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Out of the Shadows, by Marilyn Bowering: presented at the Elephant Mountain Literary 
Festival, Thursday July 11, 2019. 

1. 

The author who gave me the title ,“Out of the Shadows”, is Italo Calvino (1923-1985) as quoted 

by Florian Mussgnug who wrote text to accompany paintings by my friend, the artist Liz Rideal, 

in a book they produced together, called ‘Feu Follet’.  Feu Follet refers to the flickering lights—

will-o-the-wisps—sometimes seen in marshes. Liz’s paintings are themselves like ghostly trails, 

offering interpretations of these now rarely seen ethereal shapes. Mussgnug says, ‘The dreams 

and fears engendered by the subtle spirits, it appears, are now mostly figured by their absence.” 

(1.) Once, these lights were widely believed to be evidence of the harmony and mystery of 

relationships between humans, animals and spirits, and even to blur the boundaries between life 

and death.  

“Art,” Mussgnug writes, in another place in this very short text, ‘tempts us to imagine ourselves 

as eternally present [that is, as I understand it, as part of a continuity] but places this dream in the 

fragile tomb of a material form.” (2.) 

I want to begin here, with the idea that it is the business of the arts to explore boundaries and to 

find means to convey in concrete terms whatever flickering lights and relationships we find 

there. Not only is this a resource—perhaps ‘the’ resource—of  creative work, but it offers the 

prospect of restoration of the relationships I mentioned –those between humans and animals and 

even between the living and the dead—at a time when the ‘harmony and mystery’ which is a 

zone of mediation of all life on earth, has been radically undermined. (I don’t need to tell you 

how this has happened: we each have a list, possibly centred on ethics, ignorance, apathy and the 

environment.)   

In his and Liz’s book, Mussgnug approaches the idea of the artist’s path of engagement with feu 

follet—apparitions of fire—through quotations from Tennyson, Plutarch, Washington Irving, 

Borges, Emily Dickinson, and others.  I like Dickinson’s summing-up: “Better an ignis fatuus 

[another term for these marsh lights], “Than no illume at all—“.  (3.) That is, better an elusive 

light than none at all.    
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But it is Calvino who is most help to me as I do my best to establish my ground. “Italo Calvino, 

the author who invoked lightness as art’s greatest attribute, compared literature to a game of 

shadows. Tracing the endless paths of a labyrinthine world,” he wrote, “we play hide-and-seek 

with the elusive, ineffable order of the universe.”  (4.) 

2.  

In a book, Threshold, (5) which I published several years ago, along with the poems (and 

photographs by Xan Shian) which fill its pages, I gave a summary of an experience I’d had when 

walking on the island of Harris in the Outer Hebrides of Scotland—a country I’ve had a 

connection with since 1977 when I first went to live there with Michael, who became my 

husband. As I explain in Threshold’s ‘Afterword’, it brought me into an association— what I 

called an ‘encounter’-- with a 17th century female Scottish Gaelic bard named Mary MacLeod 

(Màiri nighean Alastair Ruaidh.) Really, though, it is a story of an igniting spark—a glimpse of 

the feu follet—which once seen, cannot be unseen, yet may take many years to make itself fully 

visible and many more before an understanding of the glimpse and an end are reached. (Those of 

you who have read Threshold, will be familiar with the beginning of this story.) 

It was the spring of 1978. Michael and I and our friends, Sam and Carolyn, journeyed along the 

single track roads of the north west coast of Scotland. We were in a forest green MGB and they 

drove Sam’s father’s white electrical engineering van, playing tag with us, taking advantage of 

the pull-out passing places, as we made our way north from Ullapool where we had spent the 

night. It was an informal race—there wasn’t any traffic—to a planned lunch stop at the Point of 

Stoer. We’d not long left the Falls of Kirkaig behind where I’d made us halt for a look—against 

some pressure to speed on—when I noticed a ‘Bookstore’ sign at the side of the road with an 

arrow pointing up a gravel driveway.  Michael pulled over a little grumpily, but after a brief 

consultation with our friends, we proceeded up the hill. Our hopes were not high: I imagined 

we’d find something along the lines of the wooden book shacks—sheds stuffed with musty 

paperbacks—I’d come across down farm roads off the highway between Quesnel and Prince 

George; but we parked near a shut-up-tight new pre-fab building below an older house. 
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Carolyn and I walked up the incline and knocked at the house door. The woman who answered 

looked surprised to see us. “We’d like to look at the books,” Carolyn said. Without speaking, the 

woman fetched a set of keys and we followed her back down the hill. 

It was evident the moment we were inside, that the store had been stocked by knowledgeable 

hands and with so much care that I found myself asking if it was all right to browse. Before too 

long, as Michael reassured her that we sincerely loved books, I asked my question and she 

directed me to the Scottish poetry section. 

I hadn’t seen a book or map or any of the small collection of handcrafted items in the store that I 

wouldn’t love to own; but now, confronting shelves of poetry, I was overwhelmed. There were 

hand-sewn pamphlets, broadsides, and hardbacks of an astonishing range of Scottish poetry of all 

types, a far better collection than I’d seen in Edinburgh bookshops. We were there for over an 

hour, and in the end, I had to choose between the two books I wanted most: a volume by the 18th 

c. poet, Duncan Ban MacIntyre, who wrote not far from where I was living in Glen Lochay, 

Perthshire, and the 17th century poems of Mary McLeod of the Hebrides. Both interested me, and 

in fact I’d been looking, without result, for early Scottish women poets to balance the all-male 

canon I’d encountered, but there was no question of being able to afford both. In the end, I 

selected the Duncan Ban MacIntyre. Yet, in Scourie that evening as I gazed out the window of 

the Hotel at a small flock of Jacob sheep—I found I couldn’t settle, couldn’t write or read as I’d 

planned to, and couldn’t get Mary MacLeod off my mind: so I gave up trying and joined Sam 

and Michael in the bar. Carolyn was somewhere reading one of the books she’d bought that day. 

They drank beer, as always; and I discovered I liked green Chartreuse.  

 Over the following years, I thought of Mary Macleod from time to time and asked writer friends 

and in bookstores, if they knew anything about her. No one did. And that was it, except for a 

sense of a loose thread, a mental irritation that suggested I might have missed a turning.  

 

3.  

More than thirty years later, I am walking one of the old coastal paths on the Island of Harris 

with Michael. I’ve not been to Scotland for a while and I’ve never been to the Outer Hebrides 

before. I wouldn’t be here at all, but I’d booked our air travel before I realized I’d made a 

mistake about the date of my writer in residence position at Moniack Mhor, the Scottish Writing 
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Centre near Inverness. Harris is one of Michael’s many favourite walking places and he is 

enthusiastic about showing it to me. 

 

Eventually, we reach a place where the track tips steeply down from bluffs to Rodel, a village of 

a few scattered houses, a small hotel at the jetty and St. Clements—an early 16th century church 

Michael has said I will like—showing its squat frame and square tower on a rise.  

The interior of the church is dim, lit by a few low windows which shed pale light on the grey 

stone walls and flagging. The only ‘furnishings’ are three tombs set into the walls. On a message 

board I read that the church was likely built by Alexander MacLeod (Alasdair Crotach). His 

tomb is dated 1528 and he was buried there between 1545 and 1547.  I puzzle through the tomb’s 

medieval iconography, liking most of all a galley (birlinn) under sail and the dogs in a hunting 

scene which ‘represents the world of living mortals.’ Carved grave stone slabs lean against the 

wall of the north transept, and in the south transept a stone MacLeod knight in armour stretches 

out below a window. Thin sunlight splashes in and washes his features. For nearly an hour, I 

walk back and forth in this area, returning often to the south transept and the view out its window 

to the sea. Michael suggests I’m lingering because I don’t want to face the long walk back to the 

B&B (there could be truth in that), but before I go, I climb a series of ladders into the tower, and 

then come back down and wander in and out of the church, always going back to the same spot 

in the south transept, until Michael finally pulls me away.  

Sometime after dinner when I’m trawling through bookshelves at Sorrel Cottage B&B, I pick up 

Finlay J. MacDonald’s memoir, The Corncrake and the Lysander, of growing up on South 

Harris. In it, he writes of visiting St. Clements church as a boy, and that “Mary MacLeod of the 

seventeenth century, whose songs live on as memorials more lasting than stone” is buried there. 

(6)  Her grave, I later learn, is beneath the floor of the South Transept, below the window where I 

had lingered that day. I mention this to Michael, and recall how I’d tried over the years in a 

haphazard way, to find out more about her, intrigued that she had made a place for herself as a 

poet in a time when few women could.  

In the morning, I wake with the awareness that I’ve been dreaming about Tighnacraig, the house 

we’d lived in at the time we came upon that remote bookstore. I sit up and turn to look out the 

window; but the window isn’t there. I face round to where the door should be, but it isn’t there 
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either. I wait for the strangeness to pass, but it doesn’t. My sense of physical presence is at odds 

with the room, its actual windows and doors in places they have no right to be. Then I try, but 

can’t remember how I came to be wherever it is I am. After a few minutes of worry, I get up and 

find my notebook and read what I’ve written of the days and weeks of travel right up to the time 

I went to bed.  Even with that, my senses have me elsewhere. When Michael is awake we take 

out the map, but nothing I find on paper tells me how to solve this puzzle of why I feel this way. 

From the stern of the ferry we take that morning, we watch the Island of Harris diminish. Big 

puffs of cumulous clouds loll between its hills, but the skies directly overhead are blue and 

sunny. We point out Harris landmarks to each other, and my sense of being out of sync with time 

and place and behind a glass wall, eases. On board with us are people we’ve been seeing on and 

off over the last few days: French girls from the B&B, a family on a cycling holiday, and two 

French boys who have been hitchhiking. The ferry slaloms through a dense scattering of islands 

and islets into the Sound of Harris, its progress first south and then west. Seals and seabirds 

contemplate us from skerries a safe distance across the space of silvery waters. 

At the ferry landing, we join the two French boys in the bus shelter to wait for the bus to 

Lochmaddy further south.  When it eventually comes, the driver tells us he is still on the outward 

part of his route—he’s here to let off, not pick up, passengers, but he’ll be back at the ferry slip 

after dropping his remaining passengers on Berneray, the small island adjoined to North Uist by 

a causeway. “You can come for the tour if you want,” he says. ‘I won’t charge you.”  The French 

boys choose to stay where they are, but we get onboard. 

 

The bus hustles along a narrow road into a landscape of low hills, rough green fields and stones. 

The island is small, scoured and windblown. A seaweed-strewn shoreline unwinds to the east. 

Everyone except us disembarks at a crossroads, and then we continue north. There are a few 

houses and crofts but no sign of anything like a town. “I love it here,” I tell Michael, “we’ve got 

to come back.” 

  

At a bus shelter within sight of the sea and not far from some ruins at the end of his run, the 

driver turns his vehicle around, and then shuts off the engine.  He moves past us to the back and 
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switches on a radio. “I’ll be ten minutes,” he says above the music and takes his lunch from a 

knapsack. “Get off and look around, if you like.” 

 

Outside, the exhilaration I’ve felt since coming onto the island softens. Keeping an eye on the 

bus, I walk ten or twenty metres away, and then alter course through a field towards the sea 

while Michael follows a track to the ruins. Part way across the field I stop and soak in the peace; 

then move on up the small hill that rises behind the bus shelter. At the top, I quarter turn all the 

way round so I can see it all: the shapes of rock above the beach, the gables and rectangles and 

thatches of the ruins, the blowing grasses and a few sheep and the small undulations of the inland 

hills. The sound of bees fills my ears. I feel blissfully at home, and when Michael joins me, I tell 

him so. If I could, I say, I’d sit down and go no further. But it is only a sandwich or two the 

driver has to eat and he starts the engine and we have to leave. 

 

That evening over dinner in Lochmaddy from where we’ll catch the ferry back to Skye in the 

morning, I tell Michael I’ve started scrawling lines of poetry—nothing much so far—only a few 

fragments—but I hope there might be more:  and I’d like to follow the notion that has taken hold 

since we were on Harris: to see what I can find out about Mary MacLeod.  “If I lived here,” I 

write in my notebook, “the songs would form in the spray and in the mouths of birds….” Not 

that I know the language of birds or even have any Gaelic, the language in which Mary 

composed her verses 

4.  

I am not the first writer by any means, whose imagination has been fired by what might seem a 

will o’ the wisp. I am sure many of you have experienced a version of what I have been talking 

about. My poetry teacher, Robin Skelton, once gave me an account of his vision of the Muse 

when he was in hospital in India during the Second World War. The vision gave him purpose 

and brought him in to a movement that whatever its faults (7) re-positioned the feminine at the 

centre of western creative culture as the engendering creative power.  

For the poet, Robert Graves, a survivor of the slaughter in the trenches of the First World War,  

the feu follet of the White Goddess appeared in 1944 as “a sudden overwhelming obsession “ an 

“unsolicited enlightenment” on a subject he’d given little thought to before. (8) Within a few 
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weeks he had written a 70,000 word version of what became the book, The White Goddess, his 

cross-cultural tracing of the goddess myth. For him and Robin, and other artists, both men and 

women, the triple-form goddess (virgin, mother and crone) offered an alternative to a patriarchal 

culture whose endpoint was a series of increasingly murderous wars.  

 5.  

W.S. Merwin, who died in March at the age of ninety-one, pursued his own feu follet. In his 

book The Mays of Ventadorn (which I recently re-read), he described visiting Ezra Pound in the 

late 1940’s when Pound was incarcerated in St. Elizabeth’s mental asylum in Washington D.C. 

Merwin, who was 19 or 20 years old, had read and admired Pound’s poetry and translations. He 

wrote to ask if Pound would see him and to Merwin’s surprise, Pound—who many people 

thought should have been in prison for his fascist activities in Italy during the Second World 

War—agreed. Pound spoke to him of Confucius, Cocteau, and Eliot (who Pound knew), and 

directed Merwin to learn languages, to get to work translating, to abjure the dead-end of 

derivative writing. Merwin wrote about his mixed feelings from these encounters. But one thing, 

especially, stuck: The Provencal poets, the troubadours, are the real source, Pound had said. In 

one of the letters he sent Merwin afterwards, Pound directed Merwin to “Read seeds, not twigs.” 

A return to origins, Pound had written in an essay “invigorates because it is a return to nature and 

reason.” (9)  The instruction to return to sources sparked something in the young poet. He 

became aware of what might lie behind the ‘shadowy un-numbered past of grandparents and 

great-grandparents who had not kept track even of their own unquestioned certainties, and in 

whose lost memories the origins of the present lay in darkness.” (10)   

Merwin had grown up in Scranton, Pennsylvania, an industrialized city in a large coal-mining 

region of the USA. He writes in The Mays, of intimations of a fuller, deeper world that reached 

him through his brief childhood experiences of nature. One summer, years after his meetings 

with Pound, he explored a region of southwest France and fell in love with its old villages and 

came across a particular ruined house that attracted him. The view to the ridges beyond the 

valley filled him “with a sudden longing, as though they were something I recognized as a 

child.” (11)  Memories like this—of a place itself ‘secret and fragile and [that] must not be 

betrayed…a presence like the nearness of a bird…” formed part of the lure “which would lead 

[him] back to elaborate songs in an archaic language.” (12)  Improbably, and with almost no 
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money, Merwin bought the ruin from the old woman who had been born there and who had over 

many years refused to sell it. The region was the land of the troubadours. 

 Following a twisting path over the years that would take him away and bring him back to the 

land and poetry of the Troubadours,  Merwin “knew that [he] had strayed into an unguarded part 

of the past that had managed to remain coherent and in place, leading back from season to 

season, life to life, farther than [he] could imagine.” (13) 

One spring day, he found himself, near “the ruins…all that was left, by the end of the twentieth 

century, of the chateau of Ventadour […], In the 12th century “the chateau had been the home of 

Bernart de Ventadorn, one of the greatest of the troubadours.” (14) “Of all the troubadours, there 

was none whose poems [he] loved more.” (15)  After finding this place, he decided, “to try again 

to hear something of the troubadours’ brief, bright sense of the world. To find what ruins, indeed, 

might still be standing.” […] “I was not thinking then [Merwin wrote] of how long I had been on 

my way to that glimpse […] I did not recall that it had been in the spring, too, that I had taken 

one of the first definite steps [with his visit to Pound] towards them, though I had no idea of that 

at the time.” (16) 

6. 

When I began to learn what I could about the life of Mary Macleod, I found there was little 

agreement about it, even to its chronology. Authorities had her born in the sixteenth century and 

living beyond the age of 100 into the 17th. One said that Mary was born in Rodel, Harris in 1569 

and buried there at the age of 105, in 1674 (17); another that she lived 103 years from 1590 to 

1693. (18) Even in the 20th century, the Encyclopedia Britannica gave variations of these dates.  

Other scholarship, from 1934 onwards, estimated her dates as 1615-1707. These dates are now 

generally accepted, although a birthdate of 1625 ‘might be an equally good guess.’ (19)  There 

was no general acceptance, even, that Rodel was where she was born. 

She may have died at Dunvegan, Skye; or on  the Island of Pabbay or on Berneray, but wherever 

she died, most writers are firm in the assertion that Mary was buried in the south transept of St. 

Clements (Tùr Chliamain) in Rodel (20) where I had spent so much time that day I walked on 

Harris.  
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It began to feel—with the exception of Mary’s gravesite—as if I were carrying sand as each 

‘fact’ slipped through my fingers. I become more curious—and cautious—about the relationship 

between what is remembered and what is forgotten: about the slippery cadences of oral accounts. 

It was different when it came to the poems: a dozen or so of these were still recalled and sung 

into the 1950’s when they were recorded by field workers from the University of Edinburgh. 

Their fixed patterns and devices, even their variations, ensured that what was carried forward 

from person to person, remained true. Farmworkers, travellers (gypsies), crofters—men and 

women—kept this transmission alive; but there is no way to know, or recover, what or how 

much has been lost.  Mussgnug offers us Borges’ lines, “And you are cloud, ocean, oblivion’s 

mist /And you are also all that you have lost.” (21) 

Following a feu follet is not without risk. Such lights occur over marshlands where there are few 

or no paths at all. Rideal and Mussgnug speak of images that are “intangible, complex and 

fleeting”.  Such lights may always recede, leading the traveller to their doom. “We crave the 

story,” they say, “but the ghost denies us a reality.”  

After years of work, W.S. Merwin found that none of the vidas or scholarship or accounts 

intended to untangle the knot time makes of a life, had established more than speculation about 

his poet, Bernart, the Troubadour, and he concluded, “We should humbly confess our total 

ignorance […] of his origins, his destiny, and his end. (22) 

7. 

When I return to Scotland the following summer to talk with Scottish Gaelic poets who might 

help me find my way through a language and tradition about which I know little, the first I speak 

with is Aonghas Padraig Campbeil. 

We meet outside his wife’s studio, a converted post-office, at Ardvasar in Skye. As he unlocks 

the door, he calls out Gaelic greetings to passersby. Once we are inside, he sits me down amidst 

his wife’s canvases, and then steps into an alcove and puts the kettle on for coffee. “What is your 

story?” he asks me from around the corner. “Who are you, what are you doing, what is your 

connection to all this?” 

I tell him what I can, and with trepidation, of myself and coming across Mary MacLeod’s work, 

and then say that when I woke up that morning and was trying to decide what I would talk to him 
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about, I found myself thinking about marginalization: how a poet’s achievements can be pushed 

aside for spurious reasons: Mary’s ambition, out of keeping for what was expected of a woman,  

an ‘eccentric’ appearance, especially in her old age,  and a liking for whisky and snuff are often 

mentioned when assigning her to the fringes. “I don’t think Mary MacLeod has received the 

attention she deserves, she has been undeservedly dismissed,” I say. “Once you get past the 

surface of her as a court poet [she was an ‘informal’ court poet to the Macleods of Dunvegan 

Castle] there is a great deal of feeling in the poems, much emotion and engagement with 

contemporary life. I don’t understand the neglect.” 

 

“I agree,” Aonghas Padraig says unexpectedly, emerging from the alcove. In our 

correspondence, he’d insisted he knew nothing about Mary and little about Gaelic poetry at all, 

despite his advocacy for its literature as a broadcaster and novelist as well as a poet. He hands 

me a cup and sits down. “I have been guilty of that neglect. I thought of her just as a figure in 

textbooks, but when I got out the poems and re-read them and paid attention, I was astonished. 

They are so deep, and deeply full of the culture.” Neglect of Gaelic culture is not only 

consignable to the past, he tells me: what I have said and understood about its marginalization is 

‘music to [his] ears.’ 

 

The stories of the feu follet are of neglect: what is just out of sight, forgotten, ignored and that 

suddenly flickers on the fringes of our attention. Aonghas Padraig’s observations as we read 

through the poems are important, but his knowledgeable affection for the work is invaluable.  I’d 

been discouraged because of critics who portrayed Mary as derivative, a shadow of her male 

contemporaries, a woman poet who had mistakenly taken on ‘big’ subjects for which she was not 

fitted. The poems moved me deeply, although initially I couldn’t have said why, filled as they 

were with Clan MacLeod genealogy, what  the poet Sorley Maclean complained of as Mairi’s 

“interminable Rodericks and Normans.” (23) Gaelic poets of Mary’s “clan-and-chief” style, had, 

he said, “in spite of [their] unfailing freshness and beauty […] a narrowness and lack of wide 

human significance.”  (24) Which is a pretty devastating indictment. 

 

I came to see, however, that Mary’s use of traditional metaphors was as steeped in significance 

as were Homer’s ( e.g. his oft-referred to ‘wine dark sea’), and that the flattery of ‘clan-and-
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chief’ style  in Mary’s hands, was a form of bardic spell making: that is, to make what you want 

happen, you portray it as if it already has. Mary’s mission was to recall clan leaders to their 

duties to their people and culture, and so she wrote of the fulfillment of Gaelic virtues by heroic 

leaders even as Gaelic culture faltered under a process of forced Anglicization and the 

suppression of its language and identity; a process in which many of its leaders participated.   

8.  

For several days I have been grieving the death of a friend. News of her passing reached me as I 

began this second journey to the Hebrides, the journey I mostly spent talking to poets. Most 

nights I awakened to the music of a river, its sound slow, cold, thick and syrupy and present. The 

first time it happened I was sleeping beside a river, in Uig where we waited overnight for the 

ferry, my window open just above where it ran into the sea. It shouldn’t have surprised me, since 

of all my friends, Liz, the friend who had died, had most retained a sense of imagery and belief 

in magic, and she displayed these for the world in her ingenious productions for theatre. I dream 

of her and get up and write without stopping: It must be the river darkling, the bodies of fish in a 

cool slide of current; the light—enough to show the tops of the hills. It must be the song of the 

river, all the remembered voices. The ones who passed by or who stopped to mark a stone; or to 

throw a stone into the water.  It must be her, her feet wet, her shoes in her hand, thoughts calm 

as she feels the river’s pebbles under her feet, can count them, can remember them like words, 

each with a tone that describes what the river says, who it has seen, where it is going.  It must be 

the night like thin beaten silver, like a memory of planets: a room and the river and Liz in it 

without shoes; it must be she who wakes me to listen. 

Last time I was in Uig, we sailed to Tarbert on Harris where we started our walk south, the walk 

that led me to this encounter with Mary Macleod. This time, we will cross the Minch to 

Lochmaddy on North Uist then take the bus north. We have only a few days for this loop to 

Berneray and back, but I had promised myself I would return to the small island we had visited 

by accident on that first trip, ever since I had learned in Gaelic Songs the 1934 edition of Mary 

MacLeod’s poems (25) that she had lived there under the patronage of Sir Norman Macleod: “Sir 

Norman’s house, part of which is still standing, was near the sea on the north-east side of 

Bernera [….] At a short distance from this spot was the house which Sir Norman gave to Mary 

MacLeod in a place called Tobhta nan Craobh, and close beside a great well used by Sir Norman 
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and called Tobar m’ór Mhic Leoid, which is still in use. The remains of the house are still to be 

seen, though covered with turf.” 

I am anxious to see if any of these buildings, noted over 75 years earlier, still exist. 

As soon as we get off the bus from Lochmaddy, we drop our packs at our B&B and head to the 

former Nurse’s Cottage, now the Visitor Information Centre which houses the Berneray 

Historical Society. I am in a hurry because it is Friday and I’ve been warned the Centre closes 

early for the weekend; we are only here for a day and a half.  Inside the stone cottage are several 

rooms of photographic displays, information about the Historical Society’s cultural and 

genealogical projects, and natural history information and maps. As soon as he is finished with 

another visitor, the curator, a small man in a red pullover, asks if he can be of help. When he 

hears I am interested in Mary MacLeod and wonder if there is anything left of where she had 

lived, he leaves at once to hurry to his house and bring back a copy of her poems. We look 

through them together and he takes me through the verses that mention Sir Norman, Mary’s 

patron.  

 

“You will never get to the bottom of the mystery of Mary MacLeod,” he says when we have 

finished talking, and then he takes us to a window and points to where the ruins of Sir Norman 

MacLeod’s house lie on a point at the far side of the bay. “You’ll know it by the carving above 

the lintel: Hic natus est illustris ille Normanus MacLeod de Berneray eques auratus,” he says. 

Then he locates the house for us on a map—and also the MacLeod well nearby to the southwest. 

Close by, it, too, he affirms, is where Mary’s thatched house, Tobhta nan Craobh, also known as 

Tobhta Màiri (Mary’s house) once stood.  

 

I look at the map, confused, and trace my finger along the roadway to its end. But it is Michael 

who understands before I do. When we’d stopped and got off the bus the year before and waited 

for the driver to eat his lunch, we were at this place already. Michael had walked down the lane 

to what was Norman MacLeod’s house—and I had crossed the field to the well and to where 

Tobhta nan Craobh (Ruin of the Trees) Mary’s house, had been. I had climbed up the hill beside 

it: the sun out and wind blowing, and felt that I was home. 
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9. 

A great deal, much of it surprisingly positive can be said about not always knowing what you are 

doing. Merwin’s wending towards the Troubadours, directed, he indicates, by, a sense of what he 

had lost through disconnection from his ancestors, brought him to the core of his life’s work. 

When he came to the Troubadours’ Provence, the land led him on in a continuing treasure hunt 

in ‘geography and time’ to discover those ‘silent walls where the songs began.” (26) His journey 

revealed to him the “recurring burden of Bernart’s song […]—a constant theme of the love 

poetry of the world—the distance between the lover and the beloved, between the present and the 

past or an imagined future, between one place and another”, and also the power of “candid 

sensuality." (27)  These were an antidote to the materialism and despair of the post-war world 

under imminent threat of nuclear war, and they were also ‘a cross section of where ‘the heart has 

gone.”(28) 

10. 

A Conference at Graz 

Two years ago, I was invited to give a key note address at a conference called Green Matters, at 

the University of Graz in Austria. The purpose of the conference was to hear from the work of 

scholars who have embraced the concept of Cultural Ecology as developed by the German 

academic, Hubert Zapf. Zapf’s work studies literary texts as an ecological force, as a source of 

sustainability analogous to other life processes and interdependent with them. I was there to give 

a writers’ point of view which I did primarily by speaking of the multi-dimensional techniques I 

use in my novels, their source in the changing environment of Vancouver Island where I grew 

up, and of the ‘old voices’ within the deep roots of a view of nature we have long ago 

transgressed.   

Then I sat back down to listen.   

Literary works, in Zapf’s analysis, act as laboratories of human self-exploration that test the 

basic assumptions of prevailing cultural systems and at the same time are ‘imaginative biotopes’ 

in which dimensions and energies neglected by these systems find space to develop and express 

themselves. (29)  
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The academics who presented papers, discussed a number of environmental issues and how these 

were presented in fiction, drama and poetry; but they were especially interested in writing that 

did not set out with a mission, but drew from an array of non-traditional sources and brought 

these perspectives and ideas into literary culture as a counter-balance to prevailing views. They 

referenced Apocalyptic Narratives, the Supernatural and Horror; works that use the points of 

view of animals, of vampires, of other beings on the margins; writing that transgresses usual 

ideas of time and space; the bio politics of violence and natural disasters, all of these contributing 

to a vast, stirring mix  that acts within “the manifold and complex interactivity between culture 

and nature in ever new scenarios[…] and have derived their potential of innovation and cultural 

self-renewal from the creative exploration of this boundary.” (30) * Or as Mussgnug and Rideal 

illustrate in Feu Follet, through the transformative possibilities offered by the flickering lights in 

marshes and bogs and other in-between spaces and their figurative equivalents in creative work 

where the artist is invited—lured? seduced?—into bringing what lies in this boundary space, out 

of the shadows.  

11. 

When, at last, Mary was permitted to return home from exile—an exile she was sent into because 

she had offended at least one MacLeod chief with her verses—it was on condition that she never 

again compose a song, indoors or out.  But she was a bard, with a bard’s obligations to her 

people, her culture, and to the earth.  And so, it is said, she stood on the threshold of a house, 

neither indoors nor out, and composed her songs there. 

“Is the story literal?’ I asked Meg Bateman, another Gaelic poet. “Oh, it can be literal,” Meg 

said, “the story is a willingness that it be literal—It shows she had  found her solution, which 

would be recognized by others, as her inhabiting a liminal space, a space of freedom: she lays 

claim to this place.” 

12. 

Out of the Shadows: 

Of the three islands—Mull, Scarba and Pabbay—thought to be those to which Mary was exiled, 

the only one to find a place in her surviving poetry, is Scarba, a never much-inhabited island in 

the southern Inner Hebrides, more than 100 miles south by sea from Dunvegan on Skye or closer 

to 130 miles south from Berneray—far from any of the places she called home. The island, about 
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three miles long and the same across, rises from the sea to a height of about 1500 feet in the 

centre and is separated from its northern and southerly neighbours by exceedingly dangerous 

channels.  The lines that mention the island offer a rare certainty in the otherwise shifting 

landscape that is Mary’s story.  She writes, at the beginning of ‘MacLeod’s Lilt’, one of her most 

famous poems, of the islands she can see as she composes this song: 

 

Sitting here on the knoll, forlorn and unquiet, I gaze 
upon Islay and marvel the while; there was a time I 
never thought, till my times took a change, that hither 
I should come to view Jura from Scarba. 
 
Hither to come and view Jura from Scarba! Bear my 
Greetings to the land that lieth shadowed by the rugged peaks…. (31)	
 

As I know by now, the opening of these poems is crucial to understanding what follows. 

Characteristically, no matter what else is conveyed, we are to experience the rest from within the 

context of the emotion the poet describes for us at the start. Here she is abandoned, deserted, 

desolate, sad and lonely and disturbed and restless. And also marveling at what has happened to 

her and where it has brought her. The rest of the poem is praise of Mary’s patron, Norman 

Macleod, and there is a great deal to be learned from it, but I have come here, hiring a boat to do 

so, to explore this rare ‘certainty’ because scholars have made a point of dismissing it as another 

instance of what cannot be trusted in Mary’s work. At best, the attitude is that “it is probably 

impossible to see much of Islay from Scarba, because the view southwards from Scarba, across 

Coire Bhreacain, is dominated by the Paps [the mountains] of Jura.” (32)  On the other hand, I 

am certain that nothing occurs in Mary’s poetry without a purpose, and I want to find what it is.  

 

Coire Bhreacain, the channel between Scarba’s south end and the north end of Jura, is home to 

the Corryvrechan whirlpool, the third largest maelstrom in the world.  It is said that “If a strong 

westerly wind should blow against a spring flood, the breakers at the overfall may be twenty feet 

high and spout as high as the mast of a ship”, the roar of it heard up to six or more miles away. 

(33) From my work in the Map Library of the National Library of Scotland, it is clear that the 

only place Mary could have had the three-island view she describes in her poem, is at about 200 

feet up on the southwest heights of Scarba overlooking the Gulf of Corryvrechan near its western 
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end. It isn’t feasible to land there in our boat, so we go ashore, instead, at Scarba’s north-east 

end—diagonally opposite—where there is a pier. Unlike the rest of the island, which is treeless 

and rocky, this corner is softened by woods of oak, birch, rowan and willow, trees which spray 

olive and red over hillsides woven with swatches of pale green bracken. In Mary’s time about 50 

people lived here and worked the crofts, or small holdings. Nearby was a burial ground in use 

until the 19th century, and a church dedicated to the Virgin Mary that was mentioned by the 

Chronicler, John of Fordun, commenting before 1360. He wrote that this Chapel of the Blessed 

Virgin was a place of pilgrimage at which many miracles were performed.  On the 1909 

Geological Survey Map I consulted in Edinburgh, its ruins were marked along with a set of steps 

leading along the east coast to the Point of the Maidens, directly above the Corryvrechan 

whirlpool. Shane Cadzow, the farmer from Luing who leases Scarba’s grazing rights and knows 

every inch of the island, has confirmed for me that the steps begin near the Chapel ruins and are 

cut into the rock; but they are badly overgrown, and not passable.  (35) He advises us to take a 

path that ascends from behind the island’s only building, a lodge visited in summer by the 

island’s owner,  and hike to the south-west that way. Cadzow has also seen the ‘womb-shaped 

lochan’ I have read of, that empties its waters into a stream that flows out towards the whirlpool’. 

He affirms that what Mary says is true: it is possible to see Islay while looking at Jura, but only 

from a very small area high on Scarba’s southwest point.  

 

Grasses blow, fence lines appear, and wildflowers in yellow and mauve sprinkle the verge as we 

head on to the lower levels of a turfy path. We have just reached a sheepfold, higher up, when 

the rain arrives in an icy downpour. We don rain gear, hunch our shoulders and continue. The 

rain comes and goes, the ground is boggy and often deep in mud. Wildflowers give way to 

heather and burned-over ground and bracken. There’s little wildlife—a few swallows and gulls, 

two bees, one walking, one flying, two caterpillars and one struggling white moth, although from 

the sea we saw wild goats on the cliffs, and Shane Cadzow spoke of the presence of many red 

deer. Once we hit the two hour mark of the hike, and given we have to return to meet our 

boatman, Struan, while the tides are still favourable or be stuck here overnight, I start to worry.  

Michael wants to strike overland to the west shore and call for Struan to pick us up there, but this 

is not what I have come here to do. After passing a small lochan, we agree to climb to the next 

landmark, a cairn above us, about another half hour on. We press on past it and suddenly come 
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over the brow of the hill to find the land and seascape spread out before us. We are high above 

the Corryvrechan Gulf, with Jura nearby, green and purple, full of shadow and colour.  Right 

ahead of us, not far from the cliff edge and above the Corryvrechan whirlpool, there is a small 

rocky knoll.  From there, I can see beyond Jura under a clearing sky, to Islay’s northeast point, a 

gnarled length of solid dark blue along the sea.   

 

The Corryvrechan whirlpool, the poet Meg Bateman has written, is a ‘living entity’ and is the 

home of the Cailleach, the hag, one of the most important goddesses in the Gaelic Otherworld. 

(36)  Reaching over it, below us, is the Point of the Maidens, the end of the path of carved stone 

steps that leads from the Chapel Sacred to the Blessed Virgin Mother.  These literal connections 

along with the ‘womb-shaped lochan’, would suggest a place sacred to the ancient-triple-

goddess: Maiden, Mother and Crone. The Paps (mountains) of Jura which Mary views, are said 

by the writer Mairi Hederwick to be the mythical habitat of women with Magical powers. (37) 

And Islay, at which Mary gazes, was for centuries the seat of Gaelic power under the Lordship of 

the Isles, the epitome of the culture, values and sovereignty for which Mary advocated and 

because of which advocacy, she was sent into exile. By accident or by design—and surely it is 

by design—Mary has placed herself in the poem at the centre of her power at the time of her 

greatest need and isolation. 

 

The weather has closed in, the blue skies have disappeared and it is no longer possible to see 

Islay. White water leaps against the rocky shores on both sides of the gulf. Even as we leave, the 

Cailleach of the Corryvrechan whirlpool makes her presence felt. She stirs in her deep rock 

hollow, the coire (cauldron, whirlpool, hollow, kettle). Foam heaps and swirls on the surface.  

 

As we hurry down, now knowing the way through the bogs, I find a rhythm from all that is 

around me, even from the way the heather crooks near the base of its stem before it branches and 

flowers; the way cloud and sun uncover the panels and caves and doors of the mountains; even 

from the piles of dung and the stories they tell of  land shared with animals; and the flint rock 

and the spongy moss and the threading wildflowers in yellow and white and pink and gold; by 

the way I walk; by the feel of my body and its varying ages as I walk; and  by the strength the 
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rain and the sun pour into me—such simple things that it is easy to forget them when elsewhere, 

and impossible not to be aware of them here. 

 

Before I leave you with Mary’s story, I want to say a little about what has emerged from the 

shadows for me. As a writer, it is the felt knowledge of an unexpected heritage of writing that 

carries emotional and technical information, of the possibility that what has been lost can be 

found, of the potential for writing to act as an ecological force and bring balance and news and a 

centre of strength. As a writer, as a woman, as an individual who often feels at odds with the 

world in which she finds herself,  it is to be reminded to be associated, like Mary, with the forces 

of creation found in Nature, and to honour the power of all ages of women and the ‘magical’ 

practice of poets. To remember and work for the best of our inheritance, whatever it is, to have 

courage; to know that a record of possibility is retained in the flickering lights of liminal spaces 

and that artists can find a way to read it. To offer encouragement to others to try. 

Approx. 7715 words 
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