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MacCaig grew to adopt a type of imagery much the same as that which
the Imagists fostered - clear, concise, precise. MacCaig thus owes much
to the Imagist technical models, but little to its overall poetical philos-
ophy. Eliot’s poetry of complex symbolism, growth toward profound
acceptance of traditional Christianity, and total removal of the feeling
Self from the poetical product, are alien to MacCaig's idea of poetry. The
poets share the vital Neoclassical element of discipline of both form and
tone in their philosophical expressions which exemplify the Metaphysical
union of intellect and sensibility, whereby Eliot weighs more heavily
on the intellect and MacCaig on the sensibility.

Another 20th Century influence (the other of the two “discernible”
influences MacCaig claims) 13 is the work of the American poet Wallace
Stevens, who is also very much in the Metaphysical tradition of specula-
tion on the nature of reality. Stevens creates “fictions” to replace con-
ventional myths, while MacCaig continues to assert his faith in the
landscape; both poets carry out their subtle explorations of many-sided
reality in a poetry where, as in Donne, the imagination is effectively
disciplined yet full of the power of suggestion.

Recently Norman MacCaig has moved increasingly towards free-
verse in his poetry, a trend which at first surprised him but nonetheless
opened to him a new and more challenging area of formal experimenta-
tion. He feels that it is harder to write a good poem in free-verse than
in rhyme, since shapeless poetty can result: “It is difficult to give a
free-verse poem an inevitable shape.”!* It goes without saying that, for
MacCaig, a poem must have shape or form to be good. In most of these
free-verse poems he retains the “ghost” of the jambic as a basic unifying
element, The poem “Go-Between” from Surroundings (1966) demon-
strates MacCaig’s skill in handling this mode:

Out of a night

that felt like a grape’s skin
an owl’s voice shuddered.
Out of the running
blackness of a river pool

a white salmon unplugged
itself and fell back

in a smash of light.

Out of the throat of

2 duck flying over,
delicate, Japanese

on the blue plate of the sky,
came a croaking grunt,
catarrhal and fat-living.

13. Interview.
14. Interview.
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Out of your never

averted face, come

classical admonitions

of the finality of form

and the untrespassable regions
beyond it. I go

poaching there and come
back with news of

an owl’s hoot, exploding
salmon and the profound eructations
from the flat nose of

a delicate duck.

Since I am your convert

and true believer, I have

to enlarge the admonitions

of your never averted face

to include these wild regions

where the lunacy of form

is normal and caricature

impossible. Am 1 bringing

your news to them or their news

to you? Am I evangelizing

the duck or you? - For how can a man
breathe hymns to the Lord

with one lung and hymns to the devil
with the other?™®

The imagery of the poem is sharply sensuous, compressed. The poem
is structured in two stanzas. The first presents the situation of natural
things seen through a metaphysical eye, where “classical admonitions/
of the finality of form” are violated by the poet-persona. In the second
stanza he expresses his dilemma of belief and non-belief (which is itself
the belief in another side of reality); belief as form, the “Lord” of con-
vention and non-belief as the “lunacy of form”, the “devil” which is
equally real to the poet. How can he reconcile these different ways of
seeing? They are united in love - his love for the “you” of the poem, his
love for the landscape - together with his ability to enter the region be-
yond and to act as a mediator, a “Go-Between” for the physical and
metaphysical worlds, “evangelizing” to each. Here MacCaig has created
a tangible poetical world with remarkable concision and restraint of the
imagination. Precise diction and rhetorical devices of repetition (“Out
of .. .” first stanza) and parallel unanswerable questions (“Am 1 ...?,”
second stanza) give the poem balance and coherence. It develops logi-
cally and is self-contained yet provocative. It is a poem about -and
which exemplifies - form and the limits of form.,

15. Norman MacCaig, “Go-Between,” Selected Poems, pp. 97-98. (Origin-
ally in Swrroundings, 1966).
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The poetry of Norman MacCaig represents a unique expression of
Neoclassicism, a uniquely Scottish response to and adaptation of the
classical literary tradition and its Anglo-American developments. Neo-
classical ideals as exemplified in the poetry of the English language,
apprehended with deep-rooted Celtic sensibility have created a durability
and universality in the poetry of Norman MacCaig which renders the
label “Scottish Renaissance” both hopelessly inadequate and, at the same
time, suggestive of the broader Renaissance tradition to which he be-
longs. Surely the MacCaig Renaissance is a healthy rebirth of Scottish
poetry, baptized, as it were, in the mainstream of world poetry - this is
the theoretical goal of the Scottish Renaissance writers, and MacCaig
has achieved it in his individual 20th Century-Neoclassical way.
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