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xiii
            FOREWORD

         

         The third and most recent Selected Poems by Iain Crichton Smith (1928–98) appeared in 1985, when his name was familiar from The New Poetry and Penguin Modern Poets. He is still well known in Scotland, where his Highland Clearances novel, Consider the Lilies, has been much used in the classroom; but since the 1992 Collected which he oversaw, and despite an invaluable revised New Collected (2011, ed. McGuire) his poetry has rather drifted out of focus. Certainly, the context in which a reader might encounter it now looks very different, more diverse, less exclusively male. But while other poets of his generation have been revived and celebrated (George Mackay Brown has had at least two biographies), there haven’t been many voices speaking up for this particular islander. Seamus Heaney valued him enough to place him alongside Brown, Sorley MacLean and Norman MacCaig in his elegy ‘Would They Had Stay’d’.* He points us to ‘Deer on the High Hills’ (‘Iain’s poem/Where sorrow just sits and rocks.’), Crichton Smith’s own favourite, and undoubtedly his greatest achievement, which is why I have chosen it for the overall title.

         In compiling a manageable selection for today’s readers, I was faced with a number of challenges – chiefly, what to do about all the poems omitted from that very substantial New Collected (well over a hundred from books published in the 1970s alone) and those scattered elsewhere in magazines and anthologies which have never been reprinted. As Robin xivFulton somewhat wistfully remarked in the introduction to an earlier Selected (whose launch in Dundee I was lucky enough to attend): ‘prolific writers go on being prolific’. There were indeed many books to come after that 1981 Macdonald selection and the more streamlined one from Carcanet, although Crichton Smith was only seventy when he died: A Life (1986), The Village and Other Poems (1989), Ends and Beginnings (1994), The Human Face (1996), The Leaf and the Marble (1998) and the posthumous A Country for Old Men & My Canadian Uncle (2000). He wrote poems as one might skim pebbles on the sea, hoping one or two of them will take off. 

         I am immensely grateful for Matthew McGuire’s scholarly edition, but the 1985 Selected remained my template, since it represents the poet’s own choice. Yet I couldn’t resist some pebble-hunting, so I also read all the original collections and found myself picking treasures from the sea-bed around Lewis. While respecting the poet-editor’s judgment, the way he ensured there was a balance of light and dark, I have tried to bring a fresh (not necessarily Scottish) perspective for those who feel they already have the measure of Iain Crichton Smith, while maintaining some sort of chronology. My intention was to bring out certain facets he kept in the shadows, as well as highlighting the experimental late work, the broader reach, the more international outlook.

         Iain Crichton Smith should be considered as a European writer rather than a ‘Regional’ one, which is how he was too often presented. Yes, he was shaped by the Isle of Lewis and its Calvinism, but only as Robert Lowell (‘the poet I admire most and find closest to myself ’) was shaped by Boston. He had plenty to say about, for example, South Africa, Australia, Palestine, Rome, Renaissance art and the Russian Revolution, TV and love. He was often very funny, too. There is even a surrealist streak, especially among the several dozen poems xvhere that didn’t make it into the Carcanet Selected or the New Collected.

         Since ‘Iain Mac a’Ghobhainn’ also wrote in Gaelic – as the troubling pun in the last line of ‘Poem of Lewis’ reminds us – I felt I could not exclude that side of his work; a Selected Poems in English would short-change the reader, and Crichton Smith’s translations of Mac a’Ghobhainn are very fine. It seemed better to omit entirely his versions of Alexander Macdonald, Duncan Ban MacIntyre and Sorley MacLean which can be found in the New Collected, but would not flourish in these rather more cramped conditions. I was also obliged to drop some of the long poems, although I have found room for what Donald Tovey would have called ‘bleeding chunks’.

         
             

         

         John Greening

         
            * ‘Would They Had Stay’d’, Electric Light (Faber, 2001). 
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            THE TEXT

         

         The texts used are either from the 2011 New Collected or (since Matthew McGuire excluded certain poems) from the original individual collections. I have also used these as a guide to the running order, while trying to maintain the trajectory of the 1985 Selected. Punctuation varies between editions and I have opted for the least ambiguous, unless I felt the ambiguity was deliberate. Where there was any suggestion of an error or substantial later revision I have checked alternative printings and recordings, relying finally on those with which the poet himself was involved. While editors have usually retained Iain Crichton Smith’s rather unconventional spellings of Michelangelo and Bruegel, I have chosen not to.
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               POEM OF LEWIS

            

            
               
                  Here they have no time for the fine graces

                  of poetry, unless it freely grows

                  in deep compulsion, like water in the well,

                  woven into the texture of the soil

                  in a strong pattern. They have no rhymes

                  to tailor the material of thought

                  and snap the thread quickly on the tooth.

                  One would have thought that this black north

                  was used to lightning, crossing the sky like fish

                  swift in their element. One would have thought

                  the barren rock would give a value to

                  the bursting flower. The two extremes,

                  mourning and gaiety, meet like north and south

                  in the one breast, milked by knuckled time,

                  till dryness spreads across each ageing bone.

                  They have no place for the fine graces

                  of poetry. The great forgiving spirit of the word

                  fanning its rainbow wing, like a shot bird

                  falls from the windy sky. The sea heaves

                  in visionless anger over the cramped graves

                  and the early daffodil, purer than a soul,

                  is gathered into the terrible mouth of the gale.
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               ‘SOME DAYS WERE RUNNING LEGS’

            

            
               
                  Some days were running legs and joy

                  and old men telling tomorrow would be

                  a fine day surely: for sky was red

                  at setting of sun between the hills.

               

               
                  Some nights were parting at the gates

                  with day’s companions: and dew falling

                  on heads clear of ambition except light

                  returning and throwing stones at sticks.

               

               
                  Some days were rain flooding forever the green

                  pasture: and horses turning to the wind

                  bare smooth backs. The toothed rocks rising

                  sharp and grey out of the ancient sea.

               

               
                  Some nights were shawling mirrors lest the lightning

                  strike with the eel’s speed out of the storm.

                  Black the roman rocks came from the left squawking

                  and the evening flowed back around their wings.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            from The White Noon (1959)
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               STATEMENT BY A RESPONSIBLE SPINSTER

            

            
               
                  It was my own kindness brought me here

                  to an eventless room, bare of ornament.

                  This is the threshold charity carried me over.

                  I live here slowly in a permanent

               

               
                  but clement weather. It will do for ever.

                  A barren bulb creates my firmament.

                  A sister cries: ‘I might have learned to wear

                  sardonic jewellery and the lineament

               

               
                  of a fine beauty, fateful and austere.

                  I might have trained my perilous armament

                  on the learnèd and ferocious. A lover

                  would have emerged uniquely from that element.’

               

               
                  I know that for a lie, product of fever.

                  This is my beginning. Justice meant

                  that a man or woman who succumbs to fear

                  should not be married to good merriment.

               

               
                  I inspect justice through a queer air.

                  Indeed he lacks significant ornament.

                  Nevertheless he does not laugh or suffer

                  though, like pity’s cruelty, he too is permanent.

               

               
                  And since I was trapped by pity and the clever

                  duplicities of age, my last emolument

                  returns, thus late, its flat incurious stare

                  on my ambiguous love, my only monument.
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               FOR THE UNKNOWN SEAMEN OF THE 1939–45 WAR BURIED IN IONA CHURCHYARD

            

            
               
                  One would like to be able to write something for them

                  not for the sake of the writing but because

                  a man should be named in dying as well as living,

                  in drowning as well as on death-bed, and because

                  the brain being brain must try to establish laws.

               

               
                  Yet these events are not amenable

                  to any discipline that we can impose

                  and are not in the end even imaginable.

                  What happened was simply this, bad luck for those

                  who have lain here twelve years in a changing pose.

               

               
                  These things happen and there’s no explaining,

                  and to call them ‘chosen’ might abuse a word.

                  It is better also not to assume a mourning,

                  moaning stance. These may have well concurred

                  in whatever suddenly struck them through the absurd

               

               
                  or maybe meaningful. One simply doesn’t

                  know enough, or understand what came

                  out of the altering weather in a fashioned

                  descriptive phrase that was common to each name

                  or may have surrounded each like a dear frame.

               

               
                  Best not to make much of it and leave these seamen

                  in the equally altering acre they now have

                  inherited from strangers though yet human.

                  They fell from sea to earth from grave to grave

                  and, griefless now, taught others how to grieve.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
9
               THE WINDOW

            

            
               
                  We walked that night between the piled houses.

                  It was late and cold. Frost gleamed on the road

                  like the sheen of over-learning. Beaked and bowed,

                  the lamp-posts lectured light, dispensed discourses.

               

               
                  All windows were dark. As on the edge of a cliff

                  we warily walked, stepping on steeps of silence

                  except for the click-click-click of our heels, the parlance

                  of stones that down a well make a crooked graph.

               

               
                  A bus like a late planet turned a corner.

                  There was nothing else, we and darkness merely.

                  These ancient houses had never stood in an early

                  atmosphere or radiance of summer.

               

               
                  At day’s end they sank heavily into slumber

                  as a man sleeps open-mouthed at his fire when

                  too much light and heat exhaust his brain.

                  He floats on darkness like a tired swimmer.

               

               
                  None but we two, walking almost as over

                  a world’s end. Yellow light sang and sang

                  into our coats, our faces, skin and tongue.

                  We thought each other shook with a yellow fever.

               

               
                  Then she said: ‘Look, there’s a light up there’

                  and, slowly climbing the cliff-face, my eyes came

                  to a square light that shone with a blunt flame.

                  It was solid and dull and red in the yellow air. 10

               

               
                  And I wondered whose it was – a sleepless man

                  turning and turning between a window and bed

                  cursing his sleeplessness and the huge dread

                  shrill light that pecked at his bemused brain?

               

               
                  Or was it perhaps one studious and grave

                  who, grasping his pale book, would listen to

                  the sound it made, the authentic echo

                  of words returning what he thought and gave?

               

               
                  Or was it a mother, waking for her child,

                  who could not sleep because of the cold air,

                  and stumbled between dull bed and dull chair

                  in the red light imperious and wild?

               

               
                  At least the light was human: and we looked

                  into each other’s eyes shyly as if

                  a house had suddenly sprung from a dead cliff

                  and it was all our searching spirits lacked.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            from Thistles and Roses (1961)
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               OLD WOMAN

            

            
               
                  And she, being old, fed from a mashed plate

                  as an old mare might droop across a fence

                  to the dull pastures of its ignorance.

                  Her husband held her upright while he prayed

               

               
                  to God who is all-forgiving to send down

                  some angel somewhere who might land perhaps

                  in his foreign wings among the gradual crops.

                  She munched, half dead, blindly searching the spoon.

               

               
                  Outside, the grass was raging. There I sat

                  imprisoned in my pity and my shame

                  that men and women having suffered time

                  should sit in such a place, in such a state

               

               
                  and wished to be away, yes, to be far away

                  with athletes, heroes, Greek or Roman men

                  who pushed their bitter spears into a vein

                  and would not spend an hour with such decay.

               

               
                  ‘Pray God,’ he said, ‘we ask you, God,’ he said.

                  The bowed back was quiet. I saw the teeth

                  tighten their grip around a delicate death.

                  And nothing moved within the knotted head

               

               
                  but only a few poor veins as one might see

                  vague wishless seaweed floating on a tide

                  of all the salty waters where had died

                  too many waves to mark two more or three.
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               LUSS VILLAGE

            

            
               
                  Such walls, like honey, and the old are happy

                  in morphean air like goldfish in a bowl.

                  Ripe roses trail their margins down a sleepy

                  mediaeval treatise on the slumbering soul.

               

               
                  And even the water, fabulously silent,

                  has no salt tales to tell us, nor makes jokes

                  about the yokel mountains, huge and patient,

                  that will not court her but read shadowy books.

               

               
                  A world so long departed! In the churchyard

                  the tilted tombs still gossip, and the leaves

                  of stony testaments are read by Richard,

                  Jean and Carol, pert among the sheaves

               

               
                  of unscythed shadows, while the noon day hums

                  with bees and water and the ghosts of psalms.
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               A NOTE ON PURITANS

            

            
               
                  There was no curtain between them and fire.

                  Every moment was a moment when

                  a man could sink into a tranced despair

                  or shake his heels to vanity and turn

                  with frenzied gaiety from that drying air.

               

               
                  Therefore their urgency. That fire glowed

                  along their blackened senses, hour by hour.

                  Only the book they clutched so tightly cheered

                  hearts that might stop, eyes that their burning fear

                  could hole with flame: heads that their thoughts had charred.

               

               
                  Garden and gardener, book and reader glowed:

                  limbs crackled their sins: silks twitched in a blue flame:

                  a man’s flesh melted in the mouth of God:

                  he lost his name to earn a lasting name.

                  A heaven flashed where all that oil flowed.

               

               
                  That was great courage to have watched that fire,

                  not placing a screen before it as we do

                  with pictures, poems, landscapes, a great choir

                  of mounting voices which can drown the raw

                  hissing and spitting of flame with other fire.

               

               
                  That was great courage to have stayed as true

                  to truth as man can stay. From them we learn

                  how certain truths can make men brutish too:

                  how few can watch the bared teeth slow-burn

                  and not be touched by the lumps of fire they chew 14

               

               
                  into contempt and barrenness. I accuse

                  these men of singleness and loss of grace

                  who stared so deeply into the fire’s hues

                  that all was fire to them.

                                                          Yes, to this place

                  they should return. Cheeks have the fire men choose.
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               DYING IS NOT SETTING OUT

            

            
               
                  Dying is not setting out

                  in a full flower of sails.

                  More complex ropes are taut

                  across the blue pulse.

               

               
                  Dying is not like sailing

                  by the shores of Mull or

                  Tiree. Sheet’s less willing

                  and twists in thick air.

               

               
                  It’s not for Skye we make.

                  Not with simple hands

                  use south wind for luck.

                  We wear our islands

               

               
                  unconnected in spite of

                  intellect’s glittering stride.

                  We sail into the grave

                  of the more than dead.
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               GIRL WITH ORANGE SUNSHADE

            

            
               
                  An orange sunshade wheels about her head.

                  The sunshade shading sun is yet a sun

                  mimicked by colour, halo of the red

                  and mild attendant of the coloured bone.

               

               
                  Yet it is mimic as if the other sun

                  should not attack her, being saved by this

                  paper not passion which she learns to spin

                  as if herself were Fortune, pert-faced miss.

               

               
                  And this cool wheel about her ordered hair

                  is like the art we nourish in our rooms

                  on little water and a jar of air.

                  It holds us steady from the searing flames.

                  We mimic fire to shield us from the fire

                  and shade our heads with bright and paper poems.
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               SUNDAY MORNING WALK

            

            
               
                  Sunday of wrangling bells – and salt in the air –

                  I passed the tall black men and their women walking

                  over the tight-locked streets which were all on fire

                  with summer ascendant. The seas were talking and talking

               

               
                  as I took my way to the wood where the river ran quiet.

                  The grass lay windowed in sunlight, the leaves were raging

                  in furious dying green. The road turned right

                  round the upstanding castle whose stone unageing

               

               
                  marks how a world remains as I being now

                  pack of a wandering flesh take holiday strolling

                  far from the churches’ declaiming. Health will allow

                  riots of naiads and nymphs, so wantonly rolling

               

               
                  with me in leaves in woods, thinking how once

                  Jove took his pleasure of Leda or – splendid embracing –

                  god would mate with a goddess – rapid the pounce,

                  fruitful the hot-thighed meeting, no need for unlacing.

               

               
                  And occupied thus, I came where a dead sheep lay

                  close to a fence, days gone. The flies were hissing and buzzing

                  out of the boiling eyes, wide open as day.

                  I stood in the sunlight beside it, watching and musing.

               

               
                  Three crows famished yards off. Live sheep grazed far

                  from the rotting carcass. The jaw, well-shaved, lay slackly

                  there on the warm quiet grass. The household air

                  was busy with buzzing like fever. How quickly, how quickly 18

               

               
                  the wool was peeled from the back. How still was the flesh.

                  How the visiting flies would not knock at the door of the sockets.

                  How the hole in the side gaped red, a well-sized gash.

                  How the clear young lambs grazed in the shade of the thickets.

               

               
                  And the sun blazed hot on my shoulder. Here was no shade.

                  But the sheep was quiet, so quiet. There was nothing to notice

                  but the grape-bunched flies and the crows. Could a world have stayed

                  if I’d taken a stick in my hand and beat off the flies?

               

               
                  They would merely return when I’d gone and busy as always

                  inhabit this larder again, no matter how brightly

                  I struck with my smart sharp stick. All I could praise –

                  yes, all I could praise – was the sheep lying there so quietly

               

               
                  not knowing not knowing. High summer was raging around.

                  I stood in my slack clean clothes. The stones were burning.

                  The flies in the wound continued their occupied sound

                  as I turned my back on a death of no weeping or mourning.
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               BY FERRY TO THE ISLAND

            

            
               
                  We crossed by ferry to the bare island

                  where sheep and cows stared coldly through the wind –

                  the sea behind us with its silver water,

                  the silent ferryman standing in the stern

                  clutching his coat about him like old iron.

               

               
                  We landed from the ferry and went inland

                  past a small church down to the winding shore

                  where a white seagull fallen from the failing

                  chill and ancient daylight lay so pure

                  and softly breasted that it made more dear

               

               
                  the lesser white around us. There we sat

                  sheltered by a rock beside the sea.

                  Someone made coffee, someone played the fool

                  in a high rising voice for two hours.

                  The sea’s language was more grave and harsh.

               

               
                  And one sat there whose dress was white and cool.

                  The fool sparkled his wit that she might hear

                  new diamonds turning on her naked finger.

                  What might the sea think or the dull sheep

                  lifting its head through heavy Sunday sleep?

               

               
                  And later, going home, a moon rising

                  at the end of a cart-track, minimum of red,

                  the wind being dark, imperfect cows staring

                  out of their half-intelligence, and a plough

                  lying on its side in the cold, raw 20

               

               
                  naked twilight, there began to move

                  slowly, like heavy water, in the heart

                  the image of the gull and of that dress,

                  both being white and out of the darkness rising

                  the moon ahead of us with its rusty ring.
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               CULLODEN AND AFTER

            

            
               
                  You understand it? How they returned from Culloden

                  over the soggy moors aslant, each cap

                  at the low ebb no new full tide could pardon:

                  how they stood silent at the end of the rope

                  unwound from battle: and to the envelope

                  of a bedded room came home, polite and sudden.

               

               
                  And how, much later, bards from Tiree and Mull

                  would write of exile in the hard town

                  where mills belched English, anger of new school:

                  how they remembered where the sad and brown

                  landscapes were dear and distant as the crown

                  that fuddled Charles might study in his ale.

               

               
                  There was a sleep. Long fences leaned across

                  the vacant croft. The silly cows were heard

                  mooing their sorrow and their Gaelic loss.

                  The pleasing thrush would branch upon a sword.

                  A mind withdrew against its dreamed hoard

                  as whelks withdraw or crabs their delicate claws.

               

               
                  And nothing to be heard but songs indeed

                  while wandering Charles would on his olives feed

                  and from his Minch of sherries mumble laws.
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               A YOUNG HIGHLAND GIRL STUDYING POETRY

            

            
               
                  Poetry drives its lines into her forehead

                  like an angled plough across a bare field.

                  I’ve seen her kind before, of the live and dead

                  who bore humped creels when the beating winds were wild.

               

               
                  Nor did they know much poetry but were skilful

                  at healing children, bringing lambs to birth.

                  The earth they lived from did not make them soulful.

                  The foreign rose abated at their mouth.

               

               
                  Yet they were dancers too and feared the season

                  when ‘pale Orion shook the seas with fire’.

                  Peculiar waters had their inner reasons

                  for curing wastrels of a mental star.

               

               
                  And she – like them – should grow along these valleys

                  bearing bright children, being kind to love.

                  Simple affection needs no complex solace

                  nor quieter minds abstractions of the grave.

               

               
                  For most must walk though some by natural flying

                  learn from the bitter winds a kind of praise.

                  These fruits are different. She will know one dying

                  but he by many deaths will bless her days.
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