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Getting the most from this guide

This guide has been written to help you study the poems of Norman MacCaig by developing your knowledge and skills in analysis to enable you to achieve your best in your exam. This guide has been written specifically with the Scottish exam system in mind, so it is all relevant to your study needs. MacCaig’s poetry features in both the SQA English National 5 and Higher Critical Reading exams. Whichever exam you are sitting, this guide will provide vital help and support. It will also enable you to gain a richer understanding of the poems, so that you can enjoy them even more.

The text used in preparing these materials is The Poems of Norman MacCaig, edited by Ewen MacCaig (Polygon 2005, ISBN 978-1-84697-136-5). The line numbers used throughout this guide correspond to those in this text.

What is in this guide?


•  a detailed review of each poem, focusing on understanding and analysis

•  a section which draws together the key themes and techniques shared by the poems

•  advice on how to approach the Scottish textual analysis questions, including the important final question

•  advice on how to plan and write your critical essay

•  key quotations and specific questions to help you direct your thinking



Watch out for the following features used throughout this guide, which will help you focus your understanding of the poems:
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Target your thinking

This feature appears at the start of every chapter. It will help you focus on key ideas which will be important in the chapter.
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Build critical skills

You will see this feature at various points in each chapter. The questions in this box will encourage you to think deeply, and to analyse and explore the texts more fully.
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Glossary

This box will highlight and define key words, for example techniques used by MacCaig.

[image: ]




[image: ]

Exam tip

Top tips to help you maximise your chances of success in the exam.
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Key quotations

The key quotations will help you focus on important aspects of the text.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING

This feature appears at the end of each chapter. It will help you reinforce your learning by reminding you of key elements of the text and/or how to approach the exam.
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1 Introduction

Studying the poems

While using this guide you may find it useful to dip into sections, and poems, as and when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, Chapter 2: Context can be read before you read the poems themselves, since it offers information about the poet alongside an explanation of the cultural, literary and historical background to the collected works. In Chapter 2: Context you will find information about the aspects of MacCaig’s life and times that influenced his writing, the particular places and people that inspired his work, and the style that made his poetry so unique.

In Chapter 3: Study and revision, each of the six poems has an analysis section dedicated to it. Each of these has a detailed line-by-line analysis that focuses on how the poet has employed different literary techniques in order to develop the central ideas or themes of the poem. You will notice that the poems themselves have not been included as part of this study guide. This is because you will have your own copies. The individual commentaries are designed to be read alongside the poems to help deepen your understanding and to help you develop your own analysis skills.

How to read and understand a poem

The analysis in this guide is not intended to be comprehensive and instead offers examples of some of the more widely taught interpretations – poetry should first and foremost be enjoyed and understood holistically. You should begin by reading the poem several times before questioning how the poem has made you feel and what issues it has made you consider further. Only once you have established this should you break down the poem to unlock the secrets of how the poet made you feel this way. Here are a few questions you should ask yourself:


•  What is the poem about?

•  What literary and poetic techniques have been used?

•  What effect do these techniques have?



What is the poem about?

This is about more than just identifying what is happening in the poem, although this is an excellent starting point. Ask yourself what the universal ideas or concerns are that are being explored, i.e. what are the poem’s themes? This can be a difficult process and may involve reading the poem several times. Poetry, by its nature, is much more dense than other forms of writing and so there is a lot more to unpack and discover, which is why it sometimes needs a little work to unlock the meaning.

Themes to look out for in MacCaig’s work include:


•  death and loss

•  humanity’s relationship with the natural world

•  violence and suffering

•  isolation



Literary and poetic techniques used

The poetic devices to look out for include:


•  imagery: metaphor, simile and personification

•  word choice

•  sound effects: onomatopoeia and assonance

•  rhythm and rhyme

•  enjambment and sentence structure

•  contrast



There are many other techniques discussed in this guide. You will need to read the poem carefully to see what other techniques have been used. There is a glossary of literary terms at the end of the guide to help you understand the function of the different techniques.

Preparing for your exam

Introducing the Critical Reading paper

Whether you are sitting National 5 or Higher English, your Critical Reading exam will follow the same format. It is worth 40 marks (40% of your overall mark) and is made up of two sections:


•  Section 1: Scottish text: also known as Scottish textual analysis or set text. This is marked out of 20 and is worth 20% of your total mark.

•  Section 2: Critical essay: this is also marked out of 20 and is worth 20% of your total mark.



Section 1: Scottish text

For this section of the exam, you will study one Scottish text or writer from the SQA list. The poetry of Norman MacCaig is on the list for both National 5 and Higher levels and covers six poems: ‘Hotel Room, 12th Floor’, ‘Brooklyn Cop’, ‘Basking Shark’, ‘Visiting Hour’, ‘Assisi’ and ‘Aunt Julia’. One of these six poems is chosen every year to be included in the exam. In Section 1, there are a number of shorter questions on the chosen exam poem. There is also a longer final question which offers you the chance to show your wider knowledge of MacCaig’s poems by referring to one or more of the other five poems. In National 5, there are a total of 12 marks for the chosen poem and 8 marks for the final question. In Higher, the division is 10 and 10.

What can you expect in the Scottish text section?

The shorter questions will ask you to focus closely on specific lines of the poem and to demonstrate your knowledge and skills in analysis by selecting examples of language or other poetic techniques and commenting on them. The final question will ask you something about the chosen poem and other(s) – it is likely to concentrate on an aspect of content such as theme or characters in the poems, or on a technique such as use of imagery or contrast. You should spend 45 minutes in total completing all of Section 1.

There will be more details on how to tackle these questions in Chapter 4.1 of this guide.
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Exam tip

You have 1 hour 30 mins total to complete the English Critical Reading paper:


•  approximately 45 minutes to complete Section 1: Scottish text

•  another 45 minutes to complete your answers for Section 2: Critical essay
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Section 2: Critical essay

The critical essay paper is divided into genre sections – MacCaig falls into the poetry genre. For each genre, the National 5 will have two essay questions, and the Higher will have three essay questions.

What can you expect in the critical essay section?

You should answer one question. Remember, you can choose from the poetry genre only if you have answered on a different genre in Section 1: Scottish texts. If you choose to answer on MacCaig for your essay, you should pick one of the two or three poetry questions. You will have approximately 45 minutes to write your essay.

There will be more information on how to plan and write your essay in Chapter 4.2.
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Exam tip

You must not deal with the same genre in both sections of the exam.


•  If you answer questions in Section 1 on the work of MacCaig, you may not write an essay on poetry in Section 2.

•  If you are planning on writing an essay on one of MacCaig’s poems, then you must select questions on a work of drama or prose in Section 1.
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