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Introduction


JOHN GLENDAY



Poetry has always been serious business in Scotland. During the Middle Ages, bards, known as ‘makars’– the word simply means ‘makers’– would regularly take part in ‘flytings’ – a form of verbal combat where they would hurl insults at each other in verse. Poetry was also an integral part of a rounded royal education. James I, James V and his grandson James VI all wrote poetry. The latter’s mother, Mary, Queen of Scots, penned many fine poems, some written while imprisoned, anticipating her fate – she was beheaded for treason at the age of forty-four:




With feigned good will my friends change toward me,


All the good they do me is to wish me dead,


As if, while I lay helplessly,


They cast lots for my garments round my bed.





Scotland has never been slow to honour its poets. The tallest monument dedicated to a poet anywhere in the world was erected in Edinburgh in memory of Sir Walter Scott (in fact, Waverley Station, right next to it, is the only railway station ever to be named after a novel).


Few nations remember their national poet with such energy as Scots celebrate the birth of Robert Burns on January 25th. And it’s not just the birth of the bard they celebrate; the Burns Supper is very much a celebration of Scottish identity and nationhood. It’s also the day (for many Scots the only day) when that legendary delicacy, haggis, is consumed. Haggis is seen as an essential component of the Burns Supper – so much so that a vegetarian haggis recipe was specially devised for the inauguration of the Scottish Poetry Library in Edinburgh in 1984. Burns’ mock-heroic praise for this national dish is recited to the haggis as it is presented and served:




Fair fa’ your honest, sonsie face,


Great Chieftain o’ the Puddin-race!


Aboon them a’ ye tak your place,


   Painch, tripe, or thairm:





The words here may seem strangely foreign. Burns wrote mainly in Scots; much more than a dialect, it was once the official language of the Scottish court. Scotland boasts three indigenous tongues. English is now the predominant language of speech and literature. Scots, known as ‘Lallans’ or Lowland Scots, possesses an especially rich and distinctive vocabulary as the above extract from ‘Address to a Haggis’ demonstrates. Our third language is Scots Gaelic. Gaelic is a lilting, musical language. It may look clumsy and consonant-rich on the page, but Gaelic is a language of the air – in my opinion, the most naturally lyrical tongue for poetry and song. Now spoken less and less, unfortunately, and mainly in the northwest of the country, Scots Gaelic is a Celtic language, closer to Irish Gaelic, Welsh and even Breton than English. Glance at the ‘Gaelic Blessing’ here and you’ll see just how unlike English Gaelic is:




Beannachd Dhè a bhith agaibh


’S guma math a dh’èireas dhuibh;







God’s blessing be yours,


and well may it befall you;





Poetry, it seems, has always made the Scottish world go round, and its richness mirrors the richness of the nation’s history and culture.


So, what better way to introduce a reader to the variety and abundance of Scotland’s past than through her poetry? The works collected here highlight many of the features that make Scotland the utterly unique country she is – her landscape and nature, her peoples and their histories, her loves and passions. Scotland’s sense of national character and identity are inevitably linked to her literature, and all the elements that make Scots proud to be Scots can be discovered in her poetry.


You won’t be surprised to learn that there’s a hefty dose of reminiscence and retrospect too. Scotland has for centuries been a land of migration and exile, a country to be looked back on fondly from overseas. Visitors from all over the world, proud of their Scottish heritage, regularly return to Scotland to explore the country. Some even wear tartan, paying homage to a clan system which, though it all but died out over two centuries ago, is still a very real and important part of Scottish life. Even today, more Scots are likely to leave their homeland and settle abroad than any other English-speaking nation and thousands return each year to the ‘Old Country’ to rediscover their ancestry. This nostalgia for the Scots heritage and landscape is perfectly reflected in John MacDougall Hay’s ‘Celtic Melancholy’:




Thine is the heritage of wandering men


Whose deeds are fragments passing like the stream;


They build the tower; they forge the shield; and then


Their labours vanish like a fragrant dream.





But it’s not surprising that Scots abroad should be nostalgic for their homeland. Given the right weather (and an absence of midges), there is no place better than Scotland for spectacular scenery. It is a fascinating, gem-like country where opposites sit comfortably side by side. The east coast and central belt boast vast acreages of rolling hills and rich farmlands, while the north and west offer a wild, rugged, mountainous aspect where stone lies thinly clothed in soil – in many ways more closely linked to Scandinavia and the east coast of Canada than the UK mainland. Even to Scots, Scotland can seem a foreign land.


Few have described that passionate longing for Scotland and its beauty as movingly as Violet Jacob does in ‘The Wild Geese’. Written during the dark days of the Great War, it is a moving, nostalgic reminiscence of the North Sea coast and hills of Angus, where Jacob was raised:




‘Oh, tell me what was on yer road, ye roarin’ norlan’ wind,


As ye cam’ blawin’ frae the land that’s niver frae my mind?


My feet they trayvel England, but I’m deein for the north –’


‘My man, I heard the siller tides rin up the Firth o’ Forth.’





Sixty per cent of Scotland is made up of mountains and in Robert Burns’ ‘My Heart’s in the Highlands’ he sings their praises, along with the fertile glens and rivers that characterize the Highlands:
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