Norman MacCaig



Norman MacCaig was born in Edinburgh on the 14th November in 1910. MacCaig's formal education was firmly rooted in the Edinburgh soil: he attended the Royal High School and then Edinburgh University where he studied Classics. He then trained to be a teacher at Moray House in Edinburgh and spent a large part of his life as a primary school teacher.

During the war MacCaig refused to fight because he did not want to kill people who he felt were just the same as him. He therefore spent time in various prisons and doing landwork because of his pacifist views.
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Having spent years educating young children, MacCaig then went on to teach university students when in 1967 he became the first Fellow in Creative Writing at Edinburgh University, and he later held a similar post while teaching at the University of Stirling. 

Norman MacCaig's poetry began as part of the New Apocalypse Movement, a surrealist mode of writing which he later disowned turning instead to more precise, often witty observations. He was great friends with Hugh MacDiarmid and other Scottish poets he met with in the bars of Edinburgh to debate, laugh and drink. Although he was never persuaded by his literary friends to write in Scots, he was respected by friends such as MacDiarmid as having made an important contribution to literature. 

As he became older, MacCaig's fame spread and he received such honours as the O.B.E. and the Queen's Medal for Poetry, yet it was at home in Edinburgh where he was probably most appreciated. This was evident at his 75th, 80th, and 85th birthday parties when the cream of the Scottish literati and musicians came together for readings and musical performances. 

By the time of his death in January 1996, Norman MacCaig was known widely as the grand old man of Scottish poetry.  
ØThough he spent much of his life and career in Edinburgh, MacCaig’s mother’s Highland ancestry was an important part of his identity, and he spent his summers in Assynt, Scotland, in the northwest Highlands. 

ØMacCaig produced sixteen volumes of poetry in total. 

ØIn 1940 he married Isabel Munro and they had two children. 

ØAs MacCaig grew older he began to write about death and it is believed that ‘Visiting Hour’ is based on his wife’s death.

ØWhether writing about people, animals and places either in his beloved Assynt in the west Highlands (his mother’s ancestral country) or the city of Edinburgh (where he lived all his life), he combined ‘precise observation with creative wit’. 

ØIn his later years, with the passing of friends and family, his poems became often very moving – though he never lost his sharp eye. He hated talking about himself; he was dismissive of the writing process (‘a one or a two cigarette poem’); he could be very kind to people, but also quite cutting.


'Brooklyn Cop'

•The poem, written in 1968, is based on an experience that MacCaig had in America.
•Brooklyn is a rough district in New York.
•Hieroglyphs are sacred symbols used in Egyptian picture writing, but these are now sometimes referred to as things which are difficult to read.
•A nightstick is an American policeman’s truncheon.

Notes
This is a type of poem MacCaig often writes - the portrait of an individual. This poem perhaps differs in that most of MacCaig's poems of this kind present portraits of people that poet knows well. The Brooklyn cop created here is more of a stereotype than an individual. Again, MacCaig is able to use the cultural background of his readers which has been heavily influenced by American TV and films to help fill in the details of the New York policeman.
The central theme of the poem is the thin dividing line between civilisation and savagery and MacCaig looks at the effects on one individual, and on society, of having to patrol that fine line.

The picture of the cop in the first verse, or stanza, is not flattering. A typical MacCaig simile opens the poem comparing the cop - unfavourably - to a gorilla-  this type of light, almost jokey opening is a very common device in MacCaig poems, particularly in those which deal with a reality which is harsh.
The message of the cop's lack of sensitivity is rammed home by the images which pile up in the next few lines. This man is '...thick-fleshed,', a play on the cliché 'thick-skinned', a tough-man, perhaps with a soft yet bloody interior, who carries menace with him. This idea of menace is reinforced by the puzzling image of the '...two
Hieroglyphs in his face that mean trouble’, denoting a man who is either emotionless or very good at hiding his emotions.
Hieroglyphs were picture characters used in ancient Egyptian writing. Here they appear to refer to the eyes of the cop which present a single message to any observer - trouble. MacCaig is able to strengthen this impression by ending the line on '...mean,' heightening the double sense of the word.

All of these images are used before we learn what the man is actually doing -patrolling the New York 'sidewalk' . This sidewalk is transformed into '...tissue...' as MacCaig introduces the central image of the poem. The delicacy of this '...thin tissue over violence.' contrasts with the impression of the crude bulk and weight of the cop which MacCaig has built up in the first lines of the poem.
The language of the cop appears to be as crude and masculine as the visual picture we have already been presented with. He speaks in familiar cliches, 'See you, babe...' like a caveman leaving the cave in the morning. But a cliche is normally an empty and meaningless phrase dulled by repetition; the point here is that he really means the words. The streets are dangerous and he might not return home that evening. Therefore, the cliched phrase is filled with personal meaning for him.

MacCaig's attitude to the cop appears to be ambiguous here. There is some sympathy for the brutal life that he leads but there is also a suggestion that this man is a brute-has he always been like this or has this side of him been created by his environment?  If we look at the repeated use of the word '...gorilla...' for example, we can see that the first use of the term is in a simile at the beginning of the poem. By the end of the first stanza the comparison is strengthened into a clear metaphor 'He is a gorilla...'. This image is continued later in the poem and we will return to it at that point. Is this change symbolic of this nature (his gorilla-like attributes) having grown over time?

Much of the rest of the poem is taken up by repeated questions that MacCaig asks, but provides no final answers to. In the second stanza he suggests what might result if the tissue tears. The repetition of '...should...' and '...what...' is used here to strengthen the idea of mindless, meaningless violence- the variety of it, the uncertainty and sudden nature of it. The cop '...plunges...' through into a storm of violence whose vagueness is heightened by the use of '...what...' and the strange, seedy, names of the places which fall within his territory.There is symbolism at play in the structure here as well with ‘plunge’ being on a line of its own, causing the reader’s eyes to ‘plunge’ quickly down through the line- symbolising that sudden fall into violence.  The '...Whamburger...' itself seems to suggest violence. Anyone caught in this territory when the tissue breaks is in danger - guilty or innocent - as the people on the streets and the cop club and shoot their way through.

The tone of the poem changes to something more reflective in the third stanza and MacCaig seems almost to be sorry for the man who has to do a job like this. Once again the stanza is one long question to which no answer is provided. After the frenzied activity of stanza two a quieter tone is used here.

However, the use of the word '...gorilla...' for the third time in the poem seems to undercut the sympathy MacCaig is suggesting. Now the poet makes no attempt at comparison. There is no 'like' or 'is' but merely the straight expression '...gorilla with a nightstick,’. A '...nightstick...' is the longer American equivalent of the baton used by British police and is an interesting word in the context of the poem about New York. It's as if the stick itself can defeat the power. Is the ‘night’ in ‘nightstick’ symbolic of darkness? Is a stick used to fight darkness/evil, or a stick that is dark and evil itself?

Sympathy for the cop returns at the end of this stanza and seems more genuine. The fact that the man might never return home, if he takes one plunge too many through the tissue of violence, makes some of the clichés used in the first stanza more understandable. The inclusion of '...this time,' in parenthesis slows the final line down and increases the sympathy we might feel- this is something he has to endure, time and time again. Who would want to do a job like this and what does having a job like this do to a human being?

In typical style though, MacCaig turns these expectations around in the short final stanza. The first few words echo the question asked in stanza 3:
'And who would be who have to be his victims?'
The key word here is ‘victims’. The use of it suggests that the cop is as much a creator of violence as a keeper of the peace and that those involved in the clubbings and gunshots are in some way innocent.

The use of '...have to be...' suggests that the violence he is a part of is somehow inevitable and part of fate or the human condition. The repetition of 'be' and the rhyme this creates gives a steady rhythm to this line which emphasises the feeling of fate and certainty which closes the poem.

The violence of this huge city - particularly at night - seems to brutalise its inhabitants. Even with its technological sophistication humanity cannot overcome the darkness which lies within itself.

The irony of this is heightened by the fact that America is a relatively young country and the settlers who travelled there saw themselves as bringing civilisation to the wilderness and taming the savagery of the original inhabitants. The result of this exercise in civilisation, however, seems to be the '...gorilla with a nightstick,' who patrols the streets attempting to keep the peace. The Brooklyn cop appears to be as savage as any Indian but in a job that is intended to maintain and promote civilisation. MacCaig is perhaps asking- who or what is to blame for this? And is there a way to fix it?

Structure
In stanza one MacCaig describes 
–the physical appearance of a character from an urban environment.
–The character’s psychological profile.
–The character’s urban environment.

•In stanza 2, setting is further described and we learn more about the violent situations he experiences/ finds himself embroiled in.

•In stanza 3, we think about how it would feel to be in the dangerous situation that the cop is in and how he puts his life at risk daily.

•In stanza 4 ,he suggests that the character is just as dangerous as the criminal

Stanzas become shorter / much more condensed. Reflecting speaker grasping at different ideas / becoming lost. Speaker becoming fragmented and uncertain. Perhaps also reflective of the personality of the cop- starts off secure, certain and then becomes fragmented.


FULL ANNOTATION
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Hotel Room, 12th Floor

In this poem, written in 1968, the poet spends a night in a New York hotel room. One or two words or ideas you might not be familiar with are explained below:
•Empire State Building - At the time the poem was written, the tallest building in the world.
•PanAm  - The national airline of U.S.A.  at this time (went bust in the 80s)
•Warwhoop –A  cry uttered on going into battle- normally by indians in the Wild West.
•Ululating  - Howling or wailing in an undulating way (see above).
•Gulches  - An American name for a ravine or narrow rocky valley.
•Flats  - Among the several meanings of this word are: apartments (rooms that people live in) and, low lying plains or tracts of land covered by shallow water typical of certain areas of south and west U.S.A.
•Stockades - A barrier of stakes erected as a defence against 

Understanding the poem

•Instead of enjoying the experience of being in the hotel room and being impressed by the sites of the city, he feels trapped in his hotel room due to the violence on the streets below. 
•During the day he comments on some of the famous buildings of the New York skyline that he can see from his window. These represent man’s economic and technological achievements. 
•At night he concentrates on the sounds of the city below him. These represent the violence that is always close to the surface in human nature. 
•MacCaig uses the change from daylight to darkness to show what happens when civilising influences are removed and man’s more primitive side emerges. 

Central ideas
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Note: Ululation 
An ululation is a long, wavering, high-pitched sound resembling the howl of a dog or wolf with a trilling quality. It is an onomatopoetic word derived from Latin. It is produced by moving the tongue, rapidly, from left to right repeatedly in the mouth while producing a sharp sound. 
Ululation is found in some singing techniques and ritual situations. In Arab countries ululation is commonly used by women to express celebration, especially at weddings and also in funerals of martyrs in the Muslim world, since they are believed to be going to Jannah
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