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Background – 
Norman MacCaig (14 November 1910 – 23 January 1996) was a Scottish poet who was born in Edinburgh. His poetry, in modern English, is greatly popular for its use of humour and simple, expressive language concerning serious themes. MacCaig was interested in religious ideas and liked to be described as a metaphysical poet after the style of the 17th century English poet, John Donne. He described his own religious beliefs as 'Zen Calvinism', a comment typical of his half-humorous, half-serious approach to life. The poem Assisi refers to religious themes and the Assisi of the title refers both to the Italian town in Tuscany which is famous for its beautiful mediaeval architecture and its opulent cathedral dedicated to the order of St Francis of Assisi. The cathedral is decorated by frescoes depicting the life of Christ, painted by the great Renaissance master artist, Giotto. 
St Francis of Assisi was a holy man from the Middle Ages who gave up all his possessions to live as one of the poor in order to be closer to God.  He was said to have performed many miracles, including being able to talk with animals and heal the sick. The stigmata (the wounds suffered by Christ on the cross) was said to have appeared on the body of St Francis, thereby proving that he was chosen by God as a saintly representative of the word of Christ. 
Purpose – 
The poem was written by MacCaig as a comment on the hypocrisy of the Christian church and the modern world in general, that professes to care for the sick and poor but actually is more interested in vanity and wealth. 
Themes – 
Religious hypocrisy: 
St Francis taught that the poor and the sick of society are the most vulnerable and therefore need the most attention and care, but MacCaig shows that the modern church, which is supposed to follow the saint’s teaching, clearly is more interested in serving the interests of tourists than of the needy. 
Poverty and sickness:
The poor deformed dwarf is central to the poem. We are at once disgusted by his physical appearance and drawn to help him through pity for his miserable state. He is begging outside the church and no-one cares to help.
Saintliness:
The poem is in praise of the saintly ideas of St Francis, and is clearly lamenting that these ideas are no longer really held as important, even though many people pretend to care. 
Pity:
We are made to feel pity for the poor dwarf and feel that he has a beautiful soul and is loved by God, and therefore must also be loved by man. The poem contrasts his physical ugliness but inner beauty with the ostentatious art but empty moral core of the cathedral. 
Structure – 
The poem is structured in un-rhyming free-verse. This style depends a lot upon techniques such as enjambment, verse structure, and the length of lines. The poem consists of three stanzas. The first describes a disabled dwarf sitting outside the beautiful churches dedicated to St Francis. The second portrays a priest acting as a tour guide describing the meaning of Giotto’s paintings inside the church. The poet comments directly on the priest’s explanations wryly. The third and final stanza describes the tourists chatting ignorantly, oblivious to the suffering and inner-beauty of the dwarf begging outside the church as they pass. 
Techniques –
Assisi	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Title is slightly ambiguous; could refer both to St Francis of Assisi or the town itself. Serves to highlight the contrast between the corrupt morality of the modern town to the beautiful moral ideas of its most famous saintly son, St Francis.
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.	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Awkward image presenting the awkwardness of disability	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Enjambment emphasises the word, lumping the dwarf on the floor all the more concretely with a monosyllabic introduction to the line	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Alliteration followed by a simile which emphasises the ungainliness of the disabled dwarf	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Compares dwarf to a stuffed man, seemingly disparagingly; but only refers to the physical aspects of the disabled man at this stage. 	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Wry humour, commenting darkly on whether a life with such a disability might be better off dead. Serves to challenge the reader’s preconceptions. 	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Over-simplicity of the explanation of Christianity; the priest is keeping it ‘light’ to please the tourists with short-attention spans	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Poet comments here on the priest’s role as tour guide. The word cleverness is full of irony as it is highlighted on a line of its own. Suggestion is that ‘cleverness’ might be a negative thing in this context.	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Metaphor of tourists being compared to a flock of mindless chickens with the farmer/tour-guide feeding them grains of unimportant information. 	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Metaphor for the dwarf beggar. His body is ‘ruined’ by disability but it is also the religious ‘temple’ of his spirituality.	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Simile presents an image of a child inducing the reader into pity for the physically disgusting beggar.	Comment by Douglas O'Neil: Returning to the moral ideology of St Francis who believed we must care for the poor and the sick. This is in stark contrast to the way in which the poet almost mocks the saint in the first paragraph, further emphasising the climactic  twist in the moral message of the poem: away from unimportant, slightly mocking, outward physical description and towards a consideration of the inner beauty and spiritual significance of every soul. 
