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About the Author

George Mackay Brown was one of the greatest Scottish writers of the twentieth century. A prolific poet, admired by such fellow poets as Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney, he was also an accomplished novelist and a master of the short story. He died at the age of 74 on 13 April 1996.


GEORGE MACKAY BROWN

Selected Poems 1954 – 1992

[image: Logo Missing]

www.johnmurray.co.uk


First published in 1991 by John Murray (Publishers) Ltd

This expanded edition first published in 1996

Copyright © George Mackay Brown 1954, 1959, 1965, 1971, 1976, 1983, 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1992

The right of George Mackay Brown to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 848 54939 5

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


Also by George Mackay Brown

Poems

LOAVES AND FISHES

THE YEAR OF THE WHALE

FISHERMEN WITH PLOUGHS

POEMS NEW AND SELECTED

WINTERFOLD

SELECTED POEMS

VOYAGES

THE WRECK OF THE ARCHANGEL

SELECTED POEMS 1954–1983

THE SEA AND THE TOWER

FOLLOWING A LARK

Plays

A SPELL FOR GREEN CORN

THREE PLAYS

A CELEBRATION FOR MAGNUS

Novels

GREENVOE

MAGNUS

TIME IN A RED COAT

THE GOLDEN BIRD

VINLAND

BESIDE THE OCEAN OF TIME

Short Stories

A CALENDAR OF LOVE

A TIME TO KEEP

HAWKFALL

THE SUN’S NET

ANDRINA

THE MASKED FISHERMAN

THE SEA-KING’S DAUGHTER

WINTER TALES

Essays

AN ORKNEY TAPESTRY

LETTERS FROM HAMNAVOE

UNDER BRINKIE’S BRAE

ROCKPOOLS AND DAFFODILS

Non-fiction

PORTRAIT OF ORKNEY

LETTERS TO GYPSY

For Children

THE TWO FIDDLERS

PICTURES IN THE CAVE

SIX LIVES OF FANKLE THE CAT


To
David Dixon


Introduction

All the poems in this collection were written in the Orkney islands, off northern Scotland.

More poetry has come out of Orkney than perhaps from any community of comparative size in the world.

The minglings of sea and earth – creel and plough – fish and cornstalk – shore people and shepherds – are the warp and weft that go to make the very stuff of poetry: ‘the embroidered cloths’ that Yeats wrote about.

More than in cities, the stars in their courses rule our comings and goings. The moon gathers the shoals, the sun sets the well-crusted bread on the tables.

Behind those perennial actions is a rich history, going far back beyond the medieval sagas of Norse Orcadians to the imaginative hewers of stone, the builders of Skarabrae, Brodgar, Maeshowe.

It may be, an Orkney foot was among the first to step ashore on Vinland a thousand years ago.

To the five poems of ‘Stations of the Cross’ from Winterfold have been added for this collection ‘A Joyful Mystery’ from Voyages and ‘The House’ from The Wreck of the Archangel (1989). No other poems from the latter collection feature here because it is still in print.

The book ends with three sequences of poems, each of which I have introduced to the reader. They were all originally published as books: Tryst on Egilsay by the Celtic Cross Press, Lastingham, Yorkshire; Foresterhill by Babel, Schondorf am Ammersee, Germany; and Brodgar Poems by the Perpetua Press, Oxford.

George Mackay Brown

February 1996

Stromness, Orkney
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The Storm


What blinding storm there was! How it

Flashed with a leap and lance of nails,

Lurching, O suddenly

Over the lambing hills,

Hounding me there! With sobbing lungs

I reeled past kirk and alehouse

And the thousand candles

Of gorse round my mother’s yard,

And down the sand shot out our skiff

Into the long green jaws, while deep

In summer’s sultry throat

Dry thunder stammered.

Swiftly the sail drew me over

The snarling Sound, scudding before

The heraldic clouds now

Rampant all around.

The sea – organ and harps – wailed miserere;

Swung me in fluent valleys, poised

On icy yielding peaks

Hissing spume, until

Rousay before me, the stout mast

Snapped, billowing down helpless sail.

What evil joy the storm

Seized us! plunged and spun!

And flung us, skiff and man (wave-crossed, God-lost)

On a rasp of rock! … The shore breakers,

Stained chancel lights,

Cluster of mellow bells,

Crossed hands, scent of holy water …

The storm danced over all that night,

Loud with demons, but I

Safe in Brother Colm’s cell.

Next morning in tranced sunshine

The corn lay squashed on every hill;

Tang and tern were strewn

Among highest pastures.

I tell you this, my son: after

That Godsent storm, I find peace here

These many years with

The Gray Monks of Eynhallow.




The Exile


So, blinded with Love

He tried to blunder

Out of that field

Of floods and thunder.

The frontiers were closed.

At every gate

The sworded pitiless

Angels wait.

There’s no retreat.

The path mounts higher

And every summit

Fringed with fire.

The night is blind,

Dark winds, dark rains:

But now his blood

Pours through his veins,

His hammer heart

Thuds in his breast

‘What Love devises,

That is best’,

And he would not turn,

Though the further side

Dowered his days

With fame and pride.

What though his feet

Are hurt and bare?

Love walks with him

In the menacing air.

The frontiers sealed;

His foot on the stone;

And low in the East

The gash of dawn.




Song: Further than Hoy


Further than Hoy

the mermaids whisper

through ivory shells

a-babble with vowels

Further than history

the legends thicken

the buried broken

vases and columns

Further than fame

are fleas and visions,

the hermit’s cave

under the mountain

Further than song

the hushed awakening

of country children

the harp unstroked

Further than death

your feet will come

to the forest, black forest

where Love walks, alone.




The Old Women


Go sad or sweet or riotous with beer

Past the old women gossiping by the hour,

They’ll fix on you from every close and pier

An acid look to make your veins run sour.

‘No help,’ they say, ‘his grandfather that’s dead

Was troubled with the same dry-throated curse,

And many a night he made the ditch his bed.

This blood comes welling from the same cracked source.’

On every kind of merriment they frown.

But I have known a gray-eyed sober boy

Sail to the lobsters in a storm, and drown.

Over his body dripping on the stones

Those same old hags would weave into their moans

An undersong of terrible holy joy.




The Death of Peter Esson

Tailor, Town Librarian, Free Kirk Elder

 

 


Peter at some immortal cloth, it seemed,

Fashioned and stitched, for so long had he sat

Heraldic on his bench. We never dreamed

It was his shroud that he was busy at.

Well Peter knew, his thousand books would pass

Gray into dust, that still a tinker’s tale

As hard as granite and as sweet as grass,

Told over reeking pipes, outlasts them all.

The Free Kirk cleaves gray houses – Peter’s ark

Freighted for heaven, galeblown with psalm and prayer.

The predestined needle quivered on the mark.

The wheel spun true. The seventieth rock was near.

Peter, I mourned. Early on Monday last

There came a wave and stood above your mast.




Hamnavoe


My father passed with his penny letters

Through closes opening and shutting like legends

When barbarous with gulls

Hamnavoe’s morning broke

On the salt and tar steps. Herring boats,

Puffing red sails, the tillers

Of cold horizons, leaned

Down the gull-gaunt tide

And threw dark nets on sudden silver harvests.

A cart-horse at the sweet fountain

Dredged water, and touched

Fire from steel-kissed cobbles.

Hard on noon four bearded merchants

Past the pipe-spitting pier-head strolled,

Rosy with greed, chanting

Their slow grave jargon.

A tinker keened like a tartan gull

At cuithe-hung doors. The brass

Tongue of the bellman fore-tolled

‘Coon concert!’ … ‘Cargo of English coal!’ …

In the Arctic Whaler three blue elbows fell,

Regular as waves, from beards spumy with porter,

Till the amber day ebbed out

To its black dregs.

The boats drove furrows homeward, like ploughmen

In blizzards of gulls. Gaelic fisher girls

Flashed knife and dirge

Over drifts of herring,

And boys with penny wands lured gleams

From the tangled veins of the flood. Houses went blind

Up one steep close, for a

Grief by the shrouded nets.

The kirk, in a gale of psalms, went heaving through

A tumult of roofs, freighted for heaven. Ploughboy

And milklass tarried under

The buttered bannock of the moon.

He quenched his lantern, leaving the last door.

Because of his gay poverty that kept

My seapink innocence

From the worm and black wind;

And because, under equality’s sun,

All things wear now to a common soiling,

In the fire of images

Gladly I put my hand

To save that day for him.




The Lodging


The stones of the desert town

Flush; and, a star-filled wave,

Night steeples down.

From a pub door here and there

A random ribald song

Leaks on the air.

The Roman in a strange land

Broods, wearily leaning

His lance in the sand.

The innkeeper over the fire

Counting his haul, hears not

The cry from the byre;

But rummaging in the till

Grumbles at the drunken shepherds

Dancing on the hill;

And wonders, pale and grudging,

If the strange pair below

Will pay their lodging.




Elegy


The Magnustide long swords of rain

Quicken the dust. The ploughman turns

Furrow by holy furrow

The liturgy of April.

What rock of sorrow

Checks the seed’s throb and flow

Now the lark’s skein is thrown

About the burning sacrificial hill?

Cold exiles from that ravished tree

(Fables and animals guard it now)

Whose reconciling leaves

Fold stone, cornstalk and lark,

Our first blood grieves

That never again her lips

Flowering with song we’ll see,

Who, winged and bright, speeds down into the dark.

Now let those risers from the dead,

Cornstalks, golden conspirators,

Cry on the careless wind

Ripeness and resurrection;

How the calm wound

Of the girl entering earth’s side

Gives back immortal bread

For this year’s dust and rain that shall be man.




Chapel between Cornfield and Shore, Stromness


Above the ebb, that gray uprooted wall

Was arch and chancel, choir and sanctuary,

A solid round of stone and ritual.

Knox brought all down in his wild hogmanay.

The wave turns round. New ceremonies will thrust

From the thrawn acre where those good stones bleed

Like corn compelling sun and rain and dust

After the crucifixion of the seed.

Restore to that maimed rockpool, when the flood

Sounds all her lucent strings, its ocean dance;

And let the bronze bell nod and cry above

Ploughshare and creel; and sieged with hungry sins

A fisher priest offer our spindrift bread

For the hooked hands and harrowed heart of Love.




Daffodils


Heads skewered with grief

Three Marys at the cross

(Christ was wire and wax

festooned on a dead tree)

Guardians of the rock,

their emerald tapers touch



OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/map001.jpg
3

(o E
kilometzes

orkne






