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About the Author

George Mackay Brown was one of the greatest Scottish writers of the twentieth century. A prolific poet, admired by such fellow poets as Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney, he was also an accomplished novelist and a master of the short story. He died at the age of 74 on 13 April 1996.
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Introduction

Many of the stories in this book are set in winter, round about Solstice and Christmas and New Year.

In the north, winter has always been the time for story-telling. In Orkney until recently the hearth-fires were stoked up in Hall and croft on the long nights and story-tellers and fiddlers came into their own.

Winter, season of storm and dearth, is still a mighty quickener of the imagination. The stuff of narrative lies thick everywhere, but in the past rather than in the present. Now the mind is too easily satisfied with the withering pages of newspapers and their ‘stories’, and with the fleeting shallow images of television serials.

The medieval Icelanders were magnificent story-tellers. Their kinsmen in Orkney and Shetland had the Orkneyinga Saga, an anthology of stories to hold children from their play and enthral old men in chimney corners on a winter night. Those sagas were hewn from the inexhaustible quarry of human nature, as it appears in action and speech: vivid timeless masques. Real earls and heroes and villains bestride our saga, and the common people, as in Shakespeare and Sophocles, make rare appearances. I have chosen to elaborate one of the most moving incidents from the Orkneyinga Saga, in which the greatest of the Orkney earls, Rognvald Kolson, has dealings with fisher-folk in Shetland. The many-faceted character of the man – master of verse, navigator, statesman, as well as more homely skills – is flashed off this one exploit.

But the quarry for northern imaginative writers is deeper still. There were the older tribes that built the brochs, and Skara Brae and Brodgar; back and back to the first hewers and setters of stone, mysterious shadows on the skyline who came not too long after the melting of the ice. Those anonymous peoples have left only a few marks on their stones. Their languages are lost. Their stories perhaps survive in the remaining fragments of folk-lore.

The wheel of summer light and winter darkness must always have influenced northern poets and story-tellers: their themes and styles. The seasons are not opposites, but complementary. It is in winter barns and cupboards that the riches of summer are stored. Into the dark solstice comes the light of the world. We know that our candles and fires are one with the corn-ripening sun. From the wheel of the year came, wavering and lovely, the dances of Johnsmas in summer and the boisterous Yuletide reels.

A northern story-teller must try to order his words into the same kind of celebration.

G.M.B.

December 1988
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