollander, initial promotional material for Ancona Films, such as stationery and business cards, listed offices in New York, Rome and Edinburgh. The intention was to establish an international network for the distribution of films by fellow filmmakers. Ancona’s Edinburgh headquarters were at 91 Rose Street, where 4Tait remained a tenant until 1973. Rose Street, at that time, was a hub of much literary and artistic activity. After Rome, Tait’s focus shifted almost entirely to artistic endeavours. Although she continued to work as a locum doctor in the late 1950s and 60s, this was seen as a necessity to enable her to continue as a filmmaker.

         The time following Tait’s return from Rome, from the mid 1950s to the early 1960s also represented one of the most prolific periods for her writing. This may be partly explained by the fact that on her return to Edinburgh, she was unable to establish a network of support for her filmmaking activities comparable to the one she had so richly drawn from in Rome. Although she was able to eventually develop her own independent way of making films, writing seemed to serve as a more dependable outlet for her creativity at this time. For the most part, she wrote poetry. She also wrote extensively in notebooks and diaries. All activities, like her filmmaking activities, focused on articulating a degree of emotional truth. This could be seen as the point at which Tait was forced to depart from any affiliation with the Neorealist film movement. For Tait, it wasn’t reality as seen that held the truth, but reality as felt.

         It was a time of great change and unrest for her, lived largely in transit, travelling between locum positions situated throughout the UK, the Rose Street studio, the family home in Orkney and, eventually in the early 1960s, a residence in Sutherland. She travelled a lot by car (specifically, her Ancona Films van), occasionally sleeping in it overnight. Tait embraced the nomadic lifestyle and kept a vivid account of the period in her notebooks, writing often of her preference for living in her car rather than being tied down to a permanent residence. In a letter to her partner Alex Pirie6 in November 1960, recounting a visit to Hugh MacDiarmid and his wife Valda at Brownsbank, just outside of Biggar, Tait describes how she:

         
            slept in the car in the field under the pine trees. It was nice to be with them for evening and breakfast. I picked some raspberries at the roadside and got soaked to the skin before returning to Edinburgh.

            I was sleeping out in the dark – or in the moonlight – for some days, nights I mean, and will again. It’s not sentimentalism, nor even superstition but the spirits under the tree are good for me, I think.7

         

         Her unsettled existence fuelled her writing; she records writing two or more poems a day. 5

         Tait left Edinburgh and Rose Street in the mid-late 1960s, living first in Helmsdale in Sutherland, before returning to Orkney in the late 1960s, where she would remain for the rest of her life. Orkney, like Edinburgh, has its own rich literary heritage, although Tait’s connection with it is less obvious. She was acquainted with George Mackay Brown, both as a person and through his writing; however, she had no great affinity with his work. Her curt piece in Chapman, written in 1996 in remembrance of Mackay Brown, describes him somewhat detachedly as ‘always very affable’.8 She was also acquainted with Edwin and Willa Muir. An admirer of Muir’s poetry, in her notebooks Tait refers to a ‘gentleness’ and a ‘strong irony which MacDiarmid doesn’t seem to appreciate’.9

         And Tait’s poem, ‘Concha Orcadensis’, expresses her respect for the Orcadian poet, essayist and naturalist Robert Rendall. In a letter to Alex Pirie, Tait asks:

         
            I wonder if you will like this brief portrait of Robert Rendall, which I wrote last night. He’s a draper in Kirkwall, smallish, round-headed, black-coated, about 77 yrs of age (Kulgin10 always speaks of him as a ‘boy’ which makes me laugh) and stone deaf. He writes some verse which sounds good and strong when he speaks it himself. He is a Plymouth Brother, very strict, writes books about God (Jehovah) too, and he studies molluscs. He loves to prowl about the ebb. One of his books of poems is called ‘The Orkney Shore.’11

         

         Tait’s poem on Rendall would later in appear in a programme for BBC radio, produced by George Bruce and Stewart and transmitted on 27 May, 1962. The programme, given the same title as Rendall’s collection The Orkney Shore,12 largely focuses on the work and biographies of Rendall, Muir and Mackay Brown. The reading of Tait’s own work seems to be included as supplementary, more as an illustration of Rendall, than for any real consideration of her merits as a poet. Tait has regularly been cast in this way: a diminutive figure among the more dominant characters in the landscape of Orcadian poetry. Even in recent years, the most comprehensive history of Orcadian literature overlooks Tait altogether, making no mention of her work.13

         Tait had more of an affinity with lesser-known women poets such as her sister-in-law, Allison Leonard Tait, and Ann Scott-Moncrieff. Allison Leonard Tait provided Tait with an editor and a sounding board for her work.14 Leonard Tait’s poetry, like Scott-Moncrieff’s, was published by Ernest Marwick in his Anthology of 6Orkney Verse (1949).15 As Leonard Tait’s poem ‘Gold’16 illustrates, the two Taits shared a poetic concern with capturing the ineffable qualities of the present moment:

         
             

         

         
            
               Gold

            

            
               Above my head the poppies blow

               Their powdered glory to and fro.

               Down on my eyelids flecked with gold

               Dust of sleep

               The sunlight pours.

               The golden hours

               Slip past me

               On fair, unsandalled, soundless feet.

               I do not ask the way they go:

               Today I watch the poppies blow.

            

         

         Allison Tait, close in age to Margaret Tait, was the editor of The Kirkwallian, the magazine in which some of her poems were published. She also studied literature at the University of Edinburgh in the late 1940s. Very little of her work was published, and she died at the age of twenty-nine in 1954, a tragedy that prompted both Margaret Tait and George Mackay Brown to write poems in memoriam. Scott-Moncrieff was a journalist for The Orcadian and an author of short stories, children’s books and poetry. She died in a tragic drowning incident in 1943 at the age of twenty-nine.

         The title of Tait’s film A Pleasant Place (1969) was taken from Edwin Muir’s poem ‘To Ann Scott-Moncrieff’, in which he quotes Scott-Moncrieff as saying ‘the world is a pleasant place’. Scott-Moncrieff was also thought to have inspired the character of Greta, a poet, in Tait’s only feature film, Blue Black Permanent (1992). Structured over three generations, Blue Black Permanent reflects on the circularity of experience from generation to generation. The hall-of-mirrors effect down the generations was echoed in the film’s production: in her notebook, Tait praised the resemblance of an auditioning actor to Scott-Moncrieff; Gerda Stevenson was eventually cast as Greta, and the uncanny resemblance of Gerda to Tait as a younger woman was remarked upon in a letter from Tait’s friend Peter Hollander.

         By the time Tait released Blue Black Permanent in 1992, she was seventy-three years old, a fact that seemed of overriding significance in much of the press’s coverage of the film.17 Blue Black Permanent was the culmination of many years’ work, the end result 7of a script originally titled Dark Water, which was based on a novel that Tait had begun in the 1950s. The goal for Tait was always the feature-length film and much of her short work was made with an eye towards developing projects in this direction. Although she did not shrink from commercially led cinema, the development of her filmmaking activity outside commercial frameworks allowed her to develop her own unique vision and approach to filmmaking, which had more in common with the artistry of the lone poet than the collaborative and industry-led approach of a commercial filmmaker.

         
            
[image: ]Gerda Stevenson as Greta in Blue Black Permanent. Courtesy of BFI

            

         

         Tait’s Approach to Filmmaking

         Tait returned from Italy in the 1950s with the resolute intention of working within the film industry. Later in life she reflected: ‘my original interest was in features […] that is why I went to the Ce Sp di C in Rome in the first place’. While she was in Rome, ‘Renoir was shooting The Golden Coach, de Sica was working on Centro’s own stages, Zampa and Blasetti were regular visitors, and so on.’18 While Tait did not ascribe wholly to the Neorealist approach, Ancona Films adopted similar working methods, making films on a smaller budget, using real locations and local untrained actors. What Tait encountered on her return to Scotland, however, was an 8industry led by the successes of the documentary movement under the formidable John Grierson. In 1954, the Films of Scotland committee of which Grierson had been a founding member, was re-established. Initially formed in 1938 by the Scottish Secretary of State and the Scottish Development Council, the committee’s remit was to encourage the production of films of ‘national interest’.

         Grierson showed an interest in Tait’s work, but when he offered suggestions for editing it, Tait was not prepared to compromise.19 Grierson’s response is not surprising. As has been argued elsewhere, Grierson under-valued aesthetics in documentary; he also had a lack of regard for Neorealist methods of working.20 Tait, on the other hand, had very little interest in documentary filmmaking, explaining that it:

         
            didn’t really attract me very much. I like the idea of making a film equivalent of portrait painting. I did 3Ps of 3 of my friends in Rome [Three Portrait Sketches (1951)], and the next year, home in Orkney, I made a portrait of my mother [A Portrait of Ga (1952)] […] I was trying for a sort of formality – a juxtaposition of images related to colour, composition, movement.21

         

         According to Tait’s notebooks, Grierson did offer Tait work, but only if she was prepared to work according to his rules. If she didn’t conform to his methods, Grierson said she would never survive as a filmmaker in Scotland.22 Tait refers to her troublesome relationship to this period in a dossier on Scottish cinema written in 1998. She writes:

         
            A ‘Scottish Cinema’ can only come from what’s welling up in people to make. In the dreadful days of the Films of Scotland Committee everybody was expected to turn out the same sort of stuff; and it was awful, friends, and could be no other under the remit people were given.23

         

         Instead, Tait opted to work independently, out of necessity. She maintained throughout her life that there was never any film industry in Scotland to which she could have attached her filmmaking activities, although she had many friends making films in Scotland and there were many whose work she admired over the years, such as Bill Forsyth and Charles Gormley. Her most notable supporters were, perhaps, the filmmakers Murray and Barbara Grigor (the latter was the producer of Blue Black Permanent).

         In addition to these friends and supporters, there was evidence 9of occasional support from the Scottish Arts Council. Land Makar (1981) was given funding for post-production in 1981, and in 1974, Tait received funding as the first prize winner of the ‘Artist as Filmmaker’ competition, an award enabling her to make Colour Poems (1974). She also experimented with an Orkney film magazine project funded by the Orkney Education Committee. Her film The Drift Back (1956), received funding through this route. And, in the 1950s, Tait approached the libraries of Scottish universities with a proposal to fund a film portrait of Hugh MacDiarmid. The appeal was not taken up, but Tait still managed to complete the film in 1964.

         It was perhaps outside Scotland that Tait’s work made most impact. Rose Street (1956) first appeared at the Universal Exhibition in Brussels in 1958 as part of the international experimental film competition and was then shown at several festivals and screenings in Ireland, England and Wales throughout the 1970s and 80s. Most notably, in 1975, Tait’s work was selected for inclusion in the First Festival of Independent British Cinema in Bristol and, in 1987, for ‘The Elusive Sign: Ten Years of British Avant-Garde’, a three-year international tour organised by the British Council. Although two retrospectives of her work have now been held as part of the Edinburgh International Film Festival (one in her lifetime in 1970 and one posthumous in 2004), it is fair to say that most of the interest in hosting screenings of her work has come from outside Scotland.

         Tait completed over thirty short films throughout her lifetime, ranging from portraits and abstract animations to concentrated studies of place. She also made what she referred to as ‘film poems’. Although definitions of film poems vary (and it could be argued that all of Tait’s films could be described as such), it is perhaps the concentrated way of looking in Tait’s films that has most in common with other poetic forms. This intense method of looking, inspired by Federico Garcia Lorca’s idea of ‘stalking the image’, was also closely tied to a technique Tait described as ‘breathing with the camera.’24

         The Relationship between Tait’s Poetry and Film

         Over time, Tait’s artistic preoccupations shifted from page to screen. Later in life she recorded, ‘I wonder if I’ll ever write again. And yet, when it’s films, I feel I could go on making films for the rest of my life.’25 Still, the relationship between writing and filmmaking, 10literature and film, remained constant and strong throughout her life. Her preoccupations with writing informed her approach to filmmaking, and vice versa. Tait may have been inspired by the filmmakers she encountered in Italy, but she was equally inspired by writers she encountered on the page and in real life. In addition to Lorca, Lowry, Rimbaud, Rilke and Pound, she expressed great admiration for Lawrence. The influence of Lawrence’s Birds, Beasts, Flowers,26 which she described as ‘piercing’, can be found in Tait’s collection origins and elements (1959), as can that of MacDiarmid’s scientific poems. Her background in medicine is also evident in many of the poems’ focus on scientific subjects. She used the symbol for a single heartbeat (reproduced on this book’s title page) as a sort of signature in much of her work. Her medical background also manifests itself in many of the poems’ almost scientific method of close observation, and a preoccupation with darkness and light in both her poetry and her films finds resonance in Emily Dickinson, another poet much loved by Tait. Her poems ‘Epiphany’, ‘Midwinter’, and ‘Northerner’ are good examples of this, in their depiction of the stark contrasts of light and darkness through the changing seasons, as she experienced thoughout her life in Orkney.

         Poets also served as direct inspiration and material for her films. For instance, Tait’s film The Leaden Echo and the Golden Echo (1955) was a filmic interpretation of Gerard Manley Hopkins’ poem of the same title. It was the first time Tait had experimented with using a poem as the basis for a film. She came up with the idea after seeing La Rose et le Reseda (Andre Michel, 1947), a film based on the poem of the same title by Louis Aragon. The film, like Tait’s later filmic interpretation of The Leaden Echo, is structured around a relatively quick and evenly paced succession of shots, many of which are still, which serve as visual equivalents for the words of Aragon’s poem. Tait’s approach is similar, with the difference that in Michel’s film, the words of the poem are reserved for ending of the film; whereas, in Tait’s film, the words of Hopkin’s poem are spoken throughout, with the images providing a sort of visual translation. Tait described taking ‘several years to gather filmed material to match the words of Manley Hopkins’ poem on the soundtrack’.27

         Not surprisingly, Lorca’s poetry also features considerably in Tait’s films. She even wrote her own translation of Poet in New York28 because she was unhappy with the existing translation. After completing it, she went on to create a series of twenty-nine 11watercolour illustrations to accompany it.29 Many years later, Tait continued her exploration of Poet in New York, this time in film, including reference to it in her films Colour Poems (1974) and Tailpiece (1976). (See p. 31 for a still from Tailpiece that references Lorca.) Tait writes:

         
            It’s ‘Poet In New York’ lying on the window-seat in tailpiece of course, and some of the words I float through the film are from a translation I made of that book. ‘Meanwhile, meanwhile, ah meanwhile’, ‘A fish swam in the moon’, ‘Love, love, love’ […] In ‘Numen of the Boughs’ in colour poems 74 I was referring at the same time to a line in that poem and to black and white photographs I think I remember seeing, of snipers in trees, frozen dead and still clutching their rifles.30

         

         Tait refers here to her poem spoken on the soundtrack of Colour Poems. Colour Poems and perhaps the film Orquil Burn (1955), are examples of films which incorporate her own poetry as part of the soundtrack. In many of her films, the spoken word disappears entirely. For instance, even though her poetry features in the lyrics of the musical soundtrack of Where I Am Is Here (1964), she writes:  

         
            
[image: ]Still from On the Mountain (1974), ‘Jungle Skins Rule’. Courtesy of Scottish Screen Archive, National Library of Scotland / copyright © Alex Pirie 12

            

         

         
            The kind of precision which holds ‘Where I Am Is Here’ together doesn’t depend on words: about half a dozen recurring themes – a stone thrown in the water, a car door shutting, traffic, buildings seen from passing buses, and so on – act upon each other, and are then accompanied by Hector MacAndrew’s music for my poem ‘Hilltop Pibroch’.31

         

         In Tait’s films, the poetry is evidenced in the image, an approach echoed in her appreciation of Lorca’s ‘stalking the image’. She explains (quoting Lorca32):

         
            ‘For Gongora, an apple is no less intense than the sea, a bee no less astonishing than a forest. He takes his stand before created Nature with penetrating gaze and admires an identical beauty which equates all forms. He enters what may well be called the universe of each thing and matches his sensibility with the sensations which surround it. For this reason, the apple and the sea evoke the same response; for he knows that the world of the apple is as infinite as the world of the sea.’ And so on. ‘Gongora treats all materials in the same scale;’… ‘The poet must know this’, Lorca says.

            
                

            

            What I am trying to find, with the help of my camera, is what is behind, say, a scrawled message about ‘Jungle Skins Rule’, the people who walk up and down, the children playing (but who are no longer there), objects for sale in a shop window, – that is equal – or equally demands attention – in a way that only the motion picture camera has a language for.33

         

         Here Tait is calling on the perceived objectivity of the technological aspects of cinema, the camera and its presumed ability to present objects within its frame in great and equal detail, in order to develop what she believes to be a pure form of poetry. It is not surprising then that she disliked the use of cinematic devices such as fades or dissolves which might be seen to interrupt the focused, seemingly objective gaze.

         Tait’s engagement with Lorca’s work in her writing and on film is also evident in her working methods. Films often began life in the pages of Tait’s notebook. Lists of places, images or scenes would begin to carve out rough sculptural forms. Eventually, shot lists evolve into a poetic commentary that might be spoken by Tait on the soundtrack. In Orquil Burn, for example, Tait includes a shot list of nearly two hundred items, worked on and amended over time, including shots she ‘has done’ – waterfall at Scapa, field 13below Orquil; shots she would like ‘more of’ – Caldale cows, meadowsweet, a small waterfall; and shots she ‘must do’ – peat, sphagnum moss and cotton. In this sense, the lists are composed to reassess the progress of each project.34 The lists also form part of the evolution of the film’s spoken word soundtrack, sometimes written in essay form, other times in quotations, presumably from other sources such as family and friends (‘when there’s no wind to turn the windmill, the waterwheel does its work’, for example).35

         Like many of Tait’s films, Orquil Burn is structured around memory, drawing on a familiarity with a subject, but it is also an exploration of the subject by the camera, which allows for new ways of looking and new discoveries to be made. Tait’s camera retraces elements of the landscape familiar from her youth, and although she expects to discover the burn to have an isolated source, she is surprised to find that ‘it turned out that the sources were many, the origins widespread’.36 Her notes on Orquil Burn reflect this interplay between the notation of memory and the exploration of the subject in new ways. She recalls how ‘water used to meander and get lost in the fields. Uncle Peter had the burn channelled straight for the proper drainage of his lands. The flowers came and grew beside it.’37 Ultimately, what is left, through this process of development, is the commentary:

         
             

         

         
            
               There is a burn in the Orkney Isles

               Comes tumbling over the Scapa Banks

               And enters the sea by a waterfall.

            

            
               Follow this burn up to its source.

               Running water is a useful force –

               It can drive a waterwheel,

               A waterwheel for machinery

               in use at the Scapa Distillery.

            

            
               This is the burn that used to flow over the fields as it

               happened to go.

               They changed its course, but the flowers still grow –

               Mimulus and meadowsweet –

               A recognisable Orkney burn,

               The wonderfully useful Orquil Burn.

            

            
               Over the first stone bridge passes the main road

               To Orphir.

            

            
               A fence across the burn

               marks the boundary of Orquil Farm. 14

            

            
               In the house of Orquil the Maxwells live.

               Jean comes down to feed the chickens.

               Tito helps – he’s a friendly dog,

               A chubby pet and dog of the house.

            

            
               Uncle Peter – with elderly Spot – farms Orquil.

            

            
               There are some brown trout in the burn.

            

            
               The oats in the field by the burn are green,

               But filling well.

            

            
               Over there the windmill is driving a pump to supply

               water to the farm of Orquil and the red-roofed

               Bungalow and all the farm cottages.

               Surprisingly often the wind fails and the

               windpump stops

               – so –

               The men of the farm are piping water, and leading it

               Through a slate-floored cement-roofed little tunnel

               And more pipes

               And a wooden duct

               To a new small waterwheel,

               And this system can be turned on to work the pump

               On days when there is not enough wind to turn the

               windmill.

            

            
               From the wheel a ditch takes the water back to the burn.

            

            
               A big milldam was once built to make a really large

               Reservoir for the mill wheel. It is rather too big

               For the burn, and in any case is now out-dated, by

               Modern engines at the mill.

               But it does for boys to play in.

            

            
               An older dam and sluice exist, and are still used,

               For the big waterwheel, which used to be the main

               Driving force for the threshing mill.

               It is still used for some minor machinery on the farm.

            

            
               Some of the water from the wheel goes into a horse trough.

            

            
               Most of the mill stream returns to the burn.

            

            
               Segs are iris leaves, and can be made into seggy boats.

            

            
               The wind is on the water under the arched bridge 15
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               Built like a dyke

               Of stones now patterned with lichen plants.

            

            
               Near this bridge there is a part of the burn which

               Used to get called ‘the deep bit’ by the children.

            

            
               Above the round-arched bridge, more deep bits.

            

            
               The shallower stretches were called ‘rapids’.

            

            
               This is the straight channel Uncle Peter had made.

               The burn used to wind over the land and lose itself

               In marsh and bog.

               The straight channel drains the fields and carries

               the water down to serve the farm.

            

            
               The flowers came and grew beside it.

            

            
               The straight channel is the burn.

            

            
               A square bridge with two spans crosses it. 16

            

            
               The next bridge is a three-span bridge, broken-down and

               neglected, at the very outer boundary of Orquil Farm.

            

            
               The burn is narrow all the way to

               The newest, well-made, no-nonsense, severe little

               Bridge the Army made, serving the camp there was

               Called Caldale Camp.

            

            
               The Army came and built their huts;

               They left their empty tins

               And a waste of makeshift desolate hearths to be overgrown.

            

            
               Down by the burn, another derelict – Tommy Clouston’s

               Old boat.

            

            
               The Caldale bridge. This land is Caldale Farm.

               That’s the farm of Longhouse over there.

            

            
               Here the burn is bordering Caldale’s land.

            

            
               The sun comes and goes.

               Clouds blow away, then cover it again.

            

            
               Two or three flagstones here make a bridge over the narrow burn.

            

            
               Ragged robin

               Meadowsweet.

            

            
               A drinking place for Caldale’s cattle.

            

            
               And out on the hill, no cattle, no fields.

            

            
               A sort of ford for the carts which go for the peats.

            

            
               A wooden plank across a ditch in the heather is

               The last of all the bridges.

               It leads to the peat banks.

            

            
               Primitive mares’ tail plants grow out of the side

               Of this old vegetable deposit, peat.

            

            
               The water runs away.

            

            
               The peats are placed on edge to dry.

            

            
               People from all the houses round about can come

               And cut peats on the hill.

            

            
               The lonely owl is here. 17

            

            
               The flowers are very short in the wet hillside.

            

            
               Water drips from their roots

               And runs away to make the Orquil Burn.

            

            
               The whole hillside is wet.

            

            
               Wetness from the peat runs off and makes a burn.

               It is nearly always windy in Orkney.

               The bright plants grow low.

            

            
               Down below runs the burn, through the heather, the

               rushes, the grass, down past the old camp there,

               and off towards Orquil Farm and out to the sea at

               Scapa.

            

         

         Tait’s exhaustive listing is all part of the rough material with which she works, further evidence of an unrelenting attention to detail associated with ‘stalking the image’. Further illustration of this is given in Tait’s poem ‘Now’ and a corresponding diary entry included in this collection (p. 149), written by Tait in 1949, describing hours spent trying to capture the opening of a flower with the varying shutter speeds of her camera. In the end, the experiment didn’t work, but for Tait the process is as important as what comes out of the process.

         When John Grierson viewed Tait’s Orquil Burn, his advice was that she should edit it. Tait refused, an action which meant her work was unlikely to be supported by Grierson, but it was a point she was unwilling to compromise on. This resistance to compromise meant that Tait held on to what she saw as essential to her poetry and films, what she refers to as ‘folk-poetry or bloodpoetry’:

         
            It is the raw material of poetry in Paul Valery’s sense. In the same way, ‘Orquil Burn’ is the raw material of a film rather than a film itself. But that doesn’t mean that some busybody of a Grierson could take it and hash it about – edit it and make it into a tak-tak-tak natty little short film. It isn’t that kind of raw material. It’s not just footage. It is a made thing. It is a made thing, set like that on purpose, but its form is distant or unfinished perhaps. It is raw material in the sense that working from that one could now set out and make a real film of Orquil Burn. In fact I was more correct before when I said my films are sketches for films rather than films themselves.38 18

         

         In the same passage, she goes on to say: ‘The real feat is to have the blood-image and the through-image perfectly united. That is major poetry.’

         As the filmmaker Peter Todd suggests, Tait’s is ‘a way of working […] people associate with an artist or a composer or somebody rather than a filmmaker’.39 While a filmmaker might be more ‘project-based’ and focused on the short term, as Tait argues above, her view was more open, unfolding across the long term.

         In her unpublished poem, ‘Seeing is Believing and Believing’s Seeing’, written in 1958, Tait writes:

         
             

         

         
            
               It’s the looking that matters,

               The being prepared to see what there is to see.

               Staring has to be done:

               That I must do.

            

         

         The poem continues:

         
             

         

         
            
               The reason I go on living is because I never win.

               I lose, and continue.

               Success is the end of trying.

               Success is defeat.

               Success wilts the spirit.

               Success is the great discontent.

            

         

         For Tait, this engagement with the continual evolution of her work was important. The emphasis on raw material over the finished, polished and complete, allowed Tait to approach her subjects with an openness that resisted forcing them into preconceived formats. Her contempt for conventions in general – societal, generic and otherwise – is evident throughout her films, poetry, writing and short stories. Most of her poems are written in free verse and are conversational in tone; as in her filmmaking, she allows room for ideas to develop and breathe. ‘One World, One Sun’ (p. 72) is generously structured like an unfolding mindscape, scouring through memories of places Tait has lived – Jhansi, Italy and back to the north – framing them through a consideration of their relationship to the sun. In an untitled poem from origins and elements, she urges poetry to ‘express the doubt’:
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