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George Mackay Brown, Greenvoe (1972) 

1921-1996

‘Contemporary Orkney, cut off from the story of its past, is meaningless…I will attempt to get back to the roots and sources of the community, from which it draws its continuing life, from which it cuts itself off at its peril.’ George Mackay Brown, An Orkney Tapestry 

Born Stromness, Orkney Islands. Wrote poems, plays, short stories, and novels. Lived most of his life in Orkney. Nominated for Booker Prize 1994, for Beside the Ocean of Time. See the BBC writing Scotland website or www.georgemackaybrown.co.uk for full biography (details below). See also his obituary (below) by Maggie Parham in The Independent. 

‘His imagination is possessed by natural and supernatural rhythms, the rhythm of the seasons, of man’s life from birth to death, of ploughing, sowing, reaping and harvest, and a less tangible rhythm of divine protection and care, often expressed in the language of the rituals and ceremonies of the Roman Catholic Church, which Mackay Brown joined as a mature adult in 1961 […] Much – perhaps most – of Mackay Brown’s imaginative writing is concerned to celebrate the natural lives of small communities, close to nature, to natural rhythms, and to their own past.  [...] If MB’s theme is this celebration, a more sombre note too often shadows it. Mackay Brown perceives only too well that this old hallowed life is receding, small agricultural communities are becoming depopulated, and the old ways are dying. Frequently he points to the beautiful green valley of Rackwick on the island of Hoy, shrunk from a thriving community to one farm only (e.g. An Orkney tapestry, 25-52). He blames the nature of the modern world, the worship of material ‘progress’, and also the dislocation of religious and natural life that we have seen he blames on the Reformation and Calvinism. So an undercurrent in Mackay Brown’s works about modern Orkney is always one of lamentation at modern change, which impoverishes the community, and at the gradual disappearance of the communities themselves. 


Beyond this sadness is a further horror, what Mackay Brown calls ‘the atom-and-planet horror at the heart of our civilisation’ or a ‘Black Pentecost’ (An Orkney Tapestry). The possibility of nuclear war, of mankind’s simultaneous self-destruction and the destruction of all creation, is a horrifying, constant threat. This gives potency to the evil image at the heart of Greenvoe, the Black Star. And as long as civilisation as we know it is threatened by nuclear holocaust, Greenvoe will have a profound effect on readers who may share few of the novelist’s detailed beliefs. 

Isobel Murray & Bob Tait, ‘Greenvoe’, in Ten Modern Scottish Novels (Aberdeen: AUP, 1984)

Oil/Scotland/Britain

Take your oil rigs by the score

Drill a little well just a little off-shore,

Pipe that Oil in from the sea,

Pipe those profits - home to me

[…] 

I’ll go home when I see fit

And all I’ll leave is a heap of shit.

Song sung by Texan Oil magnate in John McGrath’s play The Cheviot, the Stag and the Black Black Oil (1973) 

Most of Scotland had suffered Industrial decay since the 1950’s. When Oil was discovered (in 1969) it caused a transformation in certain pockets of the North of the country, with the city of Aberdeen most affected. Oil became (and still is) a hot political issue, with the discovery coming simultaneous to a rise in fortunes for the Scottish National Party (SNP). The ‘Nats’ claimed the black stuff for Scotland alone, the fields being mainly in Scottish (but also of course, British sovereign) territory. Thus Oil became part of the argument for Independence, it being a resource that would render Scotland internationally powerful, fiscally and economically self-sufficient. The argument was deeply charged and controversial, of course, in that the drilling platforms, extractions, pipe-laying, refining, etc was made by British and International Companies. The power and interests of Multinational Corporations were not much directed towards claims for Independence. In fact the arrival of multi-national capitalism to the western industrial belts and northern areas of Scotland did much to make the Scottish left (traditionally unionist) think again about the social benefits of Independence. 

What has also been a controversial issue is the presence of Military Bases, (British and especially American) throughout parts of Scotland. 

Oil reserves were discovered in the North Sea in 1969. By 1975, extraction was underway, and by the end of the decade Britain was self-sufficient in Oil and Gas. 

Arthur Marwick notes the affect the spread of the oil effect had on Northern communities: 

The black fingers [of oil] spread further afield than the Grampian coastal towns of Aberdeen and Peterhead. Docking facilities for tankers and construction yards for oil platforms were in demand. Of course, the Highlands had long had hydro-electric schemes, aluminium works, a missile-base, a missile-testing range, and an atomic energy station. Now they were well on their way to becoming a type of region specially associated with late-twentieth century civilisation: wild, remote, beautiful, neglected, with dotted here and there the advanced industrial-technological complexes which the inhabitants of more developed, more populated, areas preferred not to have sited in their midst. However, one man’s environmental poison is another man’s daily bread. 


But also, one man’s fish is another man’s environmental disaster. International agreements on the conservation of fish stocks badly hit Scottish fishermen (who formed nearly half of all fishermen in Great Britain). The tragic story of the Scottish fishing industry highlights the point that the Highlands were still basically in decline, despite the new technological marvels.

Arthur Marwick, British Society Since 1945 

Christopher Harvie has noted the relative ignorance of the majority of British people about an industry that often absorbed about 25% of British industrial investment. He points to this effect on the relative lack of oil as a topic or event in British culture. Oil caused:

 ‘Disruption to older communities and local and regional ecologies. Others would later demand an imagination which dramatised the hopes of prosperity raised and shattered, the testing and rejecting of local and national political elites. But at a British political level – and one whose instabilities were provoking repeated fictionalisations, this refused to arrive […] Oil failed almost totally to surface in the imaginative literature of Anglo-Britain [yet] some authors were vividly conscious of the implications of the oil, particularly for politics, and nearly all of them were Scots.


The rigs and platforms occurred off a highly literary coastline, from the sagasteads of Shetland and the place of Hugh MacDiarmid’s exile, south to the Orkney of Saint Magnus and Edwin Muir and the Aberdeenshire of George MacDonald and Lewis Grassic Gibbon […] 

The Clearances were to become the metaphor for the destruction and dispossession wrought on Scotland 

[…]

Political disfranchisement meant an absence in Scotland of the ‘politics as theatre’ novel, but it encouraged this migration of political and economic themes into the metaphor or the fable, as in George Mackay Brown’s Greenvoe (1972). As with his teacher Edwin Muir, the whale-backed Orkneys were an Eden, and one which, unlike Muir, he never left. But now mechanism was moving in on them too. Greenvoe was written evidently with Occidental’s Flotta terminal, or something like it, in mind. The Orkney island of Hellya, whose quiet, co-operative life is celebrated in the early chapters, is taken over to house a project called Black Star. Its people are dispersed, its houses, church and school bulldozed to make way for tanks and piers and ‘installations’. Yet at the end, when Black Star is itself evacuated, the islanders come back to act out the ceremony of the death and resurrection of the Harvest King. 


Despite the social changes, the faith – which Mackay Brown shared with Muir – would persist, as indeed would the interpretive sophistication of an intellect, not so much national as aware of the complexity of Scottish identity, which could juggle with economics, ecology, and Frazer’s Golden Bough. 

[…]

English novels about political and economic life in the late 1970’s – are portentous. A nation-shattering crisis appears to be imminent. Scots writers, on the other hand, treated social change imaginatively and even playfully. This may sound like a contradiction in terms, given the importance of the project. But they realised that it was a very complex experience, at once local and international, worth treating experimentally and using it as a means of focussing Scottish history. Thus, while the ‘oil thing’ itself was local, occurring in specific basins of activity, it was incorporated into the national repertoire of metaphors. 

[…] 

Oil had this sort of protean impact, and North Sea oil was crucial to the 'Thatcherite’ economy, but it was unobtrusive, capital-intensive, implying no revolution in the labour force. It affected one remote part of the United Kingdom, in a period when most of the population had edited remote areas, especially troublesome ones such as Northern Ireland, out of their concerns. It was a large-scale construction and extraction project, at a time when the British economy was tilting further towards the service sector. So its impact was in a cultural sense, patchy. The Scots picked it up and wove it into their own complex national revival, partly because this revival was itself intellectual and civic as much as political.

All above are selections from Christopher Harvie, ‘North Sea Oil and Scottish Culture’ in Susanne Hagemann (ed), Studies in Scottish Fiction: 1945 to the Present (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1996) 

Orkney

Orkney: history (like the rest of The Highlands) of strategic importance to Britain, especially during WW2. Naval bases, Oil, Atomic and Hydro-electric Energy, Steel, and other industries mix with the rural, historical, agricultural qualities of The Highlands and Islands. 

D.M. Budge claims in the introduction to my volume (Longman, 1977) that ‘the islands have long been a half-remembered and largely ignored part of the United Kingdom where the fishermen of Iceland, Norway and elsewhere are more at home than the Britons of the mainland […] while communications have improved [remember Budge is writing in 1977] and the islander shares much of his television viewing with the Londoner, the everyday business of living in a group of islands has not changed greatly. The ways and customs of small rural communities, remote and surrounded by the sea, are strongly resistant to change.’(xi-xii) 

So, geographically, culturally and politically, there is an immediate tension with the idea of being British and in some cases even Scottish. An Orcadian is primarily an Orcadian, an islander. At the time of writing the novel, during the first waves of the North Sea Oil strike, the Islands were largely seen as geographically remote yet culturally prosperous, with archaeological monuments and literary sagas rich with historical myths, fables and tales. As well as Mackay Brown, the islands have also been home to other major Scottish writers, particularly Edwin Muir (whose famous poem ‘The Horses’ is seen by some as the inspiration for Greenvoe) and Eric Linklater. The contemporary writer Luke Sutherland was also brought up there. 

The Islands have been inhabited by a mix of races – Mediterranean (megalithic age); Beaker Folk; Iron Age farmers; Vikings (8th century – island under Norse Rule until 1468). Their history is one of land grabbing, piracy and plunder, opportunism. Norsemen also gave Orkney rich aspects of their heritage that can still be felt today in buildings, monuments, saints (esp. Magnus) songs, smatterings of language. Does this find its way into the novel? 

At the time of writing Greenvoe, the Orkneys experience a new, modern form of invasion in energy seekers and international capitalism. The novel is largely about how this effects total change on the island and how this change is resisted. 

The Novel

Greenvoe was MB’s first novel – famous as a poet previous to this. 

Themes 

Modernity and Change, Progress, Resistance, Inevitability (Historical Forces, Myth, and Timelessness); Economy and Subsistence; Storytelling; Nature and the City; Renewal and Rebirth; Religion: comfort, paralysis and hypocrisy; Voyages and Odysseys; History and Ritual; Development/Colonialism and Capitalism; The Visionary; Questioning of Roots and rituals and traditions; death cycle – any others you can think of? 

Form

Use of Counterpoint; repetitive structure; Image, Symbol and Myth; the importance of letters in the text; Multiple narration (stories within stories, etc); Story as a ‘mosaic’, (Budge, xii) or a patchwork narrative – several perspectives (can see Mackay Brown as short story writer here). Occasional use of different narrative voices and registers (sagaman, realist, fabulist, etc). 

The Opening ‘Chapter’

The text opens with light, and all six sections (‘Stations’?) begin in morning and close at night. The novel itself ends with a promise (or at least the slightest possibility, depending on your interpretation) of survival, rebirth. 

Note that they are not named or numbered chapters. Why is this? 

MB clearly wants the ‘progress’ of the plot (itself about progress, inexorable development, the bureaucratic, ‘rational’ world of numbers) measured against the sense of mosaic he establishes through theme and form. This ‘patchwork’ approach operates through apparently incidental characterisation and sudden switches between character and event – often simultaneous practices in the village are narrated one after the other. Effect is to reduce the sense of linear, progressive development of time and progress, to remind the reader that episodes/sagas are recurrent, constantly ‘there’ to be measured against the procession of historical time. Consider how this ‘simultaneous’ sense of time (‘horizontal’ time) and character presentation develops the authority and consolidates the perspective of the narrator – (like Selvon’s) part of the community and yet distant from it. This multiple or ‘objective’ perspective will be reinforced by the other narrative perspectives that will be opened up as the narrative develops – the stranger, The Skarf, Johnny; Mrs Evie, etc

Small points like references to time and everyday events help to establish the narrator as a member of the community. Things like pointing out that even after not seeing each other for a decade, islanders are still reserved in their greetings (8); or that ‘afternoon was always the quietest time in the village’ (9). Points like this imply the narrator has been here for a long time – and longevity will become a significant theme in the novel. 

What kind of community are we introduced to over the first section? 

Remember that on second reading, you should be judging events and representations in the light of the accumulated events and outcome of the plot, and what you think are its central themes and issues. This information inflects a simple description such as the one that opens the novel. A village is brought into light and perspective from out of the darkness. The slow moving shadow may appear symbolic of what is to come. So three fishermen arise before most, and lights go on in their houses. Well observed on a realistic level. However, Illumination is significant as a metaphor, one that connects with several themes: resurrection and cyclical visions of time and event; the awareness of ritual; the representation of a place and its inhabitants who have received little recognition in contemporary (British) literature. This theme of recognition is reinforced by the fact that it is an odd time of day (remember the point about this in The Lonely Londoners). This is the time of day the working-life, subsistence; the economy begins for some on this island. The figure of The Skarf, who rejects the opportunity to partake in fishing, also emerges as someone who has a different perspective on events. He is clearly being paralleled with the figure of the writer (traditionally a figure with an alternative perspective), so we can think about his characterisation and facets of his description in that vein – how the novel portrays the figure of the observer/writer, his duty, practice, function, etc (more on The Skarf below). 

It is significant that lights burn in three houses, as energy will become a significant feature in an Island (and indeed a region) that by the time of writing was already being developed and changed by the discovery and drilling of North Sea Oil. All the way through the first section, we can see subtle references to fire and fuel –humanity’s basic source of ritual and subsistence and the modern world’s main source of dispute, pollution and the operations of international capital. Bert Kerston and Samuel Whaness’ boats are motorised; The Scarf lights a fire; Ben Budge demands a fire be lit; The Skarf buys three candles; Westray buys a can of petrol from the Evie’s general store (the oil economy in a minor transaction, think also of why Westray needs this fuel, for his business as ferryman, bringing the outside world in – a major theme in the novel, especially through the various arrivals and visitors to the island); the spluttering engine of the gentry’s car; Timmy’s meths (the last two both signs of the corrosion and damage (un)refined fuel can cause. The life of an engine/of a spirit is measured next to the lifetime (and indeed the spirit) of both community and individual as part of that community. 

The wider world is referred to several times in passing references to Nixon and Mao Tse-Tung (proponents of the Cold War, the effect of which will be a crucial factor in the building of the ‘defence installation’); to Canada; to Calcutta, and to various visitations. Clearly a village that is isolated and internal looking, but not completely. The events of the wide world are out there, subtly mentioned, but will become crucial as the novel proceeds. 

There’s also a clear determination to make this as realistic a portrait as possible – it’s not the island utopia nor the integrated community nor the pastoral arcadia one might expect (perhaps part of an anti-Kailyard offensive in modern Scots literature). There is something unsettling in the opening descriptions: for example that of Kerston’s boat ‘coughing into life’. ‘Her bow tore the quiet water apart.’(1) That which is man-made will disturb the rhythms of the natural world. An element of silence will also add to the foreboding, emphasised later by the paragraph that begins a section: ‘Afternoon was always the quietist time in the village. The fishermen were still at sea. The crofters had not yet unyoked.’ This image of the relative quiet of the fishing and agricultural community is ironic on second reading, when we realise this kind of undisturbed routine is being amplified/set up only to emphasise the disturbing force that is to come. 

Short sections like small vignettes – the school scene for example – ends with the little boy and the dog – schoolyard is scene of frenetic activity ‘The pupils whirled like a flock of starlings …darted in every direction…yelled and screamed…jostled.’ This is a simple scene, but when we think of the stasis and silence that is coming to the community this overflow of action and verbal energy is strategic. All this will be gone. The fact that the next section subtly introduces the incoming presence of the stranger who will initiate the process of clearance (a painful, difficult, burningly resonant act in Scottish History) is ironic. Furthermore, it politicises this scene of everyday youth and demonstrates the political potential of play. A pastoral scene is going to be erased.

Through the first section, there are a series of rituals driven by nature, economy, and culture: fishing; praying; writing; feeding (humans and animals); heating; trading; drinking. 

The islanders themselves are of mixed origins and classes. Ben Budge doesn’t have a local voice, we are told, it was the voice of an old seaman who had been sailing all his life; it was seasoned with Geordie and Scouse and Cockney and belonged to the brotherhood of the sea.’(2) 

There are clearly antipathies and disputes – domestic and social. Not the morally upstanding citizens of a romantic setting. Alice Voar (clearly an allegorical character, exaggerated?) Adultery and ‘vices’ like smoking and drinking; shunning work are all noted. 

The Evies – how are they described? (2) Look at the conversation between the Evies (2-3) How is this indicative of the text’s use of counterpoints? 

Mythic Perspective

‘A huge tremulous silence possessed the sea. The tide hung between slack and the beginning of the flood.’(113) 

Often the narrative perspective will widen and shift from the locality and the material aspects of the people’s everyday business and offer a mythical or cosmic or environmental perspective. Like p.3, single line paragraph, ‘The sun was brimming all the eastern windows of Greenvoe now with cold fire.’ Or the opening to the second section – clearly a mythical perspective – image of advancing clouds as ‘migrating’ unicorns – sense that larger forces are around the island, weather returns again and again as it is a crucial element of life. The elemental is what Mackay Brown is interested in, the core of life shorn of material accoutrements. The symbol of the weather is one that is often full of portent and forecast, yet it can be unpredictable. Think about how this parallels with the arrival of Black Star, but also its collapse. 

The ‘chessboard’ weather. Of the West Coast trip made by Winnie and Mrs McKee, it is declared ‘I mention the weather, the mingled sun and rain, because it too is in a way one of the dramatis personae; as we shall presently see.’(128) 

Budge notes the important yet obvious point: ‘life is dominated by ways of the sea and the weather.’(Budge, xii) 

‘If the weather plays a major part in Orkney life, the history of the islands is no less potent. The islands are small, with only one landlocked parish among them, and their landscapes have seen little change. There are few places in the United Kingdom where the past mingles with the present in such ease. In the placenames and in the Orkney Norn (the dialect of the islands) the old ghosts of Scandinavia have found one kind of eternity. The voices of the writers of the runes, the skalds (Scandinavian bards), the authors of the Orkneyinga Saga and the great Icelandic sagas reach down through the centuries and have much to offer writers with a proper regard for the bygone practitioners of their trade.’ (xi)

The narrative displays many signs of ominous future. Mild disturbance grows into deep concern. ‘The spirit of my Samuel is troubled with a black cloud.’(139) This sense of confusion is characterised by the island moving into fog, which is an increasing force as the novel moves into its second third. ‘The fog had descended swiftly in the last minute or so; Quoylay was utterly lost. Grey fronds and tentacles groped about the boats moored out in the Sound.’(142) A classic example of how quickly in the scheme of things the island can be cut off, alienated from the rest of Orkney/Scotland/UK (and also the poetic nature of MB ‘s prose– primarily a poet)

Allegory 

The island is called Hellya remember. A joke as much as a mythical/spiritual allegory? MB influenced by Milton, among other literature based on biblical narratives (see Isobel Murray essay if you are interested in this). 

The story that opens section four of the murdered Spanish boy. Is this allegorical? The fact that the story is told orally, from child to child is symbolic. ‘The truth’s the truth’ says one of them after it, but it remains of course speculative. The narrative of this island and its community, its ethnicity is made up of stories, mixtures of myth and history. Stories that are passed on and down from generation to generation. What becomes significant is the degree to which people accord such tales the status of truth. Mackay Brown inflated the perspective immediately after the tale, by again using the weather as a device: ‘the western horizon was overspread with a shimmering silver fleece of sea fog. It diminished. The sun climbed higher.’(104) 

Saga/Storytelling

A crucial aspect in the novel and in its formation. There are many readers and storytellers, scribes and authors. Numerous letters, the stranger’s character surveys, The Skarf’s saga, etc – even a message in a bottle!

Orkneyinga Saga: special significance for people of Orkney: ‘having become what might be called their secular scripture, inculcating in them a keener sense of their remote forbears and sharpening their awareness of a special identity.’ Colin Nicholson, Poem, Purpose, Place 

‘The Orkneyinga Saga (‘The Saga of the Orkneymen’) was written in Iceland around 1200 A.D. and contains the story of the Norse earldom of Orkney from its creation at the end of the ninth century to the beginning of the thirteenth. Although the Saga is concerned with earls and chieftains rather than ordinary people, and has gaps and uncertainties which must be treated with great caution, it offers a vivid narrative of the personalities and events of the time and is the main documentary source of 300 years of Orkney’s history.’(Budge, Notes at the end of my copy)

‘Combining myth, history, legend and personal memory, [Mackay Brown] probes the roots and origins of the Orcadian community.’(Nicholson)

Westray reads the saga, 26

Winnie episode: she is a storyteller. (123-136) – Within the narrative of the ‘court’

Fairy story of the Prince and Princess in school room – parallels Ivan and Inga (162) 

The poets in the Edinburgh pub (249-250) – why is their argument significant to the text? 

Significant Characters

The Skarf

‘The fisherman who does not fish’ (74) 

The role of The Skarf – how are we to perceive his journal? What is its function, with regards to the main themes, etc? 

Initially introduced to him shunning ‘real’ work, choosing to write instead, intellectual work. He is unemployed, with little money, relying on credit. The fact that he is up early gives him an unusual perspective, like the writer. He writes in a discarded bankbook, dredged up from the shore. Theme of the manuscript being found and a form of history being recorded on it is a prevalent one in Scottish fiction. Writing on the discarded bankbook possibly symbolises the alternative economy of the writer (and sometimes this translates into food and drink). Also a defiance of system of financial regularity – he is on state (National Assistance) benefits. He wears his oilskins at his desk – a symbol of the writer as part of the community. Shuns the regular academic route - we find out from Olive Evie. 

His role is close to that of the writer – a recorder of events, a reflector – bearer of history and culture. 

Also a Marxist, a counter to the religious aspect of the people/text, and possibly also the Imperialist ventures of the corporation. Yet he is also compromised figure at the close. 

His manuscript. Read from p.19-23, ‘The Skarf, perched on the high stool in the corner of the bar with a half-pint on the counter in front of him, was reading aloud from his manuscript. ‘Darkness and silence…..’I had no idea all of them things happened here in Hellya.’ (He repeats this at the end of the second instalment, p. 60)

What is relevant in the Skarf’s tale? Why is he reading it? Does it correspond with the events of the present in the text? Is it relevant to the political and historical situation of Orkney/Scotland/UK? 

Note the themes of his story – settlement, ritual, darkness into light, time, colonialism and invasion and clearance (21); excavation; resurrection, ritual and sacrifice; sustenance (the jar of corn clutched by the Mediterranean settlers) and sowing, using the land for a resource for future survival and prosperity (key in terms of what Black Star will do); the image of the impregnable fort standing up against potential invaders (22) ‘There are other hungry, restless tribes on the sea, thrusting northwards….’(22) Then the Vikings, who ‘landed, ship after ship after ship, on the unsuspecting islands. They took their axes from their belts.’(23) Compare with the discovery of Oil in the present. That word, ‘unsuspecting’ reveals a great deal about the stealth and power of the invading force, and the sympathy we must have with the islanders…. 

Note the use of visual impressionism, persistent use of images from nature and time. 

The vague aspect of his history is interesting: ‘Somewhere, somehow, sometime, a boat blundered on the beach at Hellya, a frail skin boat; men stepped on to the rock…. How did they live? How did they speak? How did they think? No one can tell.’(20) Speculative nature of the tale. What is interesting is the degree of myth and allegory. Clearly being asked to measure this next to the events of Black Star; and see it in the grain of time as but a blip on mythic and perennial history of the Orkneys. 

Why is the pub the setting for the story? 

The Bar Description – 17. 

‘People had been known to stay up there for one night – bird watchers, American tourists, folk-lorists – but never for more than one night.’(17) 

Second Instalment: 49 ‘We have passed by the age of anonymity now’ – these are short stories within the text, ploughing up the tales of those that have gone before. Why is the image of the plough a recurrent one? (Think of the major theme of excavation – the ultimate event) The family are named, defined, identified. The death of Thorvald is interesting – especially in the comparisons with the contemporary families on the islands – recurrences of suffering, work, and death. 

‘It needs be that there are occasional interruptions’, said the Skarf, 

‘The sun of socialism warms me, however feebly. I’m not complaining. I can smoke. I can eat potatoes and margarine. I have leisure to write.’ This again after his boat doesn’t work. The writing economy supersedes the labour one. 

Third Instalment, read to Johnny, 75-77

 ‘For several centuries after the death of Thorvald Harvest-Happy the island of Hellya drops out of history; all records are lost; not even a ballad survives to give us a glimpse of the life of the people.’ This is a crucial statement: what does it suggest about the writing (and the construction) of history? How does it consolidate/fashion Skarf’s as a character? 

The story of the Scottish succession of the island from Norway, from 13th century to the early 17th century. This again is to be measured against what will happen to Hellya in the present. ‘The new Scottish earls were incomers [note the point about non-Scottishness, multiple origins, etc; against notion of an essential identity for these islands and their inhabitants]; they looked on the islands as a mine with thin veins of gold branching through it. The islanders, so that a planned spoliation could take place, were degraded to the status of beast of burden.’(76) This part of the history sees the island as a place of hierarchical authority and decadence. 

‘The people suffered and were silent. 

The scarf closed his manuscript book.’(77) 

Johnny’s indirect narrative response is interesting: ‘I thanked the Skarf for the entertainment. I went on to say that it bore as much resemblance to the truth as a cinder to a diamond: for the flame of prejudice had shrivelled it.’(77) What does he mean by this comment? Is it cemented by the fact that the Skarf calls him ‘Darkness’, a racist epithet? (77) 

Johnny later calls it ‘his arrogant, slanted rigmarole…. a litany of tyranny and enlightenment.’(98)

Race – obviously Johnny’s experience, but also the emphasis on the fact that the island is settled and conquered and resettled and reconquered by a mixture of races. The Spanish girl who becomes a member of the community of Skaill (104) Identifiable by people with ‘dark skin.’(104) 

The children’s racist song ‘Chin Chin Chinaman/Slanty Eyes/Come out of Your washhouse/I’ll give you a surprise.’(78) ‘Children can pass so quickly from poetry to hostility.’(78) Obvious fear of difference that will be exacerbated in later life by turning to reactionary hostility. The novel satirises the notion of a pure, essential Orkney and Orcadian. 

Fourth Instalment: in the bar, 144.  ‘Occasionally he stroked out a word or a phrase and wrote something new in the margin.’(144) 

The story of Mansie Hellyaman: press-ganged, fights for England against France, profits from Empire and slavery (148) and from the increasing Industrialisation of Scotland/UK in the mid nineteenth century. Becomes a rich landowner, profiting from the enclosures act and the land reform bills allowing large-scale agriculturalists to move villages and crofters from the land. As the text notes: ‘every year the banker sent him a statement that assured him he had more money than the year before. Mansie Hellyaman was a capitalist now. The crude lamp of feudalism was broken at last. He lived according to another light. …’The fact that this section is followed by the shout of ‘Time, gentlemen’ from the barman, shows the prefiguration of large-scale capitalism on the island’s community. 

The Skarf is unable to bring his ‘history’ forward, into the age of modernity. Greenvoe is about to become ‘modernised’…

The ‘final’ perspective: he refuses to read, claiming ‘Not tonight. Never again. I’ve written all I know. What’s coming to this island is beyond prose. It will be poetry and music. The Song of the Children of the Sun. We’ll all be dead I expect. But the folk of Hellya will know it when they experience it.’(218) This is just prior to the sudden (yet ‘expected’ in the sense that the text has been setting up something bad to happen) quickening of events with the Black Star ‘project’. The notion that this event is beyond words, that The Skarf, the recorder (who’s position, politics and identity are taken when he gets a job with the company) of this ‘history’ admits a form of ending (is it a defeat?) 

The end of the Skarf: what do you make of him taking a job with the company and his opinions on industrialism, p. 238, from ‘Mr Aloysius once, over a noggin of whisky…. inevitably, all over the universe.’?  And his card? Note his weakening strength, his leg pained, his house a ‘cavity’. Why this final act? 

Johnny 

We later find out his real name is Dewas (Johnny) Singh. 

The opening of section three is his letter to Uncle Pannadas. Johnny is another ‘guest’ on the island. Hotel residence is a key thing here. Itinerant, temporary stays, seeking business on the islands.

What is the function of Johnny’s letter in the narrative? 

Another perspective on the island and its inhabitants. He mentions the rising inflation, the dock strikes, and the general problems in British society at the time of writing. This troubled element in the British economy (67) (spiralling inflation, rising unemployment, series of strikes, energy crises, etc) can be perceived with occasional information – think about the rise in prices on Westray’s ferry for example. The interaction between Johnny and Mr Evie is set over the difference between a ‘useful’ commodity and the silk materials that Johnny is peddling. There is a sense of ethnological encounter here, that Mackay Brown cleverly reverses, due to the fact that Johnny narrates it. He sees these people as familiar strangers and they him. Mrs Evie is called ‘the glinting woman’, who ‘probes always deep among our origins and circumstances and beliefs.’ We find out her ignorance of him, her ‘harmless’ prejudices professed matter-of-factly. We find out he is studying English Literature ‘And what good, she would like to know, would knowledge of poems and novels do out there in India. Would that help the darkies in any way?’ Again, mention of moral improprieties in Edinburgh, which ironically relativises her perception of India as a place in need of morality and food. Scotland is clearly in need of these categories. Johnny thus provides an ironic perspective on the ‘natives’, subtly logging and correcting their prejudices.

He meets the Laird’s daughter: ‘Her voice is not like the voice of the islanders, it is more like the loud imperiousness of our former administrators and civil servants, a sequence of brassy shouts.’(70) 

Johnny’s letters are to his uncle in Edinburgh: another point of view of someone ‘non-native’ (but Mackay Brown cleverly asserts his Scottishness. 

For example, at one point Johnny claims ‘I drink to quell a delight that is now leaping through me like a salmon up a river in spate.’(98) Classic Scots imagery he uses and masters. 

‘How the women of Britain assault me cups of tea and biscuits.’(82) 

‘I stumble into the interior of the island, towards the farms.’(93) 

He has a mixed reception – loathed, indifferent, welcomed: the laird’s dog is called ‘Enoch’ (94)

He functions as a roving perspective, fleshing out the characters and their stories, in what he calls ‘minutiae and trifles and random impressions’ (97). This is a clear counterpoint to the stranger’s records of the characters, which have a limited vested interest in their ‘worth’ to Black Star. Johnny’s comments are shot through with opinions about social and human values. The Blinkbonny farm disaster, for example is characterised as ‘lost’ ships cargo, ‘huge bales of hopelessness, one small casket of innocence, and the ports of the world do not trade in these commodities.’(97) His visit ‘to the interior’ (an ironic twist on the colonial encounter and the rhetoric of colonial adventure stories) is a part of the novel’s past/future strategy to make us think of the eventual fate of these islanders. We know they will soon be gone, but some of the individual stories seek to maximise our sympathies, as well as universalise and historicise such events. The Bu family, for example, remind the reader of Harvest-Happy. Their welcoming warmth will be gone when the Black Star project gets underway. Other families want to be left alone. They too will not resist the project. The tragic story of Blinkbonny farm parallels the history of clearance and forced emigration with which the novel aligns. Here, death comes from birth. Rural depopulation is also significant here as a sociological event in post-war northern communities. Johnny’s description forms a kind of lament: ‘The dingy pane frames, momentarily, a sweetness, a shadow falls across it; then it is lost in a web of shadows.’(96) 

Isobel Murray notes: ‘On the face of it, what happens in [Greenvoe] is that a vividly created small community suffers a twentieth century version of the Clearances.’ This is often figured through a use of spectral imagery – for a people who once were haunting a place. Johnny claims at one point: ‘I haunt the hotel today. I am a ghost. The island is full of ghosts.’(88) This emphasis on the spectral qualities of the place is reiterated by Johnny. He speculates on the future of the inhabitants, sometimes by giving us the story of their past. Of the new schoolteacher, he asks: where will her youth and beauty be next summer? Ghosts, half forgotten. It has been a day of ghosts. I have been abroad in a haunted island.’(98)

Later, Westray will be described as being ‘transfigured to a ghost, was dissolved utterly in the pearly air…’(145) He loses his way in the fog 209-210 ‘The sea was suddenly dense with shrouds.’(212) ‘It’s like a journey into the land of the dead’ said Inga, ‘The first ghost are all around us.’(212) 

Mrs McKee

Intro – 9, 28-29, 80-83, 108-109, 116-136–; 167; What is she haunted by? ‘Certain hidden events in her life.’ Clearly a matter of conscience and intense guilt that seems unqualified over-stated. ‘Love. Infidelity.’ (find out, 39) – She represents stasis, paralysed by her conscience, her secrecy, sense of hypocrisy and shame. Stuck in a perpetual present of 1916. She is another constituent of the general theme of the past measured against the present. 

Encounter with Johnny, who provides the ‘other’ perspective. 80-83

136 (section four): The minister’s speech about the reformation. Calvinism throws a long shadow over much Scottish fiction (and of course Scottish cultural life). The question of sin and eternal damnation has often been resisted and mocked. Stern religious authority is seen as stunting creative possibility of Scottish history and contemporary life. McKee is paralysed by her skewed sense of moral guilt. 

The story of Winnie and the McKee holiday is interesting. Again, MB is challenging the reader to fit this into the rest of the narrative of Greenvoe. We see religious schism, storytelling, the theme of blindness and destitution. Winnie’s ‘strange’ character is often referred to. She is clearly rebellious, difficult to assize. She eventually becomes a writer who publishes a novel (see the end of the McKee part of section four, from ‘And that was the last they ever heard from Winnie. The truth is that they were not very devout letter writers in that family […] the abode of the Scarlet Woman.’). How does this sit next to certain themes and issues in the text as a whole? 

Clearly the notion of the liberation of creativity, of the stifling and the freedom religion (or spiritual communion) can provide. The fact that she mingles fact and fiction is interesting, especially given the subtext of the ‘real Scotland’ that runs through the chapter (think of the postcards, the representation of the altercation in the ‘picturesque fishing village’, etc). She writes another letter unexpectedly to them asking them if she can visit. (145) – Another writer moves to the island. 

Simon’s alcoholism, his disappearance – 180-

Mrs McKee turns into stasis on the island: ‘nothing sensational has happened…. It has been rather the slow insidious rotting of the remainder of a great promise – a smouldering away – a spreading mildew – a relentless devouring by moth and rust.’(191) 

Her end: spiralling into hallucination. She feels her guilt is responsible for an entire people’s calamity, the final absurdity of a Calvinist consciousness, its crippling effect on a people that MB has railed against. 

Isobel Tait and Bob Murray note that several critics have criticised what they perceive as an overbearing element in the McKee story, that runs rather disjunctively with the central narrative of Greenvoe. They ask:

But what do we make of [the McKee sections] as part of Greenvoe? There are all kinds of minor explanations or justifications we could suggest: the picture of Hellya is confirmed and complemented by evocations of a different place, particularly the vividly rendered Edinburgh. The complex but unobtrusive timescale of Hellya, incorporating a timeless present and an ancient historic past of which we are made conscious, is interestingly complemented by a different timescale, one individual’s modern consciousness of a continuity in time from 1916 to the present. This helps us to understand the continuity of the island in time, and reminds us that for most readers it is the island life that is long ago and far away. 


But more basically we find a crucial difference between the values of Hellya and the traumas of Mrs McKee. As we have suggested, the values of island life are not rendered in a specifically religious context in this novel, but by implication by the Horsemen and their acceptance of natural and agricultural rhythms and life, expressed in ritual, and so impersonally. In contrast we have Mrs McKee’s very personal traumas, inextricably involved with Calvinistic guilt, obsession, and self-blame. 

(Murray and Tait, 1984, p.162)

Timmy Folster

 Introduction to him metaphorised through his house, ‘a charred façade like it had been built on the lip of a volcano’ – forecast of the literal pit to come, as the island is dug up – and of course the geological/mythical perspective – the pit of Hell. Reflects also Timmy’s chaotic, half-natural lifestyle. Clearly a problematic presence – notion of care in the community (and the lack of it). 

His beachcombing – is this activity significant to the themes/symbols in the narrative? He finds (in a contrived manner) a note from the Titanic (full of ironic optimism, read retrospectively – a ship sailing towards disaster). 

The Stranger

 An anonymous figure, another recorder, but representative of the modern world, looking for business opportunity. Thinking about resources over and above people – will eventually and gradually estimate (most of) the people’s doom, total change in their community and way of living. The relative poverty and subsistence of many characters needs thought about in this way. What is it that makes them rich? What is it that the novel/MB suggests would better sustain them? See the stranger’s first description on page 39-40. Why is he repeatedly called ‘the guest’? Why is his signature interesting? 

Ominous signs – he too works late, the only light in the village (60). Comparison with The Skarf as a scribe, yet the stranger’s is a different sort of scrutiny and questioning. 

‘He is a bureaucrat. He is Western Man arrived at a foreseen, inevitable end. I see it now. He rules the world with a card index file.’(87) 

The door opens on him, 86: Johnny’s encounter with the guest. What does this suggest about both parties? How are they related? How are they distinct? What does this reveal about Mackay Brown’s antipathy towards the world of Business/’Progress’? 

Both are ‘unrevealed’ as such, although Johnny represents the older, ‘soft’ world of personal business, known to the islands with their history of trade and barter (and the ensuing episode with Scorradale’s home made whisky comically extends this: artificial whisky the branding of Scotland and Scottish culture, 88 - This moment between Johnny and Scorradale is one of mutual opportunism.)

The guest however needs to remain anonymous, for both the plans he represents and the nature of the venture itself. Defence (and Oil) also are backed by capital, necessarily anonymous at this level. Johnny too makes short notes on the characters (the Budges, 92) that are brief yet revealing characterisations. The stranger too will make similar assignations. 

His anonymity becomes a matter for gossip and speculation. Yet Mr Evie knows (he remember is also a councillor – and thus playing the classic role of the colluding ‘native’, interested in his own place in the island economy), along with the Laird. Olive Evie says: ‘The man is not a tourist…. there is something very mysterious about it. …. that is his typewriter going now. He is here about secret work of some kind. It is to clean up this island. That’s why he’s here. Nothing else. Oh, they know all about us in the south, the authorities. They’re not fools. They know what’s going on, the drinking and the bad debts and the false tax returns…and the wrong claims for subsidies. The man is here for no other purpose than to put this island to rights. I know it.’(106-107) Irony in some of the language here – ‘rights’, ‘clean up’. Note the overlap between moral and fiscal and economic judgements. Note the ‘devolved’ stance. 

‘He’s a writer….nothing else…he must be writing a book about Orkney. That’s why he’s here.’(144) 

‘How the hell,’ said Ivan Westray, ‘can a man write a book about a place if all he does is sit on his arse at a typewriter?’ 

‘He has the fog about him’ – imaged as a symbol of death, of the stifling of creativity. ‘The front door of the hotel opened. There was a slight displacement of fog. Someone passed out into the village. The fog settled.’ The guest,’ said Bill Scorradale reverently.’(218) The section that closes section five, when ‘the guest’ becomes active, drags the perspective of the village onto his terms, through his eyes. 

Read from ‘The guest moved through the village just as night came down . . . filled all Hellya with the sound of ripeness.’ How is he characterised? (prominent symbols, metaphors, key descriptions) Why is he characterised the way he is? Why the repetition? Do we learn anything about the characters? Does he? The fact that the ceremony passes him by – is this important? 

Clear that he is the ultimate arbitrator, the ‘real’ maker of these folk’s identities and thus their fate. He ‘deletes’ the Skarf’s function, erases the quality of his writings and their relevance (although he cannot wipe this from the novel itself, which of course is measuring them against what the guest writes and estimates of the community. 

‘Operation Black Star’

What is/was ‘Black Star’

‘The very great importance of Black Star. How shall it be explained? Great secrecy was involved. I shall be frank. This Black Star, it was utterly essential to the security of the western world. The fate of nations could depend on this little cornfield.’(254) 

‘What went on in the dome itself, that would be most secret, most beautiful – a pure rite of science.’ (253) 

Why does the final section begin the way it does? What is the tone? Abrupt, evoking the inevitable. Note the ecological disaster that is emphasised here. 

‘Hellya was probed and tunnelled to the roots.’223 – Exactly what the novel itself has done. The previous images of the stranger as scribe are brought into the digging and drilling process. The industrial investigation into the ‘roots’ of the island thus parallel the historical ‘digging’ (ploughing) of The Skarf, the dredging of Mrs McKee’s memory, the inscriptions made by Johnny and the other letter writers, the whole work of memory and recollection that punctuates the narrative. 

How are the first workers described? As colonial adventurers. The tent is an ominous, familiar signal. ‘Their feet beat on the roads with a different rhythm.’ (223) Note Mackay Brown’s deliberate use of The Tempest: ‘The island began to be full of noises…’ The sounds of industry drive the sounds and patterns of nature away. ‘A thin shifting veil of dust hung between the island and the sun. The sea birds made wider and wider circuits about the cliffs. Rabbits dug new warrens at the very edge of the crags.’(224) 

There are short-term economic benefits for some, particularly the traders. Evie is ‘finalising plans for the future of Greenvoe and its inhabitants.’(224) Note that the shopkeeper, the trader is also the man who wields the power in the community. 

Why is everything so secretive? They build a perimeter. The name ‘Black Star’ becomes almost mythical (224), ‘as if it was a piece of magic, a very secret codeword.’ Yet: ’In fact there was nothing mysterious about it.’ (224) 

‘What exactly was happening up there between the Glebe and Korfsea? It was impossible for any villager or islander to find out.’(225) 

The irony in the opening few pages of the section is heavy. The project is compared to ‘a harvest’, which is ironic, given that word’s origins in the cycles of nature and humanity working in tandem. This project is accorded an artificial status. 

The tone of the section that begins ‘It soon became apparent that a kind of tension existed between Black Star and Greenvoe…. too late he began to love his island.’ Why is this significant to any political stance you can discern from the novel? Is it entirely negative? 

Remember the issue of Clearance is a highly charged one in Scottish history; tied to the experience of a kind of colonialism, although here the islanders (or at least some of them) are being offered ‘compensation’. The mythical/fairy tale element is also significant. 

The notion that the island is ‘moribund’ and its inhabitants ‘useless’ gives us an idea of the relative nature of these terms, in capitalist ideology, in line with this anonymous force, that seems to be some kind of function of the British (American, there being several bases in Scotland at this time and now, a highly controversial issue) Military-Industrial complex. 

Timmy finding the cards: Why are the descriptions significant, given the characterisation we have already been provided by the novel? 

227-231? And The Skarf’s, found later 239? 

‘They were only working drafts. He spent an hour that night reading brief cryptic biographies.’ (238) Clear that this is meant to be measured against the full knowledge of these people, their faults as well as their humanity, that the narrative has provided from several different perspectives. The ‘stranger’ it is clear, has been sitting in his room, like an armchair anthropologist. His assembly of information is difficult to judge, other than its short term, uninvolved nature. Everyone is also judged relative to his or her ‘functionality’ for the project.

Timmy’s eventual fate resonates with the general situation, where the relative innocence of an island’s inhabitants (despite their various scams and their ‘state assistance’) is exploited. His character is made obsolete to the general scheme of things, emphasised by the fact that  ‘one nudge of the bulldozer’ and Timmy’s house in Greenvoe was a rickle of stones.’

 The ‘Green’ in Greenvoe becomes more significant as the project increasingly pollutes the island – killing lobsters and fish (241), ‘the sea was rotten, dead haddocks drifting through the sound.’(242). New jobs are required, the fishing becoming increasingly difficult. The tourist economy is made apparent in Kerston’s new post (the death of his baby at birth reinforcing the general death of all life on the island, his fracturing family echoing the destruction of a fragile community).

 The removal of the Viking ‘treasures’ into the museum (251) in Edinburgh demonstrates the removal of a living form of myth into history, into artefact. This is reflected in the shield found in the Laird’s baronial hall. With ‘the half-obliterated words WE FALL TO RISE.’255 Note that the narrative is building towards its eventual theme of death and resurrection here. The theme of persistence is interesting – clearly the ritual and the story will survive in various formats throughout history, as long as a new generation is able to interpret them (hence the age of the horsemen revealed in the last few pages). 

‘The Horseman’s Word’

 What are we to make of these six episodes? Why do they occur where they do in the narrative? Why is the text structured as in drama in the first five episodes? 

‘I’ll thank you all’, said the old man, ‘to behave as solemn as if you were in a kirk.’ (25) They are ‘six initiation rites.’ Clear narrative of suspense opened up, but so are questions of learning of the history of the place, of ceremony and tradition, of light and darkness (the lantern is extinguished, which neatly ends the first section by counterpointing the way the text began, with lights being put on in the dark. The end, where he peers into an abyss that is ‘a dark opening’ is interesting. What does the image of a dark opening suggest? Clearly the novice will have to find his way, like the island itself – or future historians – after the Black Star Company excavates and extinguishes the lights of the community. A line like ‘Once I lived there. Now I’m an outcast. I desire to return’ clearly represent the displacement to come; the question of returning, of revolution and lasting ritual is crucial to the texts aesthetics, but also to its political and historical sense of resistance to the development of the island by modern technology and ‘progress’. 

Indifferent to change, ‘in what they obviously regard as an irrelevant society, the participants pursue the timeless ritual of their ceremony.’(Budge, xiv) 

First – 24-26

Second, 60-61 – the ploughman seeks a kingdom – interesting in light of Scottish independence, but also of the notion of seeking to sow a new world, new kingdom. 

Third (99) Still seeking kingdom, still mocked for it. ‘An house secure it stands, beyond the hazards of fisherman and hunter.’ The sewer is blind and lacks the word. Will the ceremony (and beyond that, the creative artist) provide these words for the people? 

Fourth – 149-150 – On necessary death 

Five – 221 –222   - death, silence, collapse, nothingness, ‘men will soon come with a stone to set upon thee.’

Six: The close. – The rediscovery of a new ‘word’ – clear Biblical parallels here, but be careful not to confuse this with any definite form of Christianity, despite the resemblance to the Catholic sacrament and communion. MB is really investigating and reasserting the power of human community, the reinvention of tradition, respect for old rituals, etc. The power of the word is a clear invitation to consider the power of the writer or poet, who has the power to bring resistance, light and words to communities facing collapse or who have already been erased by modern structures. Thus ‘the dead word man’ arises. Final images of growth, renewal, common sustenance, warmth.  

The End – destruction, hope and renewal? 

What does the sudden ceasing of the Black Star operation signify? 

‘Deep in the heart of Hellya the Black Star froze.’(256) 

The island of course is eerily reminiscent of many natural reserves and smaller communities in the Highlands and round the modern world after a man-made ecological disaster; military experiments, etc. The last few words of the second-last section, especially the phrase ‘seedless island’, return to the harvest theme. The vital ritual of sowing and planting for the future is the feature of the last section, where the descendants of the islands community return and reinstall ‘the word’.

‘The last passage in the novel is a demonstration of a ceremonial renewal of truth. All that has gone before is ignored, forgotten; only the island and the ceremony survive.’(Budge, xiv, xv) 

theme of resurrection, sunrise, bread braking – energy, recycles, vitality, light.

Miscellaneous

Class

The laird’s car – symbol of the decay of the gentry (7); ‘The village watched with sardonic awe.’ – clear that the new power is anonymous power of industry and capital and government – old structure of aristocratic power clearly decaying. ‘The laird’s car stuttered distantly among the hills of Hellya.’ This will be reinforced when Inga visits the old baronial home – Jessie who worked as a servant for the gentry when Inga was a child shuns her. Inga says, of the Hall: ‘something had happened; the grey baronial edifice, built in imitation of Balmoral, stood gaunt and patched in a wilderness of weeds. The former serfs had encroached, they had taken over the fertile summer fields of the laird….’32 Clear image of the decay of their power, compounded by the fact that her objective view of the island and its bay (33) is suddenly interrupted by a blurred view of Westray and his sole passenger. This means nothing to her, but the text is cleverly foresighting the passenger. We know this is the stranger (and a few sections later confirms it) – come to represent the force that will supersede the previous ‘masters’ of the islands. 

‘The Islanders could never understand why the gentry spoke in such heroic voices – their own speech was slow and wondering, like lapping water among stones.’(7) 

Inga’s ancestry – empire and capital – reproduction of wealth from clearance and agricultural rationalisation. 

Alice Voar: poorly characterised? 

Ivan Westray – ‘morose, selfish and single-minded’(xiii) 

Mysticism: from Orkneys history of various religions and creeds, from pagan to Christian – ‘as a convert from Protestantism to Catholicism George Mackay Brown unhesitatingly exploits the strengths and weaknesses of the two creeds.’(Budge, xiv) 

Rachel and Samuel Whaness – deeply religious, sustenance from the Bible. Rachel provides Christian Charity work. 

Later, it is remarked that they had never seen a fog as bad during the summer. The fog itself becomes synonymous with death, with the ghostly shawl that will envelop the island community. Ben Budge’s coffin is taken away and Bella has a vision, “the grey hosts of fog trekked silently past the window. They flowed around hidden Korsfea and deluged peatbog and grass and corn on their passage out to the sea. One could think of them as all the island dead from the beginning of time.’(209) 

Main themes: violent change and destruction of a rural community through industrial capitalism (not just ‘modern technology’ as Budge writes). 

‘A community so overwhelmed that it shows no resistance other than a token demonstration by the farmer Mansie Anderson. 

Bert Kerston tries to turn his lobsters into beer money – yet his wife tells him to go to the Fisherman’s society to register his catch (19) 

31, 44,  – relentlessness of learning tables in school- italicised to show their repetitive, dullness, beating the ‘real’ history and learning of their environment out of them – school prepares for the modern world of figures and accounts and business – point being made by MB ‘Relentlessly the pointer beat on the blackboard.’ Image of blackness – clearly signs the company (Black Star) and its relentless pursuit of the resources of the land. 

‘The chant was resumed – incantatory nature of table learning – paralleled with other rituals in the text 

41 – Glasgow man who sucks gas to get high – city clearly a place of corruption 

They are all readers – 

Whaness and Kerston’s struggle: 114-115 

Ben’s death – 153, closely followed by “Whaness’” near-death (161, 207) 

‘The map of Scotland. All the towns with the names that made you laugh in a way, they sounded so funny (Motherwell, Wishaw, Airdrie, Coatbridge)’ 162 – Island is cut off culturally from Scotland. 

Olive Evie’s hypocrisy (she is the classic character in such a place – false moral values) – when budge dies she sees a loss of income. She writes vicious anonymous letters to the mainland authorities. (166-167) 

Again and again, flowers are mentioned – clear sign of the persistence of nature, simple natural beauty. ‘The Orkney primula, a tiny blue flower that grows in a few scattered sea hollows only’ – lupins too, mentioned again and again. 

‘I don’t know where we are,’ said Ivan Westray. (209) 

Westray rapes Inga – 213-215 - 

