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About the Poet…

Norman MacCaig was born in Edinburgh in 1910. His father was a chemist, originally from Dumfriesshire, and his mother a native Gaelic speaker from Scalpay in the Outer Hebrides. Although MacCaig was brought up and educated in Edinburgh, firstly at the Royal High School then the University of Edinburgh, his mother’s Gaelic culture was a major influence in his life and as an adult, he spent much time at Assynt in Sutherland. 

After graduating with an honours degree in Classics in 1932, MacCaig at first became a primary school teacher.  In 1967 he became Edinburgh University’s first appointed Writer in Residence. He joined the University of Stirling’s English Department in 1970 as Reader in Poetry and taught there until his retirement in 1978.
During the Second World War, MacCaig spent time in prison for being a conscientious objector, fighting and killing being contrary to his strong pacifist beliefs. After the war, he became part of a group of Scottish writers, including George Mackay Brown, Robert Garioch and Hugh MacDiarmid - who was to become a close friend - who frequented Milne’s Bar in Edinburgh. 

MacCaig’s poetry has a strong lyric tendency; unlike his friend MacDiarmid, MacCaig shied away from what the Scottish poetry library terms ‘literary and political dogma’ and wrote about people, places and animals in both his native Edinburgh and beloved Assynt, using, initially, more formal verse structures then switching latterly to free verse. Roderick Watson (The Literature of Scotland: the twentieth century (2007)) describes his work as ‘precise observation with creative wit’ and notes that he valued ‘clarity, compassion and certain humane elegance of the mind above all else’.  MacCaig never lost either his sharp eye for detail or his witty humour, although his later poetry, including after the death of his wife in 1990, became more elegiac. 

Norman MacCaig, OBE, died in 1996.




Assisi

The dwarf with his hands on backwards

sat, slumped like a half-filled sack

on tiny twisted legs from which

sawdust might run,

outside the three tiers of churches built

in honour of St Francis, brother

of the poor, talker with birds, over whom

he had the advantage

of not being dead yet.

A priest explained

how clever it was of Giotto

to make his frescoes tell stories

that would reveal to the illiterate the goodness

of God and the suffering

of His Son. I understood

the explanation and

the cleverness.

A rush of tourists, clucking contentedly,

fluttered after him as he scattered

the grain of the Word. It was they who had passed

the ruined temple outside, whose eyes

wept pus, whose back was higher

than his head, whose lopsided mouth

said Grazie in a voice as sweet

as a child's when she speaks to her mother

or a bird's when it spoke

to St Francis.

These study questions on Assisi can be used in conjunction with the PowerPoint resources which your teacher may show you.

Stanza 1

1. Refer to word choice and any other literary techniques you notice and explain how MacCaig uses these to shock us with his description of the beggar’s physical appearance. 

2. Given what you know about St Francis, explain what is ironic about there being three tiers of churches / built in honour of him.

3. Comment on the tone of advantage and explain, in relation to the tone, the effect created by the positioning of yet as the last word in the stanza.
Stanza 2

1. Explain the priest’s role here and why we might be surprised he is doing this under the circumstances.

2. MacCaig gives us a sense of the condescending way the priest speaks to the tourists. Explain how any two words or phrases show this and how the word choice and tone of the last three lines indicate MacCaig’s response.

3. Comment on the use of the word suffering and explain what is ironic about the mention here of the Catholic Church’s Christian belief in the goodness / of God and the suffering /of His Son.

Stanza 3
1. Explain how MacCaig uses both onomatopoeia and an extended metaphor to describe the tourists and to convey his personal attitude to the priest.

2. Explain the metaphor used to describe the beggar and in what ways this is ironic in the context of where the poem is set.

3. Comment on MacCaig’s choice of language here to give us further details of the beggar’s appearance so as to secure our sympathy.

4. Comment on the effectiveness of the two similes MacCaig uses to describe the beggar’s voice and explain what is incongruous about it in relation to his appearance.

5. Explain what is ironic about the beggar saying Grazie.

6. Why do you think MacCaig chooses to end the poem with the name of St Francis?

Assisi 

Task: take a closer look at the way tone is used in the poem. In each of the following excerpts from the poem, explain what tone you can identify and how MacCaig’s choice of language creates it.
Stanza 1
· The dwarf with his hands on backwards
· …over whom / he had the advantage / of not being dead yet.
Stanza 2
· A priest explained / how clever it was of Giotto / to make his frescoes tell stories
· …I understood / the explanation and / the cleverness.
Stanza 3

· ...clucking contentedly
· …scattered / the grain of the Word.
…It was they who had passed / the ruined temple outside… 
_____________________________________________________________________

Aunt Julia

Homework Task (prior to studying the poem)

Find out as much as you can about Gaelic, the language spoken by Norman MacCaig’s own mother and, in the poem, by Aunt Julia. For instance:

· Where did the language originate?

· Where is it spoken nowadays?

· What percentage of the Scottish population are Gaelic speakers?

· In what other parts of the world is Gaelic commonly spoken and why?

· What is being done to preserve the language and promote it?

Aunt Julia

Aunt Julia spoke Gaelic 

very loud and very fast. 

I could not answer her — 

I could not understand her.

She wore men's boots 

when she wore any. 

— I can see her strong foot, 

stained with peat, 

paddling with the treadle of the spinning wheel 

while her right hand drew yarn 

marvelously out of the air.

Hers was the only house 

where I've lain at night 

in the absolute darkness

of a box bed, listening to 

crickets being friendly.

She was buckets 

and water flouncing into them. 

She was winds pouring wetly 

round house-ends. 

She was brown eggs, black skirts 

and a keeper of threepennybits 

in a teapot.

Aunt Julia spoke Gaelic 

very loud and very fast. 

By the time I had learned 

a little, she lay 

silenced in the absolute black 

of a sandy grave 

at Luskentyre. But I hear her still, welcoming me 

with a seagull's voice 

across a hundred yards 

of peatscrapes and lazybeds 

and getting angry, getting angry 

with so many questions 

unanswered.
Aunt Julia
Norman MacCaig’s Aunt Julia lived on a croft on the tiny island, only 2.5 miles long, of Scalpay, which neighbours Harris, the main island in the Outer Hebrides. The poet’s mother was from this same island and three of his grandparents were Gaels, despite his being born and brought up in Edinburgh. Aunt Julia spoke only her native Gaelic, as did the poet’s mother until she was a teenager. 
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Study Points
1. Note and quote evidence from the poem to support the following points:

· Aunt Julia did not speak any English.

· The language barrier prevented the poet from being as close to Aunt Julia as he might otherwise have been, despite his obvious affection for her.

· Aunt Julia found it frustrating not to be able to communicate with her nephew.

· The poet admired various qualities and skills that Aunt Julia possessed.

· The poem gives us a strong impression of Aunt Julia’s lifestyle on a Hebridean croft.

· The poet’s association of various objects with Aunt Julia gives us an impression of the kind of character she was and the domestic life she led.

· The timing of the poet’s acquisition of sufficient Gaelic to have communicated with Aunt Julia is ironic. 

· Some of MacCaig’s most abiding memories of Aunt Julia are of her voice.

· MacCaig feels a great sense of regret in not having been able to converse with Aunt Julia.

Homework Task

Before reading the poem, research and make brief bullet point notes on the following:

· Charles Darwin

· evolution 

· common descent

· tree of life

In the poem Basking Shark by Norman MacCaig, the speaker is prompted by an unexpected encounter with a shark to ponder the concept of evolution and his own place within the evolutionary process.

Vocabulary and Context

basking – lying in or being exposed to sunshine or pleasant warmth, approval, or favourable conditions.

basking shark – large shark which often swims or floats near the surface of the sea and feeds on plankton - minute organisms such as algae, bacteria, protozoa, crustaceans or molluscs which do not swim but drift in the current. 

evolution – the process of gradual change of the characteristics of animals or plants over many successive generations.
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Basking Shark 

To stub an oar on a rock where none should be,

To have it rise with a slounge out of the sea

Is a thing that happened once (too often) to me.
But not too often  – though enough. I count as gain

That once I met, on a sea tin-tacked with rain,

That roomsized monster with a matchbox brain.

He displaced more than water. He shoggled me

Centuries back – this decadent townee

Shook on a wrong branch of his family tree.

Swish up the dirt and, when it settles, a spring

Is all the clearer. I saw me, in one fling,

Emerging from the slime of everything.

So who’s the monster? The thought made me grow pale

For twenty seconds while, sail after sail,

The tall fin slid away and then the tail.
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Basking Shark Textual Analysis

Basking Shark is a poem in which Norman MacCaig reflects upon evolution. He uses his encounter with a shark to meditate upon the entire evolutionary process and his own place in it.

1. Show how the language of the opening line effectively reveals the setting of the poem. (4)

2. The poet undergoes a change in his feelings about having encountered the shark. By close examination of language in lines 2-6, show what these feelings are, and how they are revealed. (10)

3. Comment on the sound and visual effect of the techniques used in the phrase “a sea tin-tacked with rain” (4)

4. Comment on the use of juxtaposition in line 6 and purpose of it. (4)

5. What has the shark “displaced more than water”? (2)

6. ‘Shook on the wrong branch of the family tree’ (line 7) Explain two ways we can interpret “Shook” (2)
7. Explain the image: ‘Swish up the dirt and, when it settles, a spring /

Is all the clearer.’  (2)

8. With close reference to lines 7 and 12, explain what his new viewpoint now is. (4)
9. “So who’s the monster? The thought made me grow pale”.  Name the technique used here and show how it and the rest of the line indicate the poet’s contemplation of a much wider issue as a result of encountering this shark. (6)

10. Explain all the ways in which the poet emphasises the size and movement of the departing shark in the final stanza. (11)

Visiting Hour

The hospital smell

combs my nostrils

as they go bobbing along

green and yellow corridors.

What seems a corpse

is trundled into a lift and vanishes

heavenward.

I will not feel, I will not

feel, until

I have to.

Nurses walk lightly, swiftly,

here and up and down and there,

their slender waists miraculously

carrying their burden

of so much pain, so

many deaths, their eyes

still clear after

so many farewells.

Ward 7. She lies

in a white cave of forgetfulness.

A withered hand

trembles on its stalk. Eyes move

behind eyelids too heavy

to raise. Into an arm wasted

of colour a glass fang is fixed,

not guzzling but giving.

And between her and me

distance shrinks till there is none left

but the distance of pain that neither she nor I

can cross.

She smiles a little at this

black figure in her white cave

who clumsily rises

in the round swimming waves of a bell

and dizzily goes off, growing fainter,

not smaller, leaving behind only

books that will not be read

and fruitless fruits.

These study questions on Visiting Hour can be used in conjunction with the PowerPoint resources which your teacher may show you.
Stanza 1

1. What kind of hospital smell might this be and what does the metaphor combs my nostrils tell us about the strength of it?

2. Comment on the implications of the word bobbing and the use of synedoche here.

3. As the poem is set in a hospital, what connotations can we draw from the colours green and yellow, as well as their being literally the colours of paint on the corridor walls?

Stanza 2

1. Explain in detail how MacCaig’s word choice in stanza 2 introduces the concept of death and say what this implies about the patient he is visiting.

Stanza 3 
Comment on how the structure of stanza 3 conveys the emotions of the speaker. Refer particularly to: 

· the use of repetition

· enjambment

· the position of until

Stanza 4

1. Comment on the combined effect of the adverbs lightly, swiftly, here, there, the prepositions up and down, and the repetition of and, to give an impression of the nurses at work.

2. Explain how the contrast works between their slender waists and the metaphor burden of so much pain to justify the speaker’s use of the word miraculously. 

3. Comment on the effect of repetition in this stanza and how it adds to the effect of the burden metaphor.

4. Discuss all implications of the phrase their eyes / still clear in the context of so many farewells and the speaker visiting a terminally ill patient. 

Stanza 5

1. Comment on the effect of the brief non-sentence at the start of this stanza.

2. Explain the metaphor white cave in the context of the setting in Ward 7 and in terms of what white might symbolise.

3. Explore all possible implications of forgetfulness. 

4. Explain the extended metaphor in lines 3 -4 of this stanza.

5. Explain what eyelids too heavy/ to raise  and arm wasted / of colour show about the condition of the patient.

6. Explain the metaphor glass fang and how it works in conjunction with both alliteration and irony in lines 7-8 to describe the patient’s treatment.

7. Show how the literal meaning of between her and me distance shrinks works in juxtaposition with the metaphor distance of pain that neither she nor I / can cross.
Visiting Hour:  Structure

The poem describes the speaker’s visit to a terminally ill patient in hospital. As he walks through the hospital to the ward where the patient is, we see him struggle to deal with his emotions about visiting someone who is dying.

Structure
1. The poem is written in free verse, i.e. without regular stanza or line length, rhyme or rhythm. How might this irregularity reflect: 
(a) the poet’s walk through the hospital, and

(b) his thoughts and feelings about the visit?

2. Explain how the whole of stanza 3 is constructed in such a way to reflect the poet’s struggle to suppress his emotions.

3. Show how the syntactical structure of the line here and up and down and there in stanza 4 reinforces the idea of how busily active the nurses are. 

4. Discuss the effect of the repetition of so in stanza 4 and how it helps to convey the poet’s admiration for what the nurses have to deal with as part of their job. 
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Visiting Hour:  Quotes and Notes on Themes



The poem describes the speaker’s visit to a terminally ill patient in hospital. It quickly becomes clear that he is struggling to cope with the grief he already feels in advance of the patient’s death. Two of the major themes of the poem, therefore are death and grief.

For each theme, make a list of quotations from the poem which convey that theme and in each case, explain what aspect of literary technique, eg: word choice, figure of speech, repetition, etc, is used to help convey the theme.

	Theme
	Quotation
	Analysis

	death
	“a corpse”
	Word choice of “corpse”, meaning dead body, in first line of stanza 2, introduces theme of death early in the poem. 


	Theme
	Quotation
	Analysis

	grief
	“I will not feel, I will not

feel”
	Repetition of the phrase emphasises his struggle but also constant determination to control his feelings.
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Brooklyn Cop – Analysis and Evaluation Worksheet

Stanza One

1. Look at lines 1 – 4.  Do you think that this is a stereotypical image of a policeman?  Choose two quotes, and explain why they make you feel this way. (3)

2. Quote the line that shows that the divide between civilization and violence is only ever paper-thin.  (1)

a) What technique is this? (1)

3. Consider what you learn about the cop at home.  Quote a line that shows the difference between his personality at work, and that at home.  Explain your answer fully, including how you feel about the character. (3)

4. The poet changes from saying the cop is “like a gorilla” to being “a gorilla”.  Explain fully how the techniques have changed, and why you think the poet does this. (2)

Stanza Two

5. Think about the place names in the poem – what kind of area is he policing? (2)
6. Explain how the word “plunge” is effective.  Include comment on connotation and denotation of the word as well as the structure. (3)

7. How does stanza two remind us of the themes of the poem? (1)

Stanza Three

8. What do you notice about the structure of this stanza? (1)

9. Show how the poet tries to get us to sympathise with the cop (4)

Stanza Four

10. Who is the poet referring to as “victims”, and why do you think they are referred to as such? (2)

Overall

11. Why do you think the Brooklyn Cop remains anonymous? (1)

12. How successful do you think this poem is in conveying a complex picture of the cop? (4)
Hotel Room, 12th Floor

This morning I watched from here

a helicopter skirting like a damaged insect

the Empire State building, that 

jumbo size dentist’s drill, and landing

on the roof of the PanAm skyscraper.

But now Midnight has come in

from foreign places. Its uncivilised darkness

is shot at by a million lit windows, all

ups and acrosses.

But midnight is not

so easily defeated. I lie in bed, between

a radio and a television set, and hear

the wildest of warwhoops continually ululating through

the glittering canyons and gulches – 

police cars and ambulances racing

to broken bones, the harsh screaming

from coldwater flats, the blood

glazed on the sidewalks.

The frontier is never

somewhere else. And no stockades

can keep the midnight out.
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Hotel Room, 12th Floor


This morning I watched from here

a helicopter skirting like a damaged insect

the Empire State Building, that

jumbo size dentist’s drill, and landing

on the roof of the PanAm skyscraper.

But now midnight has come in

from foreign places. Its uncivilised darkness

is shot at by a million lit windows, all

ups and acrosses


But midnight is not

so easily defeated. I lie in bed, between

a radio and a television set, and hear

the wildest of warhoops continually ululating through

the glittering canyons and gulches –

police cars and ambulances racing

to the broken bones, the harsh screaming

from coldwater flats, the blood

glazed on sidewalks.


The frontier is never

somewhere else. And no stockades

can keep the midnight out.








Norman MacCaig





Basking Shark  Homework Task





Before reading the poem, research and make brief bullet point notes on the following:





Charles Darwin


evolution 


common descent


tree of life








HIGHER Poetry





Highlights size of the building – Poet critical of America and its biggest is best attitude 





Poet’s Attitude


Critical of ostentatious symbols of wealth that don’t reflect the realities of what the city is like.





Immediately establishes time of day











Establishes place through title and landmarks





In this case the speaker is presumably the poet





Unpleasant connotations





Negative connotations – pain, suffering and unpleasant experiences. 





Reflects that this is an unpleasant experience for the poet.





Real landmarks makes the poem seem more credible.





Emphasis on height – this verse is very much about the skyline of the city; neglecting the harsh realities of life on the streets (ground level)











Signposts turning point


Change to night and introduces the battle between light and dark- symbolic of the key THEME good v evil.





Associate with crime/battle/war





Multi-racial society/the unknown





Good is losing the ‘fight’


ie. Society is beyond redemption





Light fighting darkness. Religious imagery





Possibly afraid? Trying to drown out sound?





Alliteration – wild west imagery. 





Onomatopoeia





Again symbols of wealth on the landscape amongst the poverty. The city just as dangerous as the areas favoured for ambushes.








Technology /wealth  (TV etc.) juxtaposed with an impoverished ‘wild west’ society.





Poverty – poor living conditions





Violence.


Synecdoche shows casualties of this ‘war’ aren’t recognised as people – simply ‘broken bones’.





Strong Conclusion 


2 x strong statement


Use of ‘never’ ‘no’ .





Sense of hopelessness and despair





STRUCTURE





Speaker is anxious and attacks the materialistic attitude of society. 


Sense of fear – seems to be hiding in his room


Strong conclusion





Substitute for evil





K. Main





THEME


Good v Evil





PURPOSE – To highlight that evil is within us and, regardless of the presence of great symbols of American society, we are no more civilised now than in the days of the Wild West.








