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Abstract 

 

For a period in the 1960s and 1970s Rackwick, on the island of Hoy, became 

the focal point for three of Orkney’s most significant artists. The poet George 

Mackay Brown first visited the valley in 1946 and wrote numerous works 

inspired by Rackwick including the poem cycle, Fishermen with Ploughs, 

published in 1971. The painter Sylvia Wishart adopted a home in Rackwick in 

the early 1960s and produced a series of remarkable paintings over the 

following decade. The composer Peter Maxwell Davies lived in Rackwick 

between 1974 and 1998, creating work of breath-taking power and originality. 

All three artists were sustained by the unique surroundings, culture and history 

of one of Orkney’s most enigmatic places. 

 

The study takes the work of the poet, painter and composer as a starting point 

to investigate the role that Rackwick played in the development of their work. 

Research also highlights the impact that these individual and collective 

endeavours had on the broader cultural scene in Orkney.  

 

The research is centred on the creative output of the principal characters in 

the study—the published poetry, prose, drama and non-fiction of George 

Mackay Brown, the drawing and painting of Sylvia Wishart and the music of 

Peter Maxwell Davies. In addition, a great deal of Rackwick-related material 

exists originating from both George Mackay Brown and Peter Maxwell Davies 

in the form of essays, memoirs, broadcast interviews and letters.  Much less 

has been said or written about Sylvia Wishart’s relationship to Rackwick and it 

will be a key ambition of the study to provide comment on the influence that 

Rackwick, as well as the people associated with it, had on the development of 

the artist’s work. 
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Rackwick 

A study into its role in the development of contemporary art 

and culture in Orkney 

 

1. Introduction 

 

  poised, in the local, 
wavering  
between the total 
and the particular; 
 
set wobbling 
by the weight 
of the immanent 
moment,1 (extract 1, see appendix b) 

 

Much has been written about Orkney’s history, but a common thread that runs 

through many observations is the sense of a community linked into complex 

global networks. Far from being remote from the centres of culture, as is often 

assumed, Orkney is a place alive to the world. 

 

Though the scale and orientation of connections have shifted from time 
to time, life in Orkney has never been just local. The ‘fishermen with 
ploughs’ who have made the archipelago their home over the past 2,000 
years have belonged to families, townships, parishes and estates among 
other things, but they have also, always, been a part of wider worlds. And 
their involvement in those worlds has been made possible by the sea.2 

 

Indeed, at times throughout history, Orkney has been very much at the centre 

of things. The crucial role of the natural harbour of Scapa Flow in the First and 

Second World Wars is perhaps the most recent example, but the islands’ 

strategic maritime location at the great crossroads of oceans, between north 

and south, and east and west, has ensured that Orkney’s history is woven 

through that of western Europe, Scandinavia and much further afield. 

International seaways and commerce during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries—linking continental Europe with trading partners across North 

America—helped Orcadians connect to the new world and Orkney was the 

                                                           
1 Harry Gilonis, Reading Hölderin on Orkney, Rackwick, Hoy, Orkney, March 1995, (Stromness: 1995), 
p. 15. 
2 Mark Edmonds, Orcadia: Land, Sea & Stone in Neolithic Orkney, (London: 2019), p. 5. 
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centre of a vast Norse empire during the Middle Ages (fig. 1, see appendix a) 

that reached from the Norwegian Sea through Britain and Ireland down to the 

Black Sea and north to Iceland, Greenland and Canada. Longer ago still, as 

new discoveries at the archaeological site of Ness of Brodgar in Stenness have 

revealed, Neolithic Orkney was clearly a lodestar for peoples across the British 

Isles.  

 

This sense of connection—of local events, history and culture being played out 

across what might be regarded as a universal backcloth—will form an 

important theme in this study, but there is also a central conundrum that needs 

to be addressed first. 

 

Rackwick valley on the Orkney island of Hoy is a tiny settlement tucked under 

a ring of imposing hills, facing south and west towards the Atlantic Ocean.    

(fig. 2) Although its location is particular, the valley’s history and topography 

are not unlike many of the harder-to-get-to places in Orkney or indeed various 

other isolated hamlets and fishing communities across northern Scotland.  

 

Why then does Rackwick emerge as a focus for art, music and literature, of 

national and international standing?  

 

Rackwick looks out across the Pentland Firth and beyond to the northern 

shores of Caithness and the mountains of Sutherland— the distinct profiles of 

Ben Klibreck, Ben Hope and Ben Loyal (signalling the northern lands of the 

Gàidhealtachd) all visible on a clear day. The distant comings and goings of 

the passenger ferry to and from Scrabster (near Thurso) have set a daily 

rhythm since the route was first established in 1856,3 providing a reassuring 

link and lifeline to Scotland. The seas can be rough in winter, and even on a 

seemingly fine summers’ day the swell can cause the unwary (and unwell) 

considerable alarm.4 As if to compensate the ferry sails past some of the most 

dramatic and beautiful ocean views to be found anywhere in the world.5 The 

iconic Old Man of Hoy (a short distance on foot from Rackwick) as well as St 

                                                           
3   Alastair and Anne Cormack, Days of Orkney Steam, (Kirkwall: 1971), p. 78. 
4 ‘…but that is a way of going to be taken only by those who are immune from sea-sickness—…’ Hugh 
MacDiarmid, The Islands of Scotland-Hebrides, Orkneys and Shetlands, (London: 1939), p. 109. 
5 https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/top-10/ocean-views/  accessed 15 January 2020 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/top-10/ocean-views/
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John’s Head, the highest vertical sea cliff in the UK, offer an unforgettable 

introduction to Orkney. (fig. 3) 

 

Rackwick - a study, sets out to bring to the fore the importance of Rackwick 

through an examination of the place, its history and culture and will highlight 

the impact that this seemingly remote place had on the development of 

Orkney’s cultural life.   

 

The study is focused on the work of three very different creative artists, working 

across the artforms of literature, music and visual art. George Mackay Brown 

(1921-1996) and Peter Maxwell Davies (1934-2016) are both known 

internationally for their work, which has been published and performed in 

countries around the world. The work of Sylvia Wishart (1936-2008) is well 

regarded in Orkney, and to a growing group of friends and admirers in 

Scotland, but has yet to receive the broader attention it undoubtedly deserves. 

(fig. 4)   

 

Fig. 4 

Portraits of George Mackay Brown, Peter Maxwell Davies and Sylvia Wishart 

         
 

 

All three had a close association with Rackwick producing works of art that 

responded to the qualities, history and cultural setting of this unusual and 

intriguing place. 
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2. Literature Review & Methodology 

 

The methodology adopted has involved an analysis of the art, literature and 

music that the three principal characters of the study produced between 

around 1960 and 1980.  

 

Key passages about Rackwick, by a range of other authors, have been 

collected and particular sections have been directly quoted, where it adds to 

the overall shape of the story. Use has also been made of the archive of 

newspapers—both The Orkney Herald and The Orcadian—held at the Orkney 

Library as well as their extensive collection of books and other periodicals in 

the Orkney Room. 

 

A tentative list of the Rackwick works by Sylvia Wishart has been collated and 

presently numbers just over seventy works. However, from the evidence of 

early exhibition catalogues, along with the artist’s somewhat casual attitude to 

record-keeping, many more are likely to be discovered on the walls of friends 

and patrons of the artist.  

 

Early writing on Hoy and Rackwick 

 

… Hoy, which, covered with gloom and vapour, now assumes a majestic 
mountainous character.6 

 

By the late eighteen century the Highlands and Islands of Scotland were slowly 

opening up to visitors. Thomas Pennant’s tours of 1769 and 1772, as well as 

Boswell and Johnson’s famous excursion in 1773, both recorded and 

published later as travel journals, helped shape the public view of Scotland’s 

rugged and remote hinterland. Of course, neither Pennant nor Boswell and 

Johnson got as far as the Northern Isles,7 but Sir Walter Scott did however, 

and his journey around the coast of Scotland in 1814, and the novel The Pirate 

                                                           
6 Walter Scott, The Voyage of the Pharos-Walter Scott’s cruise around Scotland in 1814, (Hamilton: 
1998), p. 54. 
7 Thomas Pennant (1726-1798) did correspond with the Reverend George Low (1747-1795) of Birsay, 
on aspects of Orkney’s zoology which informed his three-volume Arctic Zoology (1784 and 1787). 
James Boswell (1740-1795) published The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides in 1785 and Samuel 
Johnson (1709-1784) published A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland in 1775. 
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(published in 1822), which is based largely on stories heard in Orkney about 

the life of the notorious outlaw John Gow, would add to the romanticised view 

of island life that was gaining a foothold in the popular imagination.8 

 

Scott had mixed feelings about Orkney in general, noting, ‘…the Orcadians 

seem by no means an alert or active race; they neglect their excellent fisheries 

which lie under their very noses…’9—though the landscape of Hoy did impress 

the writer, ‘Hoy offers some fine subjects particularly towards the north and 

there is a most tremendous cliff …which forms a corresponding outlet to the 

straight on the other side.’10 

 

Though Scott and his party made a point of visiting the Dwarfie Stone on Hoy 

he does not mention Rackwick, only that the stone is located, ‘…in a lonely 

valley about a mile and a half from the beach.’11 At the time of his visit the track 

through this particular valley ended at the well-known monument and he 

seems to have gone no further.  

 

Rackwick is worthy of mention, though, in most of the key travelogues and 

guides to Orkney over the last two hundred and fifty years. George Low (1747–

1795) notes Rackwick simply as ‘a small spot on that side of Hoy which looks 

towards Caithness’.12 Both William Daniell’s (1769–1837) A Voyage Round 

the Coast of Great Britain,13 and Alexander Peterkin’s (1780–1846) Notes on 

Orkney and Zetland 14  admire the skill and courage of the ‘rock-men’ of 

Rackwick but, perhaps following Scott’s example, are otherwise rather 

disparaging about the local population – for instance re-telling the story of the 

                                                           
8 George Mackay Brown, For the Islands I Sing, An Autobiography, (London: 1997), p. 14. 
9 Scott, The Voyage of the Pharos-Walter Scott’s cruise around Scotland in 1814, p. 54. 
10 From Scott’s memoranda to William Daniell, Daniell's Scotland: a voyage round the coast of 
Scotland and the adjacent isles, 1815-1822: a series of views, illustrative of the character and 
prominent features of the coast, Appendix XXV, Scott’s Memoranda for Daniell. 
11 Scott, Daniell's Scotland: a voyage round the coast of Scotland and the adjacent isles, 1815-1822, 
Appendix XXV. 
12 George Low, A Tour Through the Islands of Orkney and Schetland Containing Hints Relative to their 
Ancient Modern and Natural History Collected in 1774, (Kirkwall: 1829), p. 8. 
13 William Daniell, Daniell's Scotland: a voyage round the coast of Scotland and the adjacent isles, 
1815-1822: a series of views, illustrative of the character and prominent features of the coast. Vols 1 & 
2—A two volume set presenting the Scottish sections of Daniell's "A Voyage Around Great Britain", 
which was first published between 1815 and 1822. It contains 157 facsimile colour reproductions of 
Daniell's aquatints of Scotland, as well as Daniell’s journal (Edinburgh: Birlinn in association with the 
National Library of Scotland, 2006). 
14 Alexander Peterkin, Notes on Orkney and Zetland: illustrative of the history, antiquities, scenery and 
customs of those Islands Vol. 1, (Edinburgh: 1822).  
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Albion of Blyth15 which was wrecked at the base of the Old Man of Hoy in 1815, 

when local parties of men salvaged goods from the floundering ship but 

ignored two survivors who later died. 

 

In John Gunn’s The Orkney Book, published in 1909, the author describes 

arriving in Rackwick from the cliffs at Rora Head. 

 

…and now one of the finest views in all the islands meets our gaze. 
Beyond the deep glen at our feet stretches the great western sea-wall, 
gleaming red in the sunshine. In the bay below us the rollers are breaking 
in cease-less foam over a strip of shining sand and gravel. The little 
township of Rackwick is a patchwork of green and gold, contrasting 
strangely with the dark glen and the towering hills behind.16 

 

More recent accounts tend to highlight the declining fortunes of Rackwick. Eric 

Linklater (1899–1975), the Orcadian novelist, writing in his guidebook to 

Orkney and Shetland notes,  ‘…but Rackwick and its brave people did not 

survive prosperity and rising standards of living. The school closed in 1954 for 

lack of children, and of the fourteen people who, in 1958, occupied the 

remaining crofts, nine were over the age of sixty-five.’17 

 

The most fulsome account of life in the valley was written by John Bremner 

(1899-1966) and published posthumously in 1997. Hoy: the Dark Enchanted 

Isle,18 is full of fascinating detail and gives a vivid account of what it was like 

living in Rackwick in the first half of the 20th century. The book is written from 

the point of view of a sympathetic local (for instance Bremner strongly refutes 

the story of neglect told by Daniell and Peterkin about the Albion of Blyth) and 

his book is understandably rose-tinted in its nostalgic outlook. The book ends 

on a somewhat melancholy note.   

 

Since I commenced my little book, a few years ago, [the manuscript was 
completed around 1965] the sun has set on the little township, and the 
few of us who are left are ‘wearin’ doon the brae’. The old boat noust, 
which once on a day housed a dozen fine yawl boats, is now impassable. 
There is, I am told, one small dinghy still there, but seldom or never used. 

                                                           
15 https://canmore.org.uk/site/224152/albion-rora-head-hoy-atlantic, accessed 26 January 2020. 
16 John Gunn, The Orkney Book, (Edinburgh: 1909), pp. 148-150. 
17 Eric Linklater, Orkney and Shetland: An Historical, Geographical, Social and Scenic Survey, 
(London: 1990), p. 94. 
18 John Bremner, Hoy: the dark enchanted isle, (Kirkwall: 1997).  

https://canmore.org.uk/site/224152/albion-rora-head-hoy-atlantic
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Strangers now occupy the few remaining crofts whose roofs are still 
intact, as holiday homes during the summer.19 

 

Writing on George Mackay Brown, Peter Maxwell Davies and                 

Sylvia Wishart  

 

A great deal of material has been written about George Mackay Brown’s life 

and work and of course his own output amounts to over eighty published 

volumes of prose, poetry and plays.20 In addition, even before his first book 

was in print, Brown had produced a formidable quantity of writing, largely for 

The Orkney Herald, one of two weekly newspapers that kept Orcadians 

abreast of local, national and international affairs.21 

 

Most readers know George Mackay Brown as a creative writer; few will 
know that he was also a prolific journalist. Between 1944 and 1951, while 
he was beginning to produce more poetry and prose poems, he also 
wrote approximately 300,000 words on ‘Stromness News’, the equivalent 
of three substantial novels. If we include his other journalism of this period 
the total is much higher, possibly as much again.22  

 

Brown’s newspaper articles continued to appear regularly for the rest of his 

life. 

 

Beyond his work as a journalist, and later as a published author, Brown was 

also a prolific writer of letters. Many hundreds of letters, to a wide circle of 

friends, have survived and are available to study in libraries in Scotland and 

beyond.23 

 

The life and work of George Mackay Brown has also inspired a remarkable 

number of critical and biographical studies – more, perhaps, than any other 

                                                           
19 Bremner, Hoy: the dark enchanted isle, p. 196. 
20 The most comprehensive list of books published by Brown is contained in Rowena Murray & Brian  
Murray’s, Interrogation of Silence: The Writings of George Mackay Brown, (London: John Murray,  
2004), p.274-279. A number of additional books, published since 2004 are listed on the website  
maintained by William S. Peterson at https://gmbbibliography.wordpress.com/list-of-gmbs-books/  
This site also provides a useful list of Brown’s articles for The Orkney Herald, The Orcadian and other  
periodicals.  
21 The Orkney Herald was published between 1860 – 1961 and The Orcadian, founded in 1854, 
continues to come out every week. 
22 Rowena & Brian Murray, Interrogation of Silence: The Writings of George Mackay Brown, (London: 
2004), p. 29. 
23 Significant collections of Brown’s letters are held at; The National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh 
University Library and the Orkney Library and Archive, among other institutions.  

https://gmbbibliography.wordpress.com/list-of-gmbs-books/
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twentieth century Scottish writer – with the possible exception of Hugh 

MacDiarmid. 24 (fig. 5)  

 

So what is it about George Mackay Brown and his work that attracted the 

interest of so many writers, scholars and publishers? Part of the answer might 

lie in the fact that, to date, almost all of the authors knew the writer personally—

in some cases very closely indeed. It is clear that the various authors’ 

endeavours, often involving considerable labour over many years, were fuelled 

by a deep love and admiration for the man as well as his work as a writer.  

 

For example, the poet and critic Alan Bold (1943–1998) concludes his 1978 

study of Brown’s work with what amounts to a eulogy to the poet. 

 

It is a respectable literary practice, when examining the work of a 
contemporary writer, to award him a measure of restrained praise 
followed swiftly by some stern strictures. I have abandoned the practice 
in this monograph because I am convinced that Brown is not only a major 
modern literary figure but a man who has so completely mapped out his 
own artistic territory that he competes with no one: his work and life are 
suffused with a spirit of generosity.25 

 

The book that stands out though, is Maggie Fergusson’s George Mackay 

Brown, The Life published, with the author’s cooperation and blessing-in-

advance, ten years after the poet’s death. The writer and critic Allan Massie 

(who also warmly assesses the man) offers high praise for the book.  

 

He was a man of rare talent and integrity, a man with many friends. He 
deserves a good biography and has got a magnificent one; sympathetic, 
affectionate, but not glossing over his weaknesses. It is written with 
intelligence and understanding, and I don't see that it could possibly have 
been better done. Those who know and love his work will find it 
enthralling; others who read it will surely be drawn to the work.26 

 

                                                           
24 Alexander Moffat’s famous painting, Poets’ Pub, 1980, imaginatively depicts a gathering of major 

Scottish literary figures including Hugh MacDiarmid, Norman MacCaig, Sorley Maclean, Iain Crichton 
Smith, George Mackay Brown, Sydney Goodsir Smith, Edwin Morgan and Robert Garioch. Books 
about Brown including biographical details, personal memoirs and critical studies far outstrips 
publications dedicated to Brown’s contemporaries portrayed in the painting, despite their stature and 
popularity. 
25 Alan Bold, George Mackay Brown, (Edinburgh: 1978), p. 111. 
26 Allan Massie, The rhythms of the seasons, the land and the sea, review of George Mackay Brown, A 
Life, by Maggie Fergusson, The Telegraph, 30 April 2006. 
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The literature by and about George Mackay Brown referenced in this study is 

of necessity focused on articles by Brown published around the time of his first 

visit to Rackwick (July 1946); writings by Brown directly referring to Rackwick, 

and the work of other writers commenting on the relevance the place had on 

Brown’s creative development.27 

 

* 

 

Peter Maxwell Davies is acknowledged as one of the great masters of 

contemporary classical music and his compositions—from the ground-

breaking works of the 1960s to the last symphonic works—continue to be 

performed around the globe. Davies was also profoundly concerned with 

music education and taught in various formal and informal settings throughout 

his long career. Like Brown, Peter Maxwell Davies wrote (and was interviewed) 

often about Rackwick and on the influence the landscape and culture of 

Orkney had on his life and work. The young composer’s first visit to Orkney 

and Rackwick in 1970, and his meeting with George Mackay Brown, has also 

been recorded from various angles by those who were there to witness it. 

 

A collection of the composer’s extensive writings—including articles written for 

music journals, programme notes, lectures and transcripts of interviews—was 

published in 2018, providing an invaluable insight into his working methods, 

principles and political views. A short account of the visit in July 1970 to Orkney 

is contained in the article Pax Orcadiensis,28 within this volume. 

 

Like Brown, a considerable number of books and studies have been written 

about the life and work of Peter Maxwell Davies: Paul Griffith’s 1982 study in 

the Contemporary Composers series provides a comprehensive and scholarly 

account of his early output; a more general, but equally useful biography, Max: 

The Life and times of Peter Maxwell Davies, was written by Mike Seabrook 

and published in 1994 and The Music of Peter Maxwell Davies by Nicholas 

                                                           
27 Over the last twenty years scholarly articles on the work of George Mackay Brown have been 
produced by Linden Bicket, Richard Rankin Russell, Simon W. Hall and Timothy C. Baker among many 
others. 
28 Peter Maxwell Davies, Peter Maxwell Davies, Selected Writings, Edited by Nicholas Jones, 
(Cambridge: 2018), pp. 127-130. 
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Jones and Richard McGregor (2020) offers a fulsome and detailed analysis of 

the composer’s work along with authoritative biographical material.29 Beyond 

this there are countless articles, interviews, concert reviews and programme 

notes that provide comment and criticism on the very considerable output of 

the composer. 

 

* 

 

In stark contrast very little has been written about the life and work of Sylvia 

Wishart.  

 

During the artist’s lifetime, only a small number of newspaper articles and short 

essays, mostly written by Wishart’s friends and colleagues, were published.30 

A long essay by Ernest W. Marwick (1915-1977), Profile of an Orkney artist, 

published in The Orcadian in 1970, offered the first critical assessment of 

Wishart’s work (she was 30 at the time of publication). The article is a typically 

sensitive account by Marwick, who was by this time a long-standing columnist 

for both The Orkney Herald (which ceased publication in 1961) and The 

Orcadian, as well as an outstanding scholar and writer on Orcadian culture, 

folklore and history. In this article Marwick reflected: 

 

In Orkney itself we are too apt to try to relate a picture photographically 
rather than creatively to the scene which inspired it, insisting that it should 
be painted on our terms rather than the artist’s, and thus failing to 
perceive what it has to suggest of subsisting or intuitive loveliness…It 
may be because of this attitude, and because of Sylvia Wishart’s deep 
aversion to self-publicity of any kind, that Orkney is less aware than it 
might be of her potential—indeed actual—importance as a painter. Her 
quality has, however, found recognition in artistic circles all over Britain.31 

 

Obituaries of the artist in The Guardian, The Independent, as well as Orkney’s 

own local newspapers, shed a good deal of light on Wishart’s artistic 

achievements and a handful of newspaper reviews of exhibitions of Wishart’s 

                                                           
29 Paul Griffiths, Peter Maxwell Davies, (London: 1982); Mike Seabrook, Max, the Life and Music of 
Peter Maxwell Davies, (London: 1994); Nicholas Jones and Richard McGregor, The Music of Peter 
Maxwell Davies, (Suffolk: 2020). 
30 Sylvia Wishart, Paintings 1987-1992, Looking North West & South, (Stromness: 1992) contains 
contributions from George MacKay Brown, Ian MacInnes, Joyce Cairns, Erlend Brown and Bryce 
Wilson. 
31 Ernest W. Marwick, “Profile of an artist”, The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p. 4. 
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work in Stromness, Aberdeen and Edinburgh are all positive and useful but 

hardly scratch the surface of her life’s work. 

 

Mel Gooding’s insightful essay, “An Artist in Her Places”, published in 2012 in 

Sylvia Wishart, A Study32 (fig. 6) represents the first book-length analysis of 

the artist’s work—offering detailed and critical observation. 

 

While Wishart was, like Brown, also a keen letter writer, very little of her 

correspondence has found its way into public archives. A small number of 

letters from Wishart to various recipients are held by the Orkney Library and 

Archive and a number are also in the archive of the Pier Arts Centre, relating 

mainly to the business and administration of various Pier Arts Centre 

exhibitions. 

 

A handful of letters from George Mackay Brown to Wishart have survived, 

though it seems likely that there would have been many more, suggesting that 

the artist did not keep a collection of personal correspondence.  

 

As Ernest W. Marwick noted in his profile, Wishart herself may have had a 

hand in encouraging a critical silence to develop around her work. In response 

to the idea of a retrospective of her paintings to be held in 1981 at the Pier Arts 

Centre she wrote to the curator, ‘I would be quite willing to a retrospective 

though I’m not dead yet & dread to think what it may look like! Also, I’m a 

shambles of a person to deal with & never keep records of where things are. 

Anyway, I’ll have a talk with you when I get home at the end of March. Do come 

up to Heatherybraes33 any time you can. I will likely be there full time lashing 

on the paper and paint.’34 

 

One of the few direct written comments that the artist produced ironically had 

the effect of dampening down critical interest in her work. In early 1991 Wishart 

sent a 400-word description of her working methods to the writer  Bill Hare, the 

curator of the Talbot Rice Gallery in Edinburgh, who had written to the artist to 

                                                           
32 Sylvia Wishart: a study, Mel Gooding, with an introduction by Neil Firth, (Stromness:  2012). 
33 Wishart’s home and studio between 1978-2008. 
34 Undated letter, c. 1980, from Sylvia Wishart to Erlend Brown, then Curator at the Pier Arts Centre, 
Stromness, (Pier Arts Centre archive). 
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invite her to be included in a book he was writing on contemporary Scottish 

painting. 35 Wishart’s short note seems to have brought about a 

misunderstanding with Hare, leading to the exclusion of her work from the 

book. Hare explained later in a letter to Wishart:  

 

My biggest apology to you, however, is on the question of my initial 
approach to you for possible inclusion in my book. I did not know your 
work then, but your name had been mentioned to me in Aberdeen. 
Although you did send me a short letter, I wrongly got the impression that 
you were not really bothered if you were in the book or not. As such I 
thought I should play safe and find someone I could be sure of…I do 
regret not writing to you right away on this matter and finding out exactly 
how you were feeling. Also, after seeing your work, I also regret that you 
were not represented in the book.36 

 

Hare’s book, published in 1992, included analysis and illustrations of the work 

of 48 leading Scottish artists, including Joyce Cairns and Frances Walker, both 

former teaching colleagues of Wishart’s at Gray’s School of Art. In his most 

recent book Hare features the work of Walker and Cairns again in a survey 

covering the writer-curator’s extensive and broad ranging career.37  

 

In a hand-written note to Hare (undated, possibly unsent) Wishart again 

reveals her diffidence to writing on her work…  

 

…as far as I know nothing much has been said. I’m afraid that I have 
nothing to offer in the way of critical or catalogue essays. There may have 
been something said at the Compass in ’84 but I haven’t kept anything – 
my filing system is non existent! & its only in recent years that I’ve put 
some of my work on slides. I have arranged to get you slides/prints of 
some of my new work.38 
 

The fact that Wishart went to the trouble of getting slides of a professional 

standard produced at this time would seem to suggest that she would have 

been quite happy to have her work included in Hare’s publication. 

 

Only a handful of other formal statements, written by Wishart directly about her 

art, have come to light: a note on her work to a school pupil at Walbottle High 

                                                           
35 Bill Hare, Contemporary Painting in Scotland, (Tortola: 1992). 
36 Letter from Bill Hare to Wishart dated 11 November 1991, The Orkney Library and Archive, 
D136/1/7/5. 
37 Bill Hare, Scottish Artists in an Age of Radical Change, (Edinburgh: 2019). 
38 The Orkney Library and Archive, D136/1/7/5. 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

13 
 

School in Newcastle that also provided encouragement and advice to the 

young artist; a brief statement for a project of artist’s self-portraits published in 

1994; a note of appreciation following the death of her art teacher Ian 

MacInnes and a letter from 2002 to an Orcadian art student in response to the 

theme—‘Sense of Place: Orkney’s relation to the British Art Scene’.39  

(extract 2)  

 

It is perhaps not surprising that, apart from short entries in the compendious 

Dictionary of Scottish Art and Architecture, The Dictionary of Scottish Painters 

1600 to the Present, Who’s Who in Art, and a handful of group exhibition 

catalogues, Wishart does not appear in any other surveys of contemporary 

Scottish art.40 

 

Ultimately, Wishart did not seem to attach much importance to critical acclaim, 

preferring to get on with making the work herself.  

 

That Sylvia’s work deserved more attention than it received caused her 
no grief whatsoever. She had little time for the self-aggrandising myth of 
the artist as celebrity and was always her own harshest critic.41 

 

While Sylvia Wishart clearly made little effort to document, record or promote 

her own work (quite the reverse in some cases) this needs to be seen in the 

context of mid-20th century cultural attitudes to women artists and their place 

in the story of visual art in Scotland. Recent research on the work of women 

artists in Scotland has highlighted the historic imbalance between the work of 

male and female artists in critical accounts of 20th century Scottish art. 42 It is 

also a fact that women were slow to gain access to the established institutions 

of Scottish art. Phyllis Mary Bone (1894–1972) was the first female artist to be 

                                                           
39 Undated letter form Cheryl Fairley, an A Level art pupil at Walbottle High School, Newcastle upon 
Tyne to Wishart whose reply is handwritten on the reverse of the letter, Orkney Library and Archive,  
/1/9/5; Sylvia Wishart, Private View, a collection of self portraits, (Stromness: 1994). Letter dated 
October 2002 by Wishart to the artist Laura Drever in response to request for a contribution towards 
her final year dissertation entitled ‘Sense of Place: Orkney’s relation to the British Art Scene’, private 
collection. 
40 Peter J.M. McEwan, Dictionary of Scottish Art and Architecture, (Suffolk: 1994), p.616. Julien Halsby 
and Paul Harris, The Dictionary of Scottish Painters 1600 to the Present, (Edinburgh: 1990), p. 240. 
Lynda Murray, ed., Who’s Who in Art, 35th Edition, Biographies of Men and Women in the World of Art 
today: Artists, Designers, Critics, Writers, Teachers and Curators, (Wiltshire: 2012), p. 845. 
41 John Cumming, Sylvia Wishart obituary, The Guardian, 12 January 2009.   
42 Marianne Greated and Susannah Thompson, Women Painting: Scottish Art 1940–1980 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14714787.2020.1714475 accessed 18 May 2020. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14714787.2020.1714475
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elected a full member of the Royal Scottish Academy (RSA) in 1944 and even 

by 1983 only three full Academicians (out of a membership of 30) were 

women.43 Wishart was elected an Associate of the RSA in 1993 and a full 

member in 2005. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
43 Maggie Barry, Sweet taste of success in a man’s world, Aberdeen Press & Journal, 18 February 
1983. 
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3. Hoy and Rackwick - a brief description  

 

The island of Hoy, the second largest landmass in Orkney, is formed of two 

dramatically contrasting landscapes—North Hoy is generally mountainous and 

sparsely populated while Walls,44 to the south and east, is flat, fertile and has 

been farmed for many generations.45 The island is some twenty kilometres 

from north to south and nine at its widest point. The Ward Hill, towards the 

north of the island, is the highest hill in Orkney rising to 479 metres, and forms 

part of a distinctive range of steep sided mountains that is reflected in the old 

Norse name for Hoy—Háey, meaning the high island.46 The western seaboard 

of the island overlooks the Pentland Firth and the Atlantic Ocean, its rugged 

cliffs evidence of the constant action of the often-turbulent seas in the area. To 

the east, Hoy provides shelter for the waters of Scapa Flow, Europe’s largest 

natural harbour.  

 

The seas around Hoy offer some of the most challenging conditions in the 

world to navigate. The currents in the Pentland Firth are formed of competing 

drifts of tidal energy that ebb and flow around a seascape of skerries and small 

islands between the southern tip of Hoy and Caithness. The western fringe of 

the island is also exposed to the full force of the Atlantic swell which can create 

a hostile environment for all but the most seasoned of travellers.47 Historically, 

however, the sea did not provide a barrier to travel, but rather a means to 

connect otherwise isolated local communities that also enabled shipping and 

trade across the Northern seas of Europe and around the world.    

 

                                                           
44 Walls is a hypercorrection of the Norse word waas, meaning voes or sheltered bays. Gunn, The 
Orkney Book, p. 266. 
45 Hoy is split across two parishes—Hoy and Graemsay to the north and Walls and Flotta to the 
south—each has very distinct characteristics and identities, Liv K. Schei, The Islands of Orkney, 
(Grantown-on-Spey: 2000), p. 283. 
46 Ibid, p. 283. 
47 ‘The perils of the channel have long been proverbial, but on the present occasion its appearance 
was by no means terrific; yet the magnificent swell of the blue summer ocean, between whose waves 
the boat sunk occasionally so low as to lose the view of the land to either side, the mind imbibed an 
appreciation of insecurity, less harrowing perhaps, but far more awful than that of imminent danger…’ 
William Daniell’s account of crossing the Pentland Firth from Skarskerry in Caithness to Brims, in the 
parish of Walls and Flotta (Hoy).  Daniell, Daniell’s Scotland; a Voyage around the coast of Scotland 
and the adjacent Isles, 1815-1822, p. 242.  
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The valley of Rackwick48 sits along the western edge of Hoy, its long-curved 

beach linking the old red sandstone cliffs at the Too of the Head to the North 

with the clifftop path that travels south towards Sneuk Head and on to Little 

Rack Wick, Brims and the village of Longhope.  The valley is enclosed by a 

ring of imposing hills—from Moor Fea and Clicknafea in the north and west to 

Mel Fea49 and Rievie Hill to the south—which are separated by deep ravines, 

including Berridale, Orkney’s only surviving native woodland. The Rackwick 

Burn meanders through the valley—its twin sources, high up in the Cuilags 

and Ward Hill, combining to form a narrow, though deep and peaty, river by 

the time it reaches the sea at Burnmouth. The bay extends to just over one 

kilometre, with fine beach sand forming the southern end and huge sea-

rounded boulders dominating its northern shores.  

 

In common with the rest of Orkney the place-names of Hoy are largely Norse 

in origin.50 Hoy and South Walls are both mentioned in the Orkneyinga Saga, 

an account of Orkney’s medieval history written by an unnamed Icelandic 

author around 120051 , but the first documented reference to Rackwick in 

particular is in Lord Henry Sinclair’s 1492 Rental of Orkney.52 The township 

developed in the post-medieval period as a farming community, with ready 

access to the sea offering a good additional source of food and resources.  

 

The first scientifically measured charts of Orkney were produced in 1750 by 

the Orcadian surveyor Murdoch Mackenzie (1712–1797), which dramatically 

improved the ability of mariners to safely navigate around the islands.53 (fig. 7) 

Mackenzie’s map The South Isles of Orkney includes profiles of the hills of 

Hoy, reflecting their significance as landmarks, visible from many miles 

                                                           
48 ‘…Rackwick, the “bay of wreckage”…’, James Miller, A Wild and Open Sea; The Story of the 
Pentland Firth, (Kirkwall: 1994), p. 19. 
49 Fea is derived from the Old Norse, word “fjall”, meaning "hill", found today as "-fell", "-fea" or 
"fiold http://www.orkneyjar.com/placenames/pl-root.htm, accessed 22 February 2021 
50 ‘The Norse, whatever their relationship to the previous population, indelibly stamped the islands with 
many thousands of their own place-names—the whole vocabulary of today’s landscape is 
unmistakably Norse.’ William P. L. Thomson, The New History of Orkney, (Edinburgh: 2016), p. 40. 
51 ‘The parish of Hoy was borland, the personal property of the Norse earls. It would possibly have 
been considered an important strategic base as its position would have given a certain control of traffic 
in the Firth.’ Schei, The Islands of Orkney, p. 286. 
52 William P. L. Thomson, Lord Henry Sinclair’s 1492 Rental of Orkney, (Kirkwall, 1996), p. 72.  
53 ‘The passage along the North Coast of Scotland has hitherto been thought so dangerous, that, to 
avoid it, Ships have gone South about Britain, when their course was shorter and more direct North 
about…’ Murdoch Mackenzie, Orcades : or A Geographic and Hydrographic Survey of the Orkney and 
Lewis Islands in Eight maps – third edition (London: 1776), p. 2. 

http://www.orkneyjar.com/placenames/pl-root.htm
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around. Rackwick is delineated with a simple dotted line to mark the turf dyke 

of the township boundary and the words ‘cod and ling here’ are helpfully 

engraved just off the bay.54 The strikingly accurate detail and plethora of useful 

aids to navigation contained in the charts placed them in a league of their own: 

‘Mackenzie’s work is not a reflection in the Scottish context of what others were 

doing elsewhere. It is more appropriate to see him as a pioneer, leading the 

way in new forms of mapping and using Scotland’s islands to do so.’55 

 

* 

 

Some of the earliest artistic impressions of Hoy were produced by Elizabeth 

Leveson-Gower (1765–1839), the Duchess-Countess of Sutherland (better 

known for her part in the Highland Clearances) who toured Orkney, and the 

Caithness coast, around 1803–4 (fig. 8). The resulting Views of Orkney include 

depictions of the hills of Hoy from various points along its eastern edge, along 

with views of Caithness, reflecting the sea passage the Duchess took from her 

ancestral seat at Dunrobin Castle, in Golspie, through Scapa Flow to Orkney.56 

  

Leveson-Gower’s acquaintance, and occasional correspondent, Sir Walter 

Scott57 also travelled to Hoy in the early 19th century, in the company of the 

commissioners of the Northern Lighthouse Board, writing in his journal that ‘we 

have all day been pleased with the romantic appearance of that island…it has 

a noble and picturesque effect in every point of view.’58 To Scott, the drama of 

Hoy’s mountains and glens fitted with his ideas of the nobility of rural 

                                                           
54 Mackenzie, Orcades : or A Geographic and Hydrographic Survey of the Orkney and Lewis Islands in 
Eight maps, sheet, The South Isles of Orkney. 
55 Christopher Fleet, Margaret Wilkes, Charles W.J. Withers, Scotland: mapping the islands, 

(Edinburgh: 2016), p. 89. 
56 Elizabeth Leveson-Gower was an accomplished artist who has works held in the collections of Tate 
and the British Museum in London. 
57 In a letter to Elizabeth, Marchioness of Stafford, dated 21 January 1815, Scott wrote of the journey, ‘I 
had a delightful voyage this season round Zetland, Orkney, and the northern extremity of Scotland, 
then through the Hebrides, over to Ireland, as far as to see the Giants Causeway, and so home by the 
firth of Clyde...I grumbled very much to think that half a days sail would have placed our yacht under 
the cannon of Dunrobin; but our party was too large to be intruders, for I was an humble attendant 
upon a Committee of the Commissioners for the Northern Lights. We were six weeks at sea, visiting 
everything that we thought remarkable, and I seldom have spent time more agreeably.’ The letters of 
Walter Scott, Ed. H.J.C. Greirson, (London: 1933), Vol. IV, p. 22.  
58 Scott, The Voyage of the Pharos-Walter Scott’s cruise around Scotland in 1814, p. 58. 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

18 
 

landscapes, and in his view it was the job of the poet or artist to translate this 

sentiment through words or pictures.59 

 

Scott was an enthusiastic advocate of the type of agricultural improvements 

that were being implemented on the Sutherland Estate60 and socialised with 

like-minded Orcadians during his brief visit in 1814, including the factor of the 

estate of Sir William Honeyman, John Rae,61 at the elegant Hall of Clestrain in 

Orphir.62 

 

While there is no evidence that either Scott or Leveson-Gower visited 

Rackwick63 their shared views on agricultural improvement chimed with others 

in Orkney, and across Great Britain—ideas that would have a profound impact 

on Orkney’s changing landscape.   

    

The English artist William Daniell (1769–1837) arrived in Hoy in 1815 with 

detailed instructions from Scott on where to find the best views in Orkney.64 

(extract 3)  

 

Like Scott (‘…the Orcadians seem by no means an alert or active race; they 

neglect their excellent fisheries which lie under their very noses…’65), Daniel 

was clearly disdainful of the native islanders noting that, ‘the small hamlet of 

Rackwick, inhabited by about twenty fishermen and their families, presented a 

resting-place on this excursion, the dreariness of which was enlivened by the 

                                                           
59 ‘…the art of poetry can awaken the Muse of painting.’ & ‘…sketching from nature is a faculty to be 
cherished in all cases when nature has given the requisites. It encourages the love of country and the 
study of scenery.’ The letters of Walter Scott, Ed. H.J.C. Greirson, (London: 1936), letter to Samuel 
Rogers, 15 January 1831, Vol. XI, p. 460. Letter to Miss Clephane, 12 May 1824, Vol. VIII pp. 277-278. 
60Scott wrote to the Duchess of Sutherland that her tenants would one day ‘look back…with gratitude to 
their mistress who pursued their welfare in spite of themselves’, James Hunter, Set Adrift Upon the 
World-The Sutherland Clearances, (Edinburgh, 2015), p. 127.  
61 The father of John Rae the Arctic explorer who was a small boy at the time of Scott’s visit. 
62 Walter Scott, The Voyage of the Pharos-Walter Scott’s cruise around Scotland in 1814, (Scottish 

Library Association, 1998), p. 58. 
63 Scott’s diary entry dated 16th August 1814 notes that he set off from the Hall of Clestrain at four 
o’clock in the afternoon (in the company of Robert Stevenson and others) to visit Hoy and the Dwarfie 
stone, returning to their yacht, moored in Stromness harbour, at nine o’clock that evening. Remarkably 
Scott also visited the Stones of Stenness earlier in the day, concluding in his diary that, ‘Between 
riding, walking and running, we had spent a very active and entertaining day.’  Scott, The Voyage of 
the Pharos-Walter Scott’s cruise around Scotland in 1814, pp. 58-59. 
64 Scott furnished Daniell with a detailed list of locations including Hoy, the Standing Stones of 
Stenness, Kirkwall and Stromness which Daniell followed almost to the letter. Daniell, Daniell's 
Scotland: a voyage round the coast of Scotland and the adjacent isles, 1815-1822, Scott’s Memoranda 
for Daniell, XXV. 
65 Scott, The Voyage of the Pharos-Walter Scott’s cruise around Scotland in 1814, p. 54. 
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society of Mr Moodie, [proprietor of Melsetter House and owner of Hoy at the 

time] who kindly officiated as guide. The traces of culture in the vicinity are but 

scanty, and the people seem to exist on fish, and on the eggs of seabirds, 

which are boiled hard, and eaten with vinegar and salt.’66 Daniell was more 

impressed, however, with the islanders’ skill in navigating the waters around 

Hoy and with their abilities as crags-men—scaling dangerous cliffs in search 

of eggs and fowl.67 Daniell’s epic A Voyage Around Great Britain, published in 

four volumes between 1814–1825, 68  contains eleven views of Orkney 

including three from the cliffs around Rackwick. Daniell’s detailed, and 

beautifully composed, depictions of Hoy highlight the drama of the clifftop 

scenery chiming with Scott’s ideal of the picturesque, as well as providing a 

first-rate representation of the island’s topography.69 (fig. 9) 

 

While Daniell, Scott and Leveson-Gower travelled to Orkney by independent 

means, the islands were soon to be opened-up further to visitors with the 

introduction of a regular steamer between mainland Scotland and Orkney in 

1836 (the Scrabster to Stromness route was established in 1856 with the 

Paddle Steamer Royal Mail, built in Stromness, to serve the route) and the 

coming of the Highland Railway to Thurso in 1874.70  Reflecting on the new 

influx of wealthy visitors during the late ninetieth century, the great Orkney 

historian William P. L. Thomson (1933-2016) notes, ‘From a secure social 

position the landed classes viewed a picturesque landscape and its equally 

picturesque inhabitants, made fashionable by the Georgian and Victorian cult 

of the Highlands, and more particularly by Daniell’s landscapes, Vedder’s 

poetry and the popularity of Sir Walter Scott’s novel, The Pirate.’71 This sense 

of romantic discovery is aptly summed up in these lines quoted by Leveson-

Gower, to accompany one of her prints of Orkney: 

                                                           
66 William Daniell, Daniell's Scotland: a voyage round the coast of Scotland and the adjacent isles, 
1815-1822, p. 248. 
67 Ibid, p. 244-245. 
68 It is interesting to note that Vol. III is dedicated to Sir Walter Scott and Vol. IV to the Countess of 
Sutherland. 
69 ‘To be able to produce either in writing of by pencil an accurate resemblance of nature in its grander 
features…is a great gift. It is in fact the power of translating a chapter of the great book of nature for the 
benefit of those who will not or cannot read the original; sure it is strange to see that thousands enjoy 
the representation of scenes which had they witnessed them with their own eyes would neither have 
excited interest or pleasure.’ Letter from Walter Scott to Sir James Stuart, 1818, The letters of Walter 
Scott, Ed. H.J.C. Grierson, (London: 1936), Vol. V p. 183. 
69 Thomson, The New History of Orkney, p. 403.  

 
71 Ibid, p. 403 
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The northern Ocean in vast Whirls 
Boils over the naked melancholy Isles 
Of farthest Thule72 (fig. 10) 
 

Fig. 10 

Elizabeth Leveson-Gower (1765-1839), Stroma, etching, 1807 

 
 
 

* 

 

The Scottish artist Duncan Grant (1885–1978) visited Hoy and Rackwick with 

his friend and lover John Maynard Keynes (1883–1946) in 1908. Grant had 

been invited to stay at Melsetter House near Longhope on Hoy by Thomas 

Middlemore (1842–1923), who had recently acquired Hoy and South Walls, 

along with the islands of Fara and Rysa. Keynes was invited to join them by 

Grant and the pair spent a few months writing and painting on Hoy. 

 

Grant was keen to explore the islands and find an alternative place to stay. 

Following a visit to Rackwick he wrote to Keynes, with tongue-in-cheek, 

encouraging him to join him there, “…where the people are frequently mad 

from too frequent incest…There is no priest, no church and no policemen. 

Don’t you think we’d better go there at once?”73 

                                                           
72 Inscription written in Leveson-Gower’s hand is from a poem by James Thomson (1700-1748). 
https://britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_gallery
.aspx?assetId=922587001&objectId=3313765&partId=1 accessed 4 June 2019. 
73 https://thecharlestonattic.wordpress.com/2015/08/01/the-honeymoon/comment-page-1/, accessed 
26 January 2020. 

https://britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_gallery.aspx?assetId=922587001&objectId=3313765&partId=1
https://britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_gallery.aspx?assetId=922587001&objectId=3313765&partId=1
https://thecharlestonattic.wordpress.com/2015/08/01/the-honeymoon/comment-page-1/
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Grant and Keynes lodged in rooms in Orgil farm in North Hoy during August 

and September 190874 and were much inspired by the islands and people, 

‘They [Orkney Islands] are quite unlike England and have a completely 

different range of colour from the Highlands and there is nothing like the soft 

warm scented air that seems always slightly blowing. The inhabitants are 

rather beautiful with mild polite manners and musical voices which they 

evidently admire greatly themselves as one hears them cooing like doves to 

one another about nothing.’75 To date no paintings of Hoy or Rackwick by 

Grant have been positively identified (Keynes began his Treatise on Probability 

on Hoy) but Grant did paint a number of studies of Orkney, including a small 

watercolour from outside the Free Kirk manse in Stromness, over-looking the 

Orphir hills (fig 11) and his portrait of John Maynard Keynes was completed at 

Orgil farm during the stay.76 (fig. 12) 

 

From the early years of the twentieth century and between the wars Hoy and 

Rackwick were a popular destination for picnic parties from Mainland Orkney. 

The Girl Guides and various church groups would stage their annual outing 

there, landing near Moaness, invariably taking refreshments at Orgil Farm and 

setting off in various directions before heading back to Stromness in the 

evening. A typical report from Stromness News in The Orkney Herald of 18 

July 1923 reads,  

 

The objectives of the afternoon were the time-honoured ones—the Ward 
Hill, the Kame, Berridale, Rackwick, and the Old Man, the top of the hill 
being, as in times past, first favourite.77 

 

* 

Access to Rackwick had historically been either by boat or by a rough track 

between the Ward Hill and the Cuilags. The beach is not an easy location to 

land a boat and an ad hoc noust, at the north end of the beach, was maintained 

                                                           
74 Richard Shone, The Art of Bloomsbury, (London: 1999), p. 62. 
75 Grant writing to Keynes from Hoy, Robert Skidelsky, John Maynard Keynes; Hopes Betrayed 1883–
1920, (London: 1983), paperback edition published in 1992, p. 196. 
76 The portrait is held in the collection of the University of Cambridge. 
77 Similar reports appear in The Orkney Herald during the summers of 1908, 1911, 1924 and 1935, 
among others. 
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as the only suitable place to haul up the community’s small fleet of fishing 

yoles, out of reach of the sea. Even then the noust required regular 

maintenance, with dynamite used to dislodge some of the larger rocks that 

winter-seas deposited along the shore.78 In the nineteenth century the bay was 

visited weekly by large, well-equipped floating shops from Kirkwall that 

bartered paraffin, sugar and various imported goods for smoked cod (a 

Rackwick speciality), eggs and other local produce.79  The old Rackwick road 

through to the valley was steep and narrow, enough to accommodate a small 

cart (or sled as they were called in Hoy80 usually pulled by oxen) which laterly 

enjoyed the support of Orkney County Council for its upkeep. 81  A postal 

service to Rackwick was established in 1879 and from 1898 was delivered by 

the ‘Hoy Express’, which became something of a historic curiosity and a 

popular image for local postcards.82 (fig. 13)  The current metalled road, that 

travels to the valley on an alternative route to the south of the Ward Hill, which 

was first mooted around 1900, 83  was completed in 1928/29, following 

extended political wranglings between the Orkney County Council, the 

Congested Districts Board (representatives of HM Government) and the local 

laird, providing the first reliable route for motorised transport.84 (fig. 14) 

 

From the early sixteenth century most of Hoy and Walls was under the 

ownership of the Moodie family. In 1898 the estate, which included Rackwick, 

was bought by the industrialist Thomas Middlemore who employed the Arts & 

Crafts architect William Lathaby (1857-1931) to extend and develop Melsetter 

House in Walls.85 By the 1940s Middlemore’s property was broken up and 

farmed under owner-occupier status (following a pattern that occurred across 

Orkney in this period), though the estate of Hoy remained a single entity. In 

1973 the district of North Hoy (which includes Rackwick) was presented to the 

                                                           
78 Jack & Dorothy Rendall, Rackwick: yesterday and today, (Orkney: 2012). 
79 Bremner, Hoy: the dark enchanted isle, p. 49. 
80 ibid ill. 9. 
81 Orkney County Council, County Road Board, Minute Book—a sum of money is noted to cover 
materials and labour for the upkeep of the ‘Rackwick Road’ in the early years of the twentieth century. 
82 Norman Hudson, Souvenir Post Cards from Orkney, (Lerwick: 1994), pp. 90-91. 
83 Letter from Duncan J. Robertson, County Clerk, The Orcadian, 8 November 1902. 
84 Orkney County Council, County Road Board, Minute Book Three, November 1925, p. 189—the 
Minute Book notes that permission to construct the road was required, and duly granted, by Theodosia 
Middlemore (d. 1940), who remained the owner of most of Hoy at the time – see report on the death of 
Mrs Middlemore in The Orkney Herald, 19 June 1940, p. 6.  
85 A good account of the significance and history of Melsetter House can be found at 
https://portal.historicenvironment.scot/designation/GDL00281 accessed 29 April 2020. 

https://portal.historicenvironment.scot/designation/GDL00281
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Hoy Trust, though a large part, incorporating the Old Man of Hoy—perhaps 

Orkney’s most recognisable landmark—was sold by the Trust, controversially, 

to the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds ten years later.86  

 

Rackwick consists of around thirty separate dwellings and associated 

outhouses. (fig. 15) The buildings that stand at present were most likely built 

within the last two hundred and fifty years87 and are constructed using stone 

either cleared from adjoining fields, collected from the beach, from nearby 

quarries or re-cycled from older buildings. 88  The vernacular style of the 

construction closely resembles other areas of Orkney (and Shetland) and 

reflects the resources that were available to hand—stone for the walls and 

roof; timber (often salvaged from the sea or shipwrecks) for roof trusses and 

purlins89 and heather or straw for making ropes or ‘simmens’ to thatch the 

roof. 90 (fig. 16)  By the mid-twentieth century almost all the dwellings in 

Rackwick were abandoned and had fallen into to disrepair. Without regular 

maintenance (the simmens thatch, for instance, needed to be renewed on a 

regular basis) and heating, roofs began to cave-in and walls collapse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
86 The estate of North Hoy was presented to the Hoy Trust by the owner Malcolm Stewart, ‘for the 
benefit of the nation, and the people of Hoy as a community’. A large part of the Hoy Estate was sold, 
though excluding Rackwick, to the RSPB in 1983. Schei, The Islands of Orkney, pp. 287-288. 
87 None of the existing buildings in Rackwick feature a central hearth which would suggest construction 
sometime after the middle of the eighteenth century. See descriptions of Kirbister and Corrigal Farm 
Museums, Leslie Burgher, Orkney; an Illustrated Architectural Guide, (Edinburgh: 1991), pp. 45-47. 
88Daniel Lee,  https://archaeologistsinresidence.wordpress.com/2014/09/18/rackwick-survey-week-2/ 
accessed 13 May 2019. A comprehensive account of the buildings and history of Rackwick can be 
found in Daniel Lee, Hoy and Walls Landscape Project: Rackwick Survey 2014-2015, (Kirkwall: 2016). 
89 Ian Tait, Shetland Vernacular Buildings; 1600-1900, (Lerwick: 2012), pp. 125-126. 
90 Paul and Alison Newman, Simmens and Strae, Thatched roofs in Orkney, Extracts from Vernacular 
Building, Scottish Vernacular Buildings Group, 1991. 

https://archaeologistsinresidence.wordpress.com/2014/09/18/rackwick-survey-week-2/
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Fig. 15 

Map from The Stromnessian, by Stevenson Tulloch, June 1968, p.17 

 
 

 

Before the arrival of mains electricity in 1979, peat was the primary fuel used 

for cooking and heating—each family having access to peat banks in the 
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surrounding valleys91—(fig. 17) though by the mid-20th century some of the 

crofts would also have used generators.92  

 

While the agricultural practices of the crofting community in Rackwick 

remained stubbornly primitive, by 1869 the height of new technology was 

travelling underground through their crops.93 The wires that connected Orkney 

to Scotland and across the Atlantic to North America and the rest of the world 

landed at the Cable Hut, above the boat noust in Rackwick bay. The way 

people communicated around the globe was being revolutionised by the arrival 

of the telegraph. (fig. 18) Rackwick also became a convenient place of 

connection for the National Grid and the sub-marine cable meets Hoy at the 

southern end of the beach, progressing through the valley (until late 2020 at 

least) on the ubiquitous hydro poles. (fig. 19) (extract 4) 

 

* 

 

The style of farming used in Rackwick well into the twentieth century remained 

largely unchanged from that of medieval times. 

 

Just as in the house the small Orkney farmer had to be content with the 
simplest arrangements and furnishings, so too in farming tasks he had to 
make do with primitive implements. For a long time he cut his crop with 
a heuk (sickle), and threshed it with a flail. He used oxen or small highland 
horses to pull a single-stilted plough that the Pharaohs would have 
recognised. If he had no horses, and his ploughing had been done by 
someone else, he would yoke himself to the wooden harrow, weight it 
with stones, and laboriously break up the soil in which he intended to sow 
his oats or bere. The first carts he used were low-slung, with solid wooden 
wheels.94 

 

While farms on Mainland Orkney, as well as some of the outer isles (most 

notably Shapinsay), had transformed the use of the land during the nineteenth 

century, Rackwick’s available land remained cultivated in the age-old manner. 

 

                                                           
91 A detailed account of the location of each croft’s peat bank can be found at Bremner, Hoy: the dark 
enchanted isle, pp. 111-112. 
92 Jack Rendall quoted in Ian Mitchell, Isles of the North: a voyage to the realms of the Norse, 
(Edinburgh: 2004), p. 47. 
93 Talk by Fleur Ward, Are Islands on the Edge in the Digital Age, St Magnus Centre, 4 February 2020. 
94 Earnest W. Marwick, The Orkney Croft, (Stromness: undated c. 1972), pp. 4-5. 
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His [the Orkney crofters] little farm would form part of a tun-ship 
(township), surrounded by a turf wall to keep the domestic animals away 
in summer from the cultivated fields. He would possess a number of tiny 
strips of land, called rigs, awkwardly intermingled with those of his 
neighbours.95 

 

* 

 

The origins of Rackwick school date back to 1718 when the Scottish Society 

for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge briefly operated, but by 1841 

education had been regularised in the Old Rackwick School (now the 

Rackwick Museum). In 1879 the school moved into a new purpose-built facility 

and remained there until it closed in 1954, following the death of two of its 

remaining pupils, brothers, who drowned in an accident in the Rackwick Burn 

in 1952.96 The fortunes of the school reflected the decline in population in the 

early twentieth century, which fell from about eighty permanent residents in 

around 190097 to one lone farmer by 1973.98 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
95 Marwick, The Orkney Croft, p. 5. 
96 The Orkney Herald, Tuesday August 12, 1952, front page. 
97 Bremner, Hoy: the dark enchanted isle, p. 19. 
98 Rendall, Rackwick: yesterday and today. 
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2. Why Rackwick?  

 

… the magic of Rackwick has the power to bind a man’s heart forever.99 

 

To understand why Rackwick became such an important focal point for the 

arts in Orkney, one needs to follow the creative path of the Stromness writer 

George Mackay Brown. Other artists, writers and cultural figures in Orkney 

(and well beyond) had noted the unique charms of the secluded valley but no 

one was more manifestly seduced by Rackwick than the young poet. From the 

first time that Brown set foot in Rackwick, the valley instilled his writings with 

imagery and meaning that would underscore his world-view and form the basis 

of countless essays, stories, plays and poems.  

 

Brown’s first trip to Rackwick was on a hot summer’s day in 1946 when the 

writer was twenty-five years old.100 During the Second World War opportunities 

to visit Hoy, or indeed any other part of the islands, were severely restricted 

through military activity that lasted until well after the end of the war. It had not 

even been possible to enjoy the hills of Hoy from across Hoy Sound as the 

path that follows the west shore from Stromness to the parish kirkyard, and 

beyond to Warebeth Beach, was closed to unauthorised personnel from 1942 

to August 1945. 101   So while Hoy’s imposing hills formed the dramatic 

backdrop to life in Stromness, travelling there was another matter. (fig. 20) 

 

Although the distance between Stromness and Rackwick is only some seven 

miles, as the crow flies, Brown notes the trip—with a group of friends on 

Sunday 2 June 1946—was his first through the valley. Apart from a holiday 

with his mother and brother Norrie to Braal in Sutherland (the birthplace of Mrs 

Mhairi Brown née Mackay)102 in the 1930s, and family trips to Birsay and 

                                                           
99 George Mackay Brown, Let's see the Orkney Islands, (Fort William: 1948), p. 56. 
100 George Mackay Brown (signed Islandman), Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 11 June 
1946—the date of the visit is recorded as Sunday, 2 June 1946 in this column, which is the first of four, 
published over consecutive weeks, that the author wrote about Rackwick. 
101 Under the heading “Point of Ness Road Open“, the Stromness correspondent writes “…the sea-
ward view is still as beautiful and inspiring as ever. It seems now that Stromness people are able to 
walk wherever they like for the first time since 1942. We certainly appreciate it.”  Stromness News, 
(unsigned, presumed to be by George Mackay Brown), The Orkney Herald, 28 August 1945, p. 4.  
102 George Mackay Brown, For the Islands I Sing, An Autobiography, (London: 1997), p. 41. 
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Evie 103 , Brown had not travelled far from Stromness. 104  In any case the 

adolescent Brown was not keen to leave the familiar surroundings of family 

and home.105 

 

While Brown did not physically visit Rackwick before he reached his mid-

twenties he would certainly have read about it in his growing library of books.106 

Hoy and Rackwick feature in The Orkney book: readings for young Orcadians, 

by John Gunn, (published in 1909), which notes that Rackwick’s ‘…rugged, 

lonely grandeur is unique in these islands.’107 Brown acquired a second-hand 

copy of the book in 1944108 and undoubtedly absorbed its contents. Indeed the 

phrase ‘lonely grandeur’ is used by Brown in his first extended essay on 

Rackwick in the column Island Diary, published in The Orkney Herald over four 

weeks in June and July, 1946. 

 

Towards the end of the Second World War Brown had found employment as 

a journalist with The Orkney Herald in Kirkwall.  (fig. 21) The weekly newspaper 

was becoming short of writers as more and more able-bodied men and women 

were called into military service. Having failed his call-up medical in 1941 

(being diagnosed with tuberculosis),109 and already showing an aptitude for 

writing, Brown began to produce a prodigious quantity of material for the paper. 

In 1945 alone he wrote over 120 articles covering everything from the 1945 

General Election, Stromness news, W.R.I. events, book reviews, leader 

comments, polemical essays, as well the occasional short story and play. War-

time reporting restrictions meant that subjects including the weather, 

movement of troops and enemy activity could not be covered but Brown 

                                                           
103 Maurice Lindsay, ed. As I Remember, Ten Scottish Authors Recall How for Them Writing Began, 
(London: 1979), p. 15. 
104 “You lived in Stromness and in Stromness you stayed, unless by some rare stroke of luck you were 
taken to the Dounby Show or the Kirkwall Market in the Couper’s bus.” George Mackay Brown, Letters 
from Hamnavoe, (Edinburgh: 1975), p. 48. Brown on growing up in Orkney in the 1930s.  
105 George Mackay Brown gives an account of his ‘wretched’ teenage years in, Brown, For the Islands I 
Sing, p. 46. 
106 Books on Orkney themes and the first ‘Penguins’ were published in paperback in 1935 and George 
Mackay Brown became an enthusiastic collector, buying copies from Rae’s of Stromness for sixpence 
a time—early editions included work by Ernest Hemingway, Agatha Christie, Dorothy Sayers, Neil M. 
Gunn and Eric Linklater. George Mackay Brown, Letters from Hamnavoe, (Edinburgh: Gordon Wright, 
1975), 16 June 1973, pp. 80-81.  
107 John Gunn, The Orkney book: readings for young Orcadians, (Edinburgh: 1909), p. 150. 
108 George Mackay Brown, Rockpools and Daffodils: an Orcadian Diary, 1979-1991, (London: 2017), p. 

55. 
109 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 57.  
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tackled the problem in a way that would help define his creative direction. 

Reflecting some forty years later Brown notes: 

 

What could a correspondent do then? A famous journalist, C. P. Scott, 
had said, ‘facts are sacred, comment is free’. I tended increasingly to hold 
the exactly opposite tenet, and allowed my imagination to drift at random 
here and there about the town and townsfolk. A few people were amused, 
some were outraged. Many severe rebukes were administered to me, by 
direct confrontation on the street or ‘Letters to the Editors’…It began to 
dawn on me that imaginative writing, and not journalism, might be my 
true calling.’110  
 

The first Island Diary appeared in The Orkney Herald on 25 September 1945. 

This new weekly column was written by Brown under the pen-name of 

‘Islandman’. In the first column Brown tentatively notes, ‘This “Diary,” then, is 

going to be a weekly commentary on Orkney life and events, by an anonymous 

islander. I shall aim at making these ephemeral notes as direct and readable 

as possible: and if, after a month or two, our readers consider it successful, 

“Island Diary” will remain a permanent feature.’111 The tone that ‘Islandman’ 

struck was one of an urbane and well-read young man, with strong opinions 

on Orkney and Orcadian culture. (fig. 22)  Indeed, many of the early columns 

written under the ‘Island Diary’ heading read like mini manifestos—often 

bemoaning the lack of culture in Orkney112—'We are, I fear, an unpoetical 

people, for our two major poets, Earl Rognvald and Edwin Muir, are a thousand 

years apart.’113—or joining calls for action; 

 

‘The Friends of Orkney’ exist all right, but at present they are scattered 
and unco-ordinated. Acting on the great encouragement given us by 
Stanley Cursiter,114 I will do my best to help weld the ‘Friends of Orkney’ 
into a coherent whole. The germ of the Orkney Renaissance will now 
become active.115 

                                                           
110 Brown, Rockpools and Daffodils, p. 201. 
111 George Mackay Brown, 1st Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, 25 Sept. 1945, p.6. George Mackay 
Brown would go on to write a weekly ‘diary’ column for most of his life. Island Diary (1945-1956) in The 
Orkney Herald and then, following the demise of The Orkney Herald in 1961, Letters from Hamnavoe 
(1971-1975) and Under Brinkies Brae (1976-1996) in The Orcadian. 
112 One of the themes that Brown was intent on elaborating was that modern Orkney lacked cultural 
substance. “The high summer of Orcadian culture was a thousand years ago, and we are the poor 
remnants of a once mighty race. It is as well to recognise this unpleasant fact, of which most of us, to 
tell the truth, seem to be unaware.” George Mackay Brown, The Orkney Book—A New Estimate, 
(Kirkwall, The Orkney Herald), 9 January 1945, p. 5.  
113 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 13 November 1945, p. 7. 
114 The Orcadian painter Stanley Cursiter (1887-1976) was at this time the Director of the National 
Gallery of Scotland in Edinburgh but maintained a keen interest in the cultural well-being of Orkney. 
115 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 11 Dec. 1945, p. 7. 
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In another regular column, Bookshelf (signed G.M.B.), Brown presents a series 

of reviews of books by a remarkably broad selection of modern writers 

including D.H. Lawrence (1885–1930), Christopher Isherwood (1904–1986), 

Joseph Conrad (1857–1924) and Virginia Woolf (1882–1941), that attest to the 

breadth of his reading as well as the development of his critical faculties. 116 

While Brown is often rather black and white in his assessments—'Tennyson is 

revealed as a fine artist with an ordinary intellect and a somewhat cowardly 

spirit. Wordsworth is revealed as a great artist, with a great intellect, and, at 

the height of his power, a great and supremely noble spirit.’117—his developing 

understanding and appreciation of English Literature is plain to see.118 

 

Looking back on this period in the mid-1940s Brown notes that the literature 

that most inspired him was English or Irish and that, with the exception of ‘…the 

first part of Sunset Song…’, Neil M. Gunn’s Morning Tide (with qualifications) 

and the work of fellow Orcadian Edwin Muir, Scottish authors had failed to 

impress.119  

 

Perhaps to counter criticism that ‘Islandman’ lacked worldly experience Brown 

embarked on a series of trips to places of interest around the islands. Following 

the end of the war the landscapes of Orkney were opening-up to travellers, 

who were now able to make use of roads recently improved to cope with the 

influx of cars, buses and trucks that serviced the tens of thousands of troops 

stationed in Orkney throughout the war. 

 

                                                           
116 Brown was introduced to modern English Literature (and classical music) by Frances Scarfe, a 
Captain in the Education Corps, and published poet, who was billeted with the Browns in 1944/45. 
Brown, For the Islands I Sing, pp. 61-62. 
117 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 20 Feb. 1945, p. 3. 
118 George Mackay Brown reading at the time also included Ulysses by James Joyce (1882-1941), on 

which he wrote, “Was Joyce a dirty sniggering pornographer, or a great artist of courage and integrity? 
The authorities in Britain and America decided he was the former…” he concludes “”Ulysses” is now 
quite legitimate reading matter in Britain and America. You can buy it from any bookseller for 25s, or 
you can have a loan of it from me, on production of a written guarantee that you are interested in it 
solely from the literary point of view. Requests will be dealt with in strict rotation. Children under 16 
must enclose a note from their parents.” George Mackay Brown, Bookshelf The Orkney Herald, 25 May 
1948, p. 8. 
119 Isobel Murray, (ed.), Scottish Writers Talking 1, (Glasgow: 1996), pp. 5-6. 
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Brown’s first such exploratory trip was to Hoy and Rackwick and the impact on 

the writer was immediate—'That Sunday, the beauty of Rackwick struck me 

like a blow’.120 

 

Describing the journey by motor-boat from Stromness to the recently 

constructed concrete pier at Moaness, and then on the back of a lorry to 

Rackwick, Brown sets out to impress on his readers the majestic drama of his 

fateful visit to Hoy’s ‘enchanted valley’. The journey itself is important. The 

movement through the ‘strangest, gloomiest valley in all Orkney’, by the 

Rackwick road to ‘…the most beautiful valley in Orkney, if not in the world,’121 

represents more than a physical journey. In the final article Brown climactically 

compares Rackwick to the ‘…mythical island valley of Avilion where King 

Arthur went to recover from his mortal wounds’’ and concludes by suggesting, 

‘Perhaps Rackwick is Avilion, because no-one has ever known where Arthur’s 

island valley is, and Orkney, of course, was one of the distant parts of his 

kingdom.’122 Earlier Brown writes, ‘Our half-hour lorry journey through the dark 

Hoy valleys and our arrival in Rackwick was like pilgrimage of the children of 

Israel on a smaller scale.’123  Youthful hyperbole perhaps, but the exhilarating 

experience he found that day in 1946 was to be transfigured and threaded 

through his work—a metaphor for decay and re-birth—and set the scene for 

the elevation of the humble on-goings of a solitary fishing and farming 

community to a higher plane of expression. As Brown was gaining confidence 

in his ability as a writer, he expressed through these four columns—in 

something close to rapture—the imaginative possibilities of mining down into 

his own hinterland to reveal images of universal appeal.  

 

Brown brought his Rackwick epiphany into focus in a long letter, written in the 

Autumn of 1946, to the Orkney writer and historian Ernest W. Marwick (1915-

1977),124 with whom he had recently established a stimulating and extremely 

useful correspondence. In this letter, written from Well Park in Stromness 

                                                           
120 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 82. 
121 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 18 June 1946, p. 7. 
122 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 2 July 1946, p. 7. 
123 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 25 June 1946, p. 7. 
124 Ernest W. Marwick was born in Evie and like George Mackay Brown suffered debilitating ill health 
as a young man. As a consequence, he was largely self-taught but became an authority on Orkney 
culture and folklore. Marwick befriended the young poet and offered advice and encouragement at a 
crucial time in George Mackay Brown’s life. 
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Brown notes, ‘As you know I have been experimenting with a form of 

composition which I call “Prose Poem” for lack of a better word. It is more akin 

to musical form than to poetry.’ The letter notes a poem called ‘Swan’s Way’ 

that Brown had been working on; ‘I haven’t showed “Swan’s Way” to anyone 

but yourself. I don’t know, Ernest, whether you approve of this form of literary 

expression, but the writing of “Swan’s Way” one cold night last February was 

one of the happiest experiences of my life.’125 

 

Brown’s literary ambition had been growing throughout the time he was writing 

for The Orkney Herald and the trip to Rackwick had galvanised his thoughts 

into a new prose poem ‘Journey to Avilion’, that he showed to Marwick, noting, 

‘I have fused this fable with an account of events in a trip to Hoy and Rackwick 

which I made in the early summer. Rackwick impressed me so much with its 

beauty that I always think of it as a Tir-nan-og or land of the ever young.’126  

Brown concludes the letter declaring, ‘”Journey to Avilion” is my magnum opus 

so far. I got great delight from writing it. I get great depression from the thought 

that if I printed it for the delight of the Orkney people it is primarily meant for, it 

wouldn’t mean nearly so much as a flowery article by Robert Leitch or a poem 

by O.R. Cadain. God help us all!’127  

 

Writing some decades later in his autobiography, Brown notes, 

 

…soon after I got home, with magic in my eyes, I wrote a prose-poem 
about a king who was carried to Rackwick for the cure of his battle-
wounds. I thought it a good piece of writing at the time, but it is long dust 
and silence. A lasting spell was cast on me that Sunday, as we sat on the 
grass with our sandwiches and tea, and heard the slow boom of the sea 
on stones and sand, and saw the two immense sea cliffs that guarded 
the valley.128 
 

It is clear that the transition from ‘dark and savage’ hills to ‘the most beautiful 

valley in Orkney’129 is key to understanding Brown’s extreme attraction to 

                                                           
125 Letter from George Mackay Brown to Ernest W. Marwick, dated 24 Oct. 1946, Orkney Library and 
Archive, D31/30/4.  
126 ibid  
127 ibid 
128 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, pp. 82-83. 
129 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 18 June 1946, p .7. 
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Rackwick. However, there was another, equally compelling factor about 

Rackwick that fuelled the young poet’s imagination. (fig. 23) 

 

* 

 

By the time George Mackay Brown was born, the transformation of Orkney’s 

rural landscape—from common grazing and piecemeal cultivation to squared-

off, drained and ordered fields—was all but complete. 130  The mid–late 

nineteenth century saw unprecedented investment in Orkney’s agricultural 

holdings through government grants and loans designed to support the work 

of forward-thinking landlords. 

 

By the early years of the twentieth century the landscapes of Mainland Orkney, 

and much of the north and south isles, had ceased to be characterised by the 

subsistence farming methods that had persisted since medieval times. 

Through a combination of estate bankruptcies and the development of more 

efficient agricultural methods, as well as a revolution in owner-occupation, 

farms were getting bigger and more commercial.131 In short, the vast majority 

of available land in Orkney had been put under the plough in what amounted 

to the virtual industrialisation of the Orkney landscape. From Shapinsay and 

Westray in the north to Holm, Deerness and Walls in the south and east—as 

well as across the West Mainland of Orkney—the landscape had been re-

shaped, as crofters and landowners broke-out, drained and cultivated new 

ground. Though crops and rotation practice have changed in the last sixty-

seventy years,132 the landscape, as we know it today, was essentially in place 

by the start of the twentieth century.133 

                                                           
130 “Those who lived through the nineteenth century farming revolution had begun life as children in the 

cold, lonely work of herding animals on the undivided commons; they had come to manhood and 

womanhood amid the vanished world of run-rig in a landscape which was positively medieval. In Ernest 

Marwick’s phrase, the nineteenth century was a ‘journey from serfdom’—and this is no 

exaggeration…These same people in old age lived surrounded by square fields which were neatly 

enclosed and well cultivated according to the five-shift rotation.” Thomson, The New History of Orkney, 

p. 394.  
131 Ibid, p. 416.  
132 Thomson calls this the ‘greening’ of the Orkney landscape as crops like turnips were phased out in 
favour of crops that would supply fodder for the developing beef industry. Ibid, p. 416.  
133 “…Improvement was not a straightforward, overnight revolution, transformative though it certainly 
was. The pace of change might be different from valley to valley, never mind region to region, usually 
reflecting the interest in modernisation or otherwise of individual landowners. There were different 
phases of Improvement too; the first phase was mostly focused on the amalgamation of farms and their 
enclosure; later activity concentrated on drainage and the finer details of stock breeds and grain 
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But on the summer’s day that Brown first visited the valley he found that 

Rackwick was not like that; (fig. 24) 

 

There were hardly any fences or material boundary lines of any kind. 
Each man in Rackwick implicitly trusts his neighbour. The outward signs 
of suspicion and selfishness have not yet laid their blight on this fair 
valley. Once on a time all Orkney was like this, without the stone walls 
and fences, with which each man jealously encloses his land. Now only 
Rackwick is free of them; but probably not for long.134 

 

In other words, Rackwick appeared to be untouched by the ‘blight’ of progress. 

Well into the twentieth century the township continued to epitomise farming 

methods that had endured across Orkney for hundreds, if not thousands, of 

years. Agricultural ground remained informally divided up into narrow strips of 

land and oxen continued to pull plough or cart, rather than the teams of horses 

that were common across most other parts of Orkney at that time.135 Indeed it 

has been said that ‘the valley went straight from the oxen to the tractor.’136   

(fig. 25) Brown’s vision of an island paradise was compounded by a feeling 

that the community in Rackwick were living a simpler and more meaningful 

existence than those on the mainland. ‘Rackwick lay at our feet, absorbed and 

dreaming in the early evening sunlight. It was hard to believe that any shadow 

of trouble could touch this lovely valley and its peaceful inhabitants.’137  

 

It is worth noting that Brown did not meet or talk to any of the people living in 

Rackwick during this first visit, ‘we caught a glimpse of one or two inhabitants 

outside their crofts, but had no time to speak with them, for which we were very 

sorry.’138  

 

In his wanderings across the valley he did spot a house, ‘quite empty, it 

seemed, this most enchanting residence, where any poet might be glad to 

                                                           
species.” F. Watson with P. Dixon, A History of Scotland’s Landscapes, (Edinburgh: 2018), pp. 102-
103.  
134 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, Kirkwall, 25 June 1946, p. 7. 
135 The first tractors arrived in Orkney in 1917 and although horses, and in some cases oxen, were 
used into the 1940s, by the 1950s horses had been completely replaced by tractors, Thomson, The 
New History of Orkney, pp. 427-429. 
136 John Thomson, resident in Rackwick until the 1970s quoted in The Stromnessian, June 1968, 
(Stromness: 1968), p. 14. 
137 George Mackay Brown, The Orkney Herald Island Diary, 25 June 1946, p. 7. 
138 ibid, p. 7. 
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live’139 and plant a seed that was soon enough going to improve the fortunes 

of the place. 

 

By 1946, however, Rackwick was in a steady decline. The population had 

drifted away from the end of the nineteenth century to number only a handful 

of crofters and their families. In little more than a generation later, the 

population in the valley had reduced dramatically to a sole tenant.140 

 

This image of an unspoilt idyll, endangered by the trappings and trims of 

‘progress’, had already formed in Brown’s mind—indeed he had by now 

developed the theme in various articles, essays and reviews even before his 

first visit to Hoy and Rackwick. In November 1945, for instance, in a review of 

The Prussian Officer, a collection of short stories by D.H. Lawrence, Brown 

notes with sympathy that, ‘…Lawrence was a man who hated modern life with 

an intense hatred. Machines and mechanical ways of living, he said in effect, 

have so impoverished the emotional nature of modern man that, in spite of 

“civilisation” we moderns are spineless degenerates compared with our 

ancestors of say two hundred years ago.’141 

 

Reflecting on his first visit to Rackwick some forty years later Brown wrote:  

 

It may be that art, looking before and after, exists to celebrate a good way 
of life that has vanished, and may be again. We must always be on our 
guard not to romanticise: life in a place like Rackwick must always have 
been stark and dangerous and uncomfortable (imagine three generations 
crammed into two small rooms, with little privacy, and the men with the 
salt dampness never out of their clothes, so that the torments of 
rheumatism and bronchitis came often with age). Yet I believe that their 
closeness to the elements, their pursuit of whale and herring and their 
anxious tending of the corn all summer, the winter flame on the hearth 
that their own hands had dug from the moor, while – if the harvest of sea 
and land had yielded an adequate bounty – the cupboard was well 
stocked till spring; that kind of life is more meaningful by far than the lives 
of people who set out each morning for an office by train with The Times 
to read; a holiday in Spain with wine and sun the only oasis in their 
desert.142 

                                                           
139 Brown, The Orkney Herald Island Diary, 25 June 1946, p. 7. 
140 By the late 1950s the valley was farmed by Jack Rendall (1927-2015) alone, the last of his elderly 
family died in the early 1970s leaving him the only resident remaining for a time. Rendall was born in 
Rackwick and died there aged 87 in 2015. 
141 George Mackay Brown, The Orkney Herald, Bookshelf, 13 November 1945, p. 6.  
142 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 83. 
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Serendipity had taken George Mackay Brown to Rackwick at a time in its 

history that offered the rapidly developing young writer a rich seam of material, 

unbound by time or location. The valley seemed to hold up an image of a 

decaying idyll or of a paradise lost that would help fuel Brown’s creative writing 

for the rest of his life. 

 

* 

 

The tragic deaths of two young Rackwick brothers on Sunday 10 August 1952 

led to the closure of the school in 1954 and pre-figured the near complete 

depopulation of the place. The news was first announced on the front page of 

The Orkney Herald – (fig. 26) 

 

Brothers drowned at Rackwick – Two brothers aged 9 and 12 years, were 
found drowned in Rackwick Burn on Sunday afternoon. They were Hugh 
and John Mowat, sons of Mr James Mowat, the Moss, Rackwick. The 
boys were last seen alive around 1 p.m., playing in the burn with a home-
made raft, and their bodies were discovered around three hours later. 143 

 

The steady decline in the fortunes of the inhabitants of Rackwick seemed to 

be symbolised in this dreadful event 144  and by the end of the 1950s the 

population had dwindled to a handful of mostly elderly people.  

 

* 

 

If Rackwick was to be re-born through the imaginative writings of George 

Mackay Brown might it also be possible to re-imagine the place in reality? By 

1952, a few short years after Brown’s first visit to Rackwick, other artists were 

indeed spending time there, no doubt with Brown’s active encouragement.  

George Mackay Brown’s friend the painter Ian MacInnes (1922–2003) had 

returned to teach art in Stromness Academy in 1949 and became a regular 

visitor to Rackwick.145 As one of The Orkney Herald’s most prolific journalists, 

                                                           
143 The Orkney Herald, Tuesday August 12, 1952, front page. 
144 Brown commemorated the event in a poem, The Drowning Brothers, published in 1971. George 
Mackay Brown, Fishermen with Ploughs, A Poem Cycle, (London: 1971), p. 73. 
145 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/obituaries/ian-macinnes-37681.html , accessed 2 January 

2020. Brown and MacInnes were in the same class at school and formed a strong and life-long bond of 

friendship. They admired and encouraged each other’s creative endeavours from an early age and 
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and an enthusiastic advocate for all forms of high art in Orkney, it would have 

been natural for Brown to highlight the activities of those artists and friends 

that he admired. 

 

In the same edition of The Orkney Herald that had broken the terrible news 

about the Mowat brothers, Brown reports (anonymously) under Stromness 

News -   

 

ARTIST IN RACKWICK 
 
Stromness artist Ian MacInnes is finding a rich mine for his art in the 
lonely Hoy valley of Rackwick, where he is spending a holiday with his 
family. 
 
He has already painted some landscapes, but says it would be necessary 
to spend a long summer in Rackwick getting to know the place intimately 
before any large-scale work could be undertaken. 
 
Mr MacInnes is staying at the Test house (more romantically known as 
Honeymoon Cottage) near the shore at Rackwick. He plans to explore 
more of this fascinating district next summer.146 (fig. 27) 
 

Fig. 27 

Book jackets designed by Ian MacInnes 

                         
 

                                                           
shared a belief in the regenerative power of art. MacInnes designed the dust jackets for many of 

Browns early publications, including The Strom and other poems (1954), Greenvoe (1972), Magnus 

(1973), Hawkfall (1974) and illustrated several others, he also painted at least three portraits of Brown, 

two in the 1950s/60s (both are on display at Stromness Library) and another around 1970 

https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/george-mackay-brown-19211996-

94230/view_as/grid/search/makers:ian-macinnes-19222003/page/1, accessed 1 January 2020. Ian 

MacInnes was also a regular contributor to The Orkney Herald, supplying caricatures of well-known 

local people from 1939. 
146 The Orkney Herald, Stromness News, Tuesday August 12, 1952, p. 7. 

https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/george-mackay-brown-19211996-94230/view_as/grid/search/makers:ian-macinnes-19222003/page/1
https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/george-mackay-brown-19211996-94230/view_as/grid/search/makers:ian-macinnes-19222003/page/1
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Another young couple, Archie (1925-2015) and Elizabeth Bevan (nee 

Cromarty, b. 1932), recently married and living in Stromness, would play an 

important role in securing a future for Rackwick, which would, in time, have a 

profound effect on the arts across the whole of Orkney. The Bevans were 

married in July 1952147 and were regular visitors to Rackwick following World 

War II, Archie being a member (and later Officer) in Stromness Boys Brigade 

attending summer camp at Burnmouth, with Elizabeth visiting. The Bevans, 

who were close friends of both the MacInneses and George Mackay Brown, 

were deeply interested in the arts, and were active, along with Brown and 

others, in supporting concerts of classical music and other cultural events to 

be presented in Orkney in the austere post-war years.148  

 

This group of friends also shared a common belief in egalitarian politics with 

Brown regularly berating the Tories through his columns in The Orkney 

Herald 149  and the MacInnes’s and Bevans campaigning, from a left-wing 

position, on local and international issues.    

 

* 

 

By the mid-1960s Brown writes of Rackwick, ‘Today there is only one farm left. 

The valley is littered with ruins. A few houses have been restored and Kirkwall 

and Stromness families live there at weekends. City people, sick of traffic and 

telephones, spend a whole summer in Rackwick. The lovely setting remains; 

artists, poets, composers take inspiration from pure uncluttered sources. It is 

a microcosm of gracious living, not yet entirely extinct.’150 

 

By 1968, though, a group of young students from Stromness Academy were 

reporting the situation more starkly, writing in the school magazine, The 

Stromnessian, that, ‘Rackwick is dying. The influx of day trippers, ambitious 

climbers, and weekend refugees from the urban rat-race cannot disguise the 

                                                           
147 The couple’s wedding photograph appears on the same page in The Orcadian as a news report of 
the drowning of the Mowat brothers, The Orcadian, 14 August 1952, p. 5. 
148 Obituaries of Archie Bevan, The Scotsman, 10 March 2015 & The Herald, 16th March 2015. The 

initials AB indicate concert reviews in The Orkney Herald by Archie Bevan. 
149 One of Brown’s first articles for The Orkney Herald (28 November 1944, p. 6) is headlined The 
Downward Trend of the Tory Party. Another typical example, from 6 March 1945, p. 6, is a treaty on 
Why Toryism Must Fail. 
150 George Mackay Brown, An Orkney Tapestry, (London: 1969), p. 54. 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

39 
 

fact that a once thriving community is approaching extinction. Yet it is also true 

that almost any kind of modern revival would be totally alien to the spirit of the 

place. Perhaps it is right that Rackwick should remain quiet and near deserted 

a haven for those who know its magic and welcome its healing power.’151      

(fig. 28) 

 

* 

  

Sylvia Wishart had known George Mackay Brown since she was a child—their 

families had lived next door to one another for a time at Well Park, then a new 

council housing estate to the south-end of Stromness.152 By coincidence they 

had both been born, some fifteen years apart, on the same pier in Stromness, 

(Pinnie’s Close) just off Victoria Street not far from the Pierhead. 

 

In 1948 the young Stromness correspondent reviewed an exhibition of work 

by Ian MacInnes, alongside two of his artist friends, in The Orkney Herald, that 

included two paintings by Wishart, then twelve years old, noting the work of ‘a 

gifted child artist of whom Orkney will not be ashamed in the years to come’.153  

 

Looking back nearly fifty years later Brown reflected, ‘I remember Sylvia 

showing her first painting at an exhibition in what had been J. D. Johnston’s 

draper shop, one summer in the late 40s when Ian MacInnes, John Farmiloe, 

and George Scott were showing the paintings they had done in Stromness and 

round about that summer. Somewhere there is a printed catalogue saying that 

one of the paintings is by Sylvia Wishart (aged 12). She was regarded by her 

fellow-exhibitors as a gifted artist so early.’154 (fig. 29) 

 

                                                           
151 The Stromnessian, June 1968, p. 12. 
152 “It so happened that Sylvia Wishart was born in the very next house to the one I was born in, many 
years before, at Clouston’s pier, Victoria Street. Eventually my family moved to Well Park (now 
Gaurdhouse Park), and in number 5, next door, the Wishart family came to stay, by chance.” Apart 
from time studying at university in Edinburgh, Brown lived at this address until the death of his mother 
prompted the move to 3 Mayburn Court in 1968. George Mackay Brown, et al, Sylvia Wishart, Looking 
North, West and South, Paintings 1987-1992, exhibition catalogue (Stromness: 1992), p. 4. 
153 George Mackay Brown, The Orkney Herald, Stromness Painting Exhibition—Four Talented Artists 
Represented, 3 August 1948, p. 4. 
154 George Mackay Brown, et al, Sylvia Wishart, Looking North, West and South, Paintings 1987-1992, 
exhibition catalogue (Stromness: 1992), p. 4. 
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The exhibition review was part of the staple output of the now well-established 

and prolific journalist, but just as importantly it reflected the keen interest the 

writer had in the work of his friend the artist Ian MacInnes. In the weeks leading 

up to the Stromness exhibition Brown dedicates no less than five news items 

in The Orkney Herald to the event, clearly wishing to establish a sense of 

anticipation.155 

 

Brown and Wishart would later form a close, though sometimes tempestuous, 

relationship sharing a deep love of Orkney, and Rackwick in particular. ‘Round 

about that time, being neighbours and interested in approximately the same 

things—including the occasional pint in the Royal—Sylvia and I got to know 

each other well.’156 

 

Wishart had joined the Post Office after leaving school but was persuaded to 

apply to Gray’s School of Art by her art teacher at Stromness Academy, Ian 

MacInnes. In the late 1940s Wishart had become spellbound with painting after 

seeing MacInnes working at his easel in the streets of Stromness in the years 

following the war.  

 

I dogged his footsteps in all weathers and held the easel steady when the 
wind gusted. Surely this was for me! But I couldn’t see how it would ever 
happen. My knowledge was sparse and my means sparser. Only a 
dream.157 
 

MacInnes himself later recalled, ‘One small figure was almost constantly there: 

a shy, wide-eyed girl who watched with the kind of interest which is deeper 

than curiosity. I learned that she painted too. A picture was produced. It went 

into our exhibition and was sold. I like to think that this may have encouraged 

Sylvia to become a painter.’158 (fig. 30) 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
155 Unsigned columns, certainly written by Brown, The Orkney Herald, Stromness News, 8 June 1948, 

22 June 1948, 6 July 1948, 13 July 1948 and 27 July 1948. 
156 Brown, et al, Sylvia Wishart, Looking North, West and South, Paintings 1987-1992, p. 4.  
157 Sylvia Wishart, Ian MacInnes – An Appreciation of his Life, (Stromness: 2004), p. 12. 
158 MacInnes et al, Sylvia Wishart, Looking North, West and South, Paintings 1987-1992, p. 6. 
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Fig. 30 

Sylvia Wishart, untitled and undated painting, c. 1948 

 

 

Ian MacInnes had enrolled at Gray’s School of Art in 1939 and graduated in 

the late 1940s, after serving in the Navy during WWII and in 1955, Wishart also 

enrolled at Gray’s, ‘…the natural destination for any talented young Orkney 

artist.’159   

 

At Gray’s, Wishart was acknowledged as an outstanding student, known 
for her seriousness and intensity of purpose, and in 1959 she progressed 
to the Post-Diploma course, following which she won a Royal Scottish 
Academy Landscape award and a travelling scholarship.160 

 

Following graduation from Gray’s in 1959, Wishart set out on a teaching career 

in schools in Stornoway, Aberdeenshire, Fraserburgh and latterly in Orkney, 

when she became itinerant teacher of art in Kirkwall, St Andrews and St 

Margaret’s Hope. During this time she continued to paint and exhibited her 

work at the Royal Academy in London, The Royal Scottish Academy in 

Edinburgh, the Royal Hibernian Society, Dublin, The Institute of Fine Arts, 

Glasgow as well as the Society of Scottish Artists and the Aberdeen Artist 

Society. 161 

 

                                                           
159 Mel Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, (Stromness: 2012), p. 10. 
160 Ibid, p. 11. 
161 Marwick, Profile of an Artist, 5 February 1970, p. 4. Article based on an interview with the artist in 
her studio in Kirkwall. 
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Even during my years away from Orkney, I found that my pictures were 
invariably about Orkney.162 

 

Solo exhibitions at the 57 Gallery in Edinburgh in the early/mid 1960s along 

with shows at the William Street Gallery and Douglas and Foulis, both also in 

Edinburgh, helped establish Wishart’s career outside Orkney, though the 

islands themselves continued to provide the main inspiration for her work. The 

catalogue for a major solo exhibition of her work in 1969 at the Bondgate 

Gallery in Northumberland lists forty works, all with an Orkney subject, and 

over half of which have a Rackwick related title.163 (fig. 31) 

 

* 

 

Wishart does not appear to have left a written account of her first encounter 

with Rackwick, but the episode was naturally recorded by Brown. 

 

Early in 1960 Sylvia Wishart visited Rackwick, and at once she too was 
touched with the enchantment. She hastened to rent a cottage, North-
house, that was beginning to fall apart. Once a hearth-fire is out, which 
has burned night and day, winter and summer, for generations, it is as if 
the heart of the house had stopped beating; decay sets in at once, rot 
and mildew begin their operations. I remember looking through the 
webbed window of North-house one summer day about 1960. I seem to 
remember a scattering of cups and plates and jars; table and box-bed 
and chairs; and even a picture askew on a wall (was it of Queen 
Victoria?). Sylvia Wishart decided to save North-house from time’s 
ruin.164 
 

North-house is situated roughly in the middle of the township, facing south-

east and is typical of the crofts that are dotted across the valley. (fig. 32)   Its 

low stone walls are topped by a flagstone and turf/thatch roof with chimneys at 

both gables. While the house would have provided very cramped conditions 

for the large families that lived there in the 19th and early 20th centuries, it 

offered an idyll that, ‘…became for Wishart a hearth and home and a studio, a 

place of spiritual retreat and of creative solitude.’165  

                                                           
162 Letter written by Wishart to the artist Laura Drever in response to request for contribution towards 
her final year dissertation entitled ‘Sense of Place: Orkney’s relation to the British Art Scene’, October 
2002. 
163 http://painter-northumberland.blogspot.com/2012/02/close-harmony-in-edinburgh-sylvia.html 
accessed 1 January 2020. 
164 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, pp. 83-84. 
165 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 12. 

http://painter-northumberland.blogspot.com/2012/02/close-harmony-in-edinburgh-sylvia.html
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Wishart obtained a repair-lease for North-house from Jack Rendall and the 

artist set about renovating the croft, with the help of Andrew Kirkness, mason, 

and various friends. 166  Brown concludes, ‘The roof was thatched, cracks 

sealed, windows washed and brightened, stone floor scoured, and the heart of 

the house began to beat again (though the fire was coal in a stove, for the 

open hearth-fires were gone for good, along with the ancient skills of cooking 

and baking with pot and griddle hanging from hooks).’167 

 

Fig. 33 

George Mackay Brown and Sylvia Wishart at North House, c. 1960s 

 
 

 

When Brown notes that he and Sylvia were ‘…interested in approximately the 

same things…’ he surely meant that they shared an interest in art and culture 

as well as a love of Orkney in general and Rackwick in particular—common 

concerns for Ian MacInnes too, of course. However, Brown and Wishart also 

                                                           
166 Brown, et al, Sylvia Wishart, Looking North, West and South, Paintings 1987-1992, p. 4.  
167 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 84. 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

44 
 

shared a deeper spiritual interest that took them on a different path from 

MacInnes. (fig. 33) By the late 1950s Brown was coming to the end of a long 

religious journey towards Catholicism, severing any residual ties to the 

Presbyterian faith of his birth (though he had never been Christened) that he 

had come to despise. He explains the positive reasons for his conversion in 

his autobiography For the Islands I Sing. 

 

…the Cathedral in Kirkwall had been built by Catholic masons, for the 
offering of the Catholic Mass. 
 
It seemed a thing of utmost simplicity and wonderment to me. 
 
Yet no Scotsman takes precipitate action. I lingered for years in this state 
of acknowledging Catholicism, while doing nothing about it… 
 
The beauty of Christ’s parables was irresistible. How could they fail to be, 
when so many of them concern ploughing and seedtime and harvest, and 
his listeners mostly fishermen? … 
 
The elements of earth and sea, that we thought so dull and ordinary, held 
a bounteousness and a mystery not of this world. Now I looked with 
another eye at those providers of our bread and fish; and when I came at 
last to work as a writer, it was those heroic and primeval occupations that 
provided the richest imagery, the most exciting symbolism.168 
 

Wishart too, was concerned about the meaning behind everyday scenes and 

events and shared Brown’s leanings towards the ritual and symbolism of the 

Catholic Church. In the early 1960s Brown and Wishart often accompanied 

each other to Mass at the Catholic Church in Kirkwall.169 

 

Rackwick had become a central and abiding source of inspiration for both 

Brown and Wishart and by 1962 they were spending weekends together in 

Rackwick whenever they could.170 The work of the artist and poet around this 

time holds Rackwick up to a particularly intense light, attaining at its height a 

wholly spiritual dimension.  But this convergence of art, place, love and religion 

was not to last. By 1965 Brown and Wishart’s friendship had ‘expired in a 

violent flare-up’, 171 shortly after the publication of Brown’s third volume of 

                                                           
168 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 53. 
169 Ron Ferguson, George Mackay Brown, The Wound and the Gift, (Edinburgh: 2011), p. 148. 
170 Maggie Fergusson, George Mackay Brown: The Life, (London: 2006), p. 172. 
171 Letter from George Mackay Brown to Stella Cartwright, 31 August 1965, Edinburgh University 
Library. 
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poetry. Earlier in the year Brown had asked his publisher to dedicate The Year 

of the Whale ‘For Sylvia Wishart’.172  

 

A resolution eventually took place, with Brown writing to Wishart, nearly two 

years later, on 26 June 1967.  

 

My dear Sylvia, 
 

I have a sudden desire to write to you—tho ‘what’ I’m going to say I 
don’t know yet. But first I feel a need for forgiveness and reconciliation. I 

value your friendship so very much and it really hurts deeply to think I 
may not have that happiness and consolation any more. I have done a 
lot of things to hurt you and I’m truly sorry about it. I’ll tell you one good 

thing I have done these past ten days, made an interior vow so that 
some of these bad outbreaks may be avoided in the future. I haven’t the 
strength to keep out of pubs—at least I think I daren’t put myself to the 

test*—but I’m trying to fit the wild horse with a curb and bridle. 
 
Hope the painting goes well. Your recent things are beautiful. 
 
Mention my name when you are in the chapel, for God knows I need it, 
and pray specially (what is most important, whatever happens) that the 
Pax Christi be between us always.  
God bless you, 
With love 
George 
*in case it succeeds?”173 
 

By 1968 Brown and Wishart were working together on the publication of An 

Orkney Tapestry, an ambitious book of essays, poems and dialogues that 

charted Brown’s philosophical and creative thinking on Orcadian culture—

including a long chapter on Rackwick. Wishart produced twelve finely drawn 

studies in pen, ink and wash of significant locations across Orkney including 

St Magnus Cathedral, Melsetter Farm, Stromness, Kirkwall and three drawings 

of Rackwick.  

 

One of the few critical assessments of Wishart’s work of this time was written 

by Ernest W. Marwick and published in The Orcadian in February 1970. In this 

long and thoughtful article Marwick gives careful consideration to Wishart’s 

                                                           
172 The Year of the Whale is the first of George Mackay Brown’s published works to include a personal 
dedication. After that, Brown’s books almost always contained a dedication to close friends and family. 
173 Letter from Brown to Wishart, 26 June 1967, Orkney Library and Archive, D136/1/6/5. 
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work and notes the importance that Rackwick played in her artistic and 

domestic life.  

 

The spell of Rackwick, that beautiful lost toonship, existing like some 
enchanted valley at the back of the Hoy hills, has taken strong 
possession of some of our younger artists. Sylvia rents a cottage there 
called North-house. It is covered with thatch on flags; its interior walls are 
stripped down to the bare stone; it is divided into but and ben by box 
beds. The furniture is old and well worn. She cuts rushes for the roof with 
a scythe, and wheels coal for the ‘Enchantress’ stove across the fields in 
a barrow. Practically the only modern piece of equipment is a little gas 
cooker. When she lives in Rackwick her cooking tends to be simple. She 
makes soup in a big old iron pot, using as many vegetables as she can 
get.174 
 

Rackwick from the late 1950s and 1960s also became a home from home for 

many Stromness families—the MacInneses had been spending holidays there 

from the early 1950s and the local Stromness GP, Dr Derrick Johnstone rented 

Mucklehouse soon after and spent many summers in Rackwick with family and 

friends. A handful of the other derelict croft-houses were slowly renovated and 

converted into simple accommodation for people coming from across Mainland 

Orkney. The Stromness Boys Brigade, which had been organising camping 

trips to Rackwick since the 1940s, renovated Groups, near North-house, over 

a number of years and used it as a base for out-door activities.  By the mid-

1960s and into the 1970s Rackwick had developed into a meeting place for 

artists, writers and creatively minded people—occasional visitors to Wishart’s 

house included the poet and owner of Stromness Books and Prints, Charles 

Senior; the librarian, writer and actor John Broom and Wishart’s friend, the 

teacher Susie Gilbertson. (fig. 34) 

 

Meanwhile, the population living year-round in Rackwick had dwindled to just 

one individual—local man and crofter Jack Rendall. 

 

* 

 

I came to Orkney not to get away from anything, but to find myself.175 

 

                                                           
174 Marwick, Profile of an Artist, 5 February 1970, p. 4. 
175 Peter Maxwell Davies, Selected Writings, Edited by Nicholas Jones, (Cambridge: 2018), p. 304. 
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The story of how the composer Peter Maxwell Davies came to live in Rackwick 

has attained almost mythical proportions. Told from different angles by the 

principal characters in the story the journeys and chance meetings unfold like 

a folk-tale.176 (extract 5) The bare bones of the events are as follows.  

 

In July 1970 Peter Maxwell Davies visited Orkney on holiday and picked up a 

copy of George Mackay Brown’s An Orkney Tapestry in Stromness Books and 

Prints.177  He was immediately entranced and stayed up all night reading the 

book.178  The following day he travelled to Hoy and met, by chance, the book’s 

author in the company of Archie Bevan and his family.  The Bevans were on 

holiday in Rackwick with their old friend George Mackay Brown, at 

Mucklehouse, one of the low, long houses that sits near the shore below the 

cliffs of the Too of the Head.  The poet and composer hit it off immediately over 

the Bevans’ curry and glasses of home-made wine.179 (fig. 35) 

 

Davies had become tired of the noise around his home in Dorset and, following 

a devastating house fire, was looking for a place to live and work that would 

be better suited his needs. Various dwellings in the valley were suggested as 

potential places for the composer to live—including Burnmouth close to the 

beach—but Davies had to catch the ferry back and did not have time to explore 

the more remote parts of the valley, and besides the hills were covered in mist. 

 

It was one of those miserable afternoons of cold drifting sea-haar, when 
even the lovely encircling hills of Rackwick look like a group of old hags 
keening. On such a day the spell touched the composer…180 
 
What he could not have seen that day was the very highest croft in 
Rackwick; the haar had washed it from sight: Bunertoon, high up, at the 
end of the sheep path, across a deep watercourse, was lost there that 
day near the verge of the high cliff.181  

 

                                                           
176 See Extract 5 for full accounts by Brown, Davies and Archie Bevan. 
177 Stromness Books and Prints was founded in 1970 by Charles Senior, and was later owned by 
Brown’s friend the writer, amateur actor and librarian John Broom. Ownership of the shop was passed 
on to Tam MacPhail and continues to the present day under Sheena Winter. 
178 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 127. 
179 Pamela Beasant, St Magnus Festival: a Celebration, (Kirkwall: 2002), Archie Bevan, transcript of 
conversation, p. 2. 
180 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 85. 
181 Ibid, p. 88. 
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Bunertoon, or Quoyhome as it was known in the nineteenth century, is located 

at an elevated position at the north end of the great arc of Rackwick Valley (fig. 

36) is, on the face of it an odd place to build a croft. John Bremner recounts 

the history of the croft of Quoyhome, built by Capt. John Ritch of Midhouse.  

 

His croft was situated high up on the slope of Moorifea hill, and 
overlooked the bay of Rackwick. What prompted anyone to build his 
habitation in such a situation, has puzzled people for a long period. It was 
built by his brother, Capt. John Ritch, and at first consisted of only one 
room, but a ben-end was added in 1890 [to house his brother Isaac and 
family]. It was very conspicuous from seaward, owing to its elevation, and 
also because it was always kept white-washed. No cart could come 
nearer to the house than half a mile, and all the winter fuel had to be 
carried in heather creels from a considerable distance away. But, in spite 
of all its drawbacks, it was a happy home, and it was the rendezvous of 
the neighbours when the shades of evening fell.182 

 

Brown concludes that the site may indeed have had advantages over the less 

elevated crofts. 

 

One thinks: ‘A Rackwick man long ago must have been very poor, very 
desperate, to set stone on stone in such a place’… Perhaps not. This is 
the fertile sun-smitten slope of the valley. There is turf above for winter 
fires. There is a water-spring nearby. The fisherman-crofter could see, 
from the wall of Bunertoon, better than from any other stance, fishing 
auguries – the movements of tide and wind, birds and clouds.183 

 

Indeed, the most fertile land in Rackwick is to be found on the upper slopes of 

Moorfea and it only stopped being cultivated when tractors were introduced 

and unable to plough over the steep slopes and lynchets.184 

 

* 

 

By portraying the decline of Rackwick with such powerful eloquence in 
An Orkney Tapestry, thereby drawing Peter Maxwell Davies to the valley, 
he had helped to sow the seeds of its rebirth.185 (fig. 37) 

 

                                                           
182 Bremner, Hoy: the dark enchanted isle, p. 110. 
183 Unpublished essay by Brown, Seabrook, Max, the Life and Music of Peter Maxwell Davies, p. 125. 
184 A geographical note by Stevenson Tulloch, The Stromnessian, June 1968, p. 16. 
185 Fergusson, George Mackay Brown: The Life, pp. 216-217. 
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Bunertoon was restored by David Nelson, a friend and teaching colleague of 

Archie Bevan, and by 1974 Rackwick had become the permanent home of the 

composer and Brown and Davies began a collaboration that endured until the 

poet’s death in 1996. The first St Magnus Festival was launched in 1977 with 

The Martyrdom of St Magnus, a new opera by Davies with words by George 

Mackay Brown, signaling a powerful new creative partnership.186 Wishart, too, 

continued to make regular visits to the valley to paint and for a time in the early 

1970s, this trio of remarkable artists, created work of breath-taking clarity 

drawing on and distilling the nourishing spirit of Rackwick.  Far from being 

away from the centres of culture, as some have suggested187, Rackwick would 

become a generator of some of the most original art, poetry and music being 

produced anywhere in the world. 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
186 As referenced, http://infinite-scotland.com/poi/st-magnus-festival/ . As discussed in the article, 
Murder in the Cathedral, by Rowena Smith 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2008/jun/06/filmandmusic1.filmandmusic137 accessed 23 
November 2020.  
187 Ivan Hewitt writes in the Obituary for Davies in the Guardian, 14 March 2016, ‘He lived far away 
from the centres of culture, in Orkney, for much of the time in a remote clifftop house on Hoy which for 
many years had no electricity.’ https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/mar/14/sir-peter-maxwell-
davies-obituary  

http://infinite-scotland.com/poi/st-magnus-festival/
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2008/jun/06/filmandmusic1.filmandmusic137
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/mar/14/sir-peter-maxwell-davies-obituary
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2016/mar/14/sir-peter-maxwell-davies-obituary
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5. The Impact of Rackwick on the work of George Mackay Brown, Sylvia 

Wishart and Peter Maxwell Davies and on the broader arts scene in 

Orkney 

 

I was immediately captured by the atmosphere and the magic of the place 
and, apart from the people, which I suppose must be the first 
consideration, it’s a sense of rightness of place and rightness of 
atmosphere and, most particularly for a composer, rightness of sound.188 
 

The degree to which Rackwick fuelled the work of Peter Maxwell Davies, 

George Mackay Brown and Sylvia Wishart (along with other artists) provides 

the focus for this chapter of the study. All three were devoted to the place and 

were determined that its charm—its ‘atmosphere’—should be present in their 

work. 

 

While working across very different artistic genres, there are a number of 

common themes that weave in and out of each artist’s work. Ambition for their 

art, religion, craft, pattern, landscape, friendships and the need for solitude, all 

touch on and have an impact on the work.  

 

* 

 

It seems that gifted artists are born to their vocation as well as shaped by 
circumstances of place and time. So it is perhaps not so surprising how 
often we find, when we look at the work of a born artist that it lays down 
some kind of marker, provides an early indication of what is to come.189 
 

This reference to a drawing of Hoy by the sixteen-year-old Sylvia Wishart, by 

the writer Mel Gooding, could equally apply to the early artistic awakenings of 

both Brown and Davies.190  

 

Like many other children of his generation George Mackay Brown struggled to 

find inspiration at school, writing it ‘… continued to be a prison-house when we 

                                                           
188 Peter Maxwell Davies speaking in, One Foot in Eden, Directed by Barrie Gavin, Produced by Penny 
Clark, (a film by Platypus: The Arts Council of Great Britain, 1978), 
https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-one-foot-in-eden-1978-online accessed 15 January 2020 
189 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 9. 
190 Maggie Fergusson opens her biography of George Mackay Brown ‘A poet is born, not made – that 
was George Mackay Brown’s belief; and his gifts might either flourish or wither, depending on 
circumstance.’ Fergusson, George Mackay Brown: The Life, p. 1.  
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passed from primary to secondary education.’191 By the age of fifteen, though, 

an alternative and enchanting world was opening up to him through books, 

‘…literature entered the mind stealthily, like a thief; only it was a good thief, 

like Robin Hood or Brecht’s Asdak, and left treasures instead of taking 

them…the fogs dispersed, and I found myself on that peak in Darien. The 

poetry of Shelley and Keats was pure intoxication.’192 There was little doubt 

that writing, and the art of poetry, was to be Brown’s born vocation and, like 

Wishart, the poet’s first published work, which appeared in The Orkney Herald 

in 1939, would presage some of the themes, albeit in the voice of a seventeen-

year-old in thrall to the Romantic poets, that would preoccupy the author 

throughout his life.193 (extract 6) 

 

One of Peter Maxwell Davies’s founding artistic revelations was to come at the 

even earlier age of four when his parents took him to see a popular satirical 

opera by Gilbert and Sullivan, ‘…going back to The Gondoliers, the music itself 

appealed very strongly, and the whole idea of creating on stage this bright 

glittering world—well, that appealed to the child very much.’194 From this early 

experience, Davies quickly demonstrated an unusual capacity to learn and 

interpret music, and by the time he sat his ‘A’-level (outwith school as his 

headmaster forbid it, ‘this is not a girl’s school’) he could play large volumes of 

the classical repertoire on the piano from memory.195 Peter Maxwell Davies 

gave his first public performance on BBC radio’s Children’s Hour in 1949 and 

went on to perform on the programme regularly, with his own and other 

composers’ music, until 1952. 196  From the beginning, Davies too felt 

compelled to compose and perform what were already very distinctive 

compositions, ‘…everyone was telling me off for writing these dissonant pieces 

at that stage – I must have been 14 or 15…’.197  

 

Returning to Sylvia Wishart and her early beginnings we find, as Mel Gooding 

rightly notes, that she too had a strong sense of vocation which was recognised 

                                                           
191 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 39. 
192 Ibid, p. 41-2. 
193 George Mackay Brown, The Hills of Hoy at Sunset, The Orkney Herald, 14 June 1939, p. 2. 
194 Paul Griffiths, Peter Maxwell Davies, (London: 1982), p. 101. 
195 Ibid, p. 102. 
196 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 11. 
197 https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p009362d Desert Islands Discs with Sue Lawley, Sir Peter 
Maxwell Davies, broadcast BBC Radio 4, 30 January 2005, accessed 7 June 2020. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p009362d
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and encouraged by Ian MacInnes and George Mackay Brown. Wishart’s 

youthful insight—that painting could unlock and reveal the beauty of the natural 

world—set the young artist on a course that would eventually converge with 

others in North-house and around the valley of Rackwick. 

 

Wishart’s childhood admiration for Cursiter and MacInnes, the two Orkney 

painters she knew best, clearly provided the initial spark of inspiration. 

 

…Ian MacInnes appeared on the streets, closes and piers. He would be 
there during the long summer days, on holiday from Gray’s, where he 
was studying for his diploma in drawing and painting. He was painting 
pictures! On a flat, empty surface he was creating illusions of space and 
light and form. Of course, I’d seen pictures before, but mainly in books, 
and had often gazed at Stanley Cursiter’s Linklater and Grieg fishing off 
Yesnaby in the Stromness Museum. But to see it happen in front of your 
very eyes was a revelation.198 
 

This pattern of working—revealing beauty and grace in everyday scenes of 

Orkney life—that both Cursiter and MacInnes had adopted, underlined and 

confirmed the conviction that meaning could be found through careful and 

sustained observation of the artist’s immediate and often familiar or seemingly 

humdrum surroundings.   

 

* 

 

This sense of vocation, or indeed destiny, helped shape the formative years of 

all three creative artists and clues can be found of the high ambition they 

developed early on for their work—naturally discussing the works of creative 

giants such as T.S. Eliot (1888–1965), Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) 

and Samuel Palmer (1805–1881), in admiration but also with a sense of shared 

endeavour. All had a high regard for the greatest art of the past and gained, 

both technically and creatively, from studying the work of artists, composers 

and writers from throughout history up to modern times. 

 

Of course, much of the high-art of the past had been generated to support 

religious worship, with the stories of the Old Testament; the frescos of Piero 

                                                           
198 Sylvia Wishart, Ian MacInnes – An Appreciation of his Life, p. 12. 
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Della Francesca and the unaccompanied singing of Victimae Paschali Laudes 

all noted by Brown, Wishart and Davies (besides much else) as providing 

inspiration and nourishment. The transformational experience that could be 

communicated through religious art—that ‘…sense of wonder…’ 199 —was 

shared by Brown, Davies and Wishart.  While the structures and hierarchies of 

Christian religion did not always appeal to them, the symbols, patterns and 

pageants, particularly of the Catholic Church, would feed into the work of the 

poet, artist and composer in very distinct ways.200  

 

George Mackay Brown was at pains to debunk the idea that art was the result 

of a wistful reverie or that the artist was somehow set aside from ordinary 

society. 

 

I believe in dedicated work rather than in 'inspiration'; of course on some 
days, one writes better than on others. I believe writing to be a craft like 
carpentry, plumbing, or baking; one does the best one can. Much 
mischief has been caused by a loose word like 'culture,' which separates 
the crafts into the higher arts like music, writing, sculpture, and the lowlier 
workaday arts (those, and the many others like them, that I have 
mentioned above). In 'culture circles,' there is a tendency to look upon 
artists as the new priesthood of some esoteric religion. Nonsense—and 
dangerous nonsense moreover—we are all hewers of wood and drawers 
of water; only let us do it as thoroughly and joyously as we can.201 
 

This essentially egalitarian point of view fitted well with the notion of Orkney as 

a self-reliant and cultured place, with a high value placed on practical skills and 

traditions. It also underlines the writer’s unease with the position of the 

artist/poet in society.  

 

Brown’s friend and fellow poet, Norman MacCaig (1910–1996) offers a similar 

assessment of the work of the poet.  

 

The pleasure in making a poem lies in making them and seems to me not 
different from a true craftsman’s pleasure in making a table, or a meal to 
put on it, or a boat that marries the water as a boat should. The pleasure 

                                                           
199 https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p009362d Desert Islands Discs with Sue Lawley, Sir Peter 
Maxwell Davies, broadcast BBC Radio 4, 30 January 2005, accessed 7 June 2020. 
200 The most detailed, and best account of George Mackay Brown’s life and work in relation to his 
Christian beliefs is George Mackay Brown, the Wound and the Gift, Ron Ferguson, (Edinburgh: Saint 
Andrew, 2011). 
201 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/george-mackay-brown accesses 3 March 2020, ref. 
Contemporary Authors Autobiography Series, Volume 6, Gale (Detroit, MI), 1988. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p009362d
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/george-mackay-brown
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of making something that was never in the world before, with our gifts 
and abilities at their farthest stretch, is surely one that is common to 
everybody.202 
 

The rudiments and craft of painting, music and literature were there to be 

mastered, with new art to be built on the achievements of previous generations 

of artists.  

 

* 

  

The landscapes of Rackwick can be seen most directly in the work of Sylvia 

Wishart but the changing faces of the valley, through the seasons and in all 

states of the weather, is also reflected in the imagery contained in Brown’s 

developing poetic vision and Davies analogous and multi-layered music. The 

image of this archetypical and profoundly beautiful place feeds into the creative 

nuts and bolts through notions of relative scale—near and far translating into 

the particular against the universal. The patterns and contrasts that 

characterize the valley also lend themselves to poetic interpretation. Patterns 

of light against dark; heavy against ephemeral; vertical against horizontal; 

natural against man-made are absorbed, moderated and re-cast as formal 

expressions in poetry, music and art. In a sense the landscape of Rackwick, 

for a time at least, becomes like an almanac for all three artists, providing a 

frame of reference for their creative ideas, as well as an abundance of moods, 

transformative moments and associations to use and combine in their art.  

 

Then, with the dramatic suddenness that belongs only to Hoy, we were 
plunged into gloom and desolation. The hills enclosed us. No plough had 
ever cloven these heathery slopes, no man had ever set up his habitation 
in this appalling solitude.203 

 

Like most artists, George Mackay Brown, Sylvia Wishart and Peter Maxwell 

Davies needed seclusion to work. All three had long and productive working 

lives and pursued their vocation with single-minded determination. However, 

the solitude and the ‘gloom and desolation’ that Brown found in the hills that 

                                                           
202 Maurice Lindsay, ed. As I Remember, Ten Scottish Authors Recall How Writing Began for Them, 
(London: 1979), pp. 87-88. 
203 George Mackay Brown, In Search of a Green Valley, Northern lights: a Poet's Sources, (Edinburgh: 
2007), pp. 88-89. First published, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, 5 July 1949, p. 4. 
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surround Rackwick is in stark contrast to the nourishing solitude found in the 

township itself. While the landscapes of Hoy continued to inspire, it was clearly 

the culture as well as the people that lived in, visited and loved the valley that 

were most important. It is easy to imagine Rackwick (as most people do) as a 

place cut-off from the rest of the world, a place of retreat and loneliness, but 

the truth is more complicated and interesting than that. The exhilarating 

discovery that a youthful George Mackay Brown made on his first visit to the 

valley—and that Sylvia Wishart, Peter Maxwell Davies and others were to 

discover—was that Rackwick was both the enchanted and secluded world of 

Tir nan Og and supremely connected. It may seem to be a place far away from 

the ‘centres of culture’ but the forces of creativity contained in the work of 

Brown, Wishart, Davies, and the other artists who have been inspired by 

Rackwick, formed a centre of gravity of their own—a place capable of nurturing 

some of the greatest creative projects in the British Isles, comparable with art 

made anywhere in the world. 

 

* 

 

For George Mackay Brown alcohol was both a solace and a demon. 204 

Stromness was voted ‘dry’ in 1918, following a successful campaign by the 

Temperance Movement, and drinking in licensed premises did not re-

commence until 1947, when Brown was in his mid-twenties. He did not take 

long to get seduced. 

 

The first few glasses of beer were a revelation; they flushed my veins 
with happiness; they washed away all cares and shyness and worries. I 
remember thinking to myself, “If I could have two pints of beer every 
afternoon, life would be a great happiness…”. It was a comical bizarre 
slightly surreal world to which I had found the key. Over the years it has 
brought me happiness, laughter, and misery of mind and body.205 
 

By the early 1960s friends of Brown were concerned that his heavy drinking, 

which had continued since this first ‘revelation’, would win-out over fulfilling his 

promise as a poet.206 During this time—on trips to North-house—the social 

                                                           
204 Both Maggie Fergusson and Ron Ferguson’s biographies of Brown deal admirably with his 
complicated relationship with alcohol. 
205 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 67. 
206 Fergusson, George Mackay Brown: The Life, p. 91. 
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setting, drinking and general camaraderie would often lead Brown into a 

paralytic drunken state, shouting abuse at his fellow guests. Brown wrote of 

his behaviour around this time, ‘Intensity of drink brings out some kind of 

nastiness in me…’.207 Faced with worsening health, breakdowns in friendships 

(including with Sylvia Wishart) and the detrimental effects his drinking was 

having on his work, Brown eventually managed to find a better drink/life 

balance. While never losing his admiration for the ‘happiness’ drinking could 

induce, writing about a trip to Mucklehouse in 1977, for instance, ‘A noble meal 

it was in the open air, washed down with home-brew or wine (or both). Soon 

enough we entered a sweet timeless Nirvana’208—but by 1993 he was able to 

write, ‘I have largely lost my taste for drink. John Barleycorn has turned his 

back on me. “Not before time,” I can hear some of the old Hamnavoe women 

say in the kirkyard.’ 209 

 

Artists, poets and composers, especially those associated with the northern 

and Celtic fringes of Europe, have a well-known attraction to alcohol and 

Brown’s reference to Nirvana may be playful but it is also telling. One of Brown 

and Davies’s literary heroes, James Joyce, writing of 1930s Paris café society 

also points to this reverence often attributed to alcohol.    

  

What is better than to sit at the end of the day and drink wine with friends, 
or with substitutes for friends? I say at the end of the day for I would not 
drink wine until the sun goes down. Wine is sunshine; under the figure of 
wine the Creator of the Universe could manifest himself. Can you imagine 
a manifestation under another figure?210 

 

The various accounts of the first meeting between Peter Maxwell Davies and 

George Mackay Brown (facilitated by the convivial company of Elizabeth and 

Archie Bevan) invariably involves mention of drinking generous amounts of 

home-made red wine or whisky (or both). No doubt the happiness that could 

be induced through social drinking was echoed in the solitary joy of creative 

work. Indeed drinking in Rackwick became something of a devotion, a way to 

                                                           
207 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 146. 
208 George Mackay Brown, Under Brinkie's Brae, (Edinburgh: 1979), p. 67 first published in The 
Orcadian, 30 June 1977. 
209 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, pp. 181-182. 
210 Padraic Colum, Portrait of James Joyce, Dublin Magazine, VII (April-June 1932). Reference in 
Richard Ellman, James Joyce, (Oxford: 1983), p. 680. 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

57 
 

relax with friends when the sun goes down or to commune with the world in a 

state of bliss.211 Cooking and drinking wine (Italian by preference) was an 

important way to unwind after a day’s work for Peter Maxwell Davies, 

especially when he had guests.212 (fig. 38) 

 

While Sylvia Wishart’s social circle differed in many cases from the Bevans’ 

(though George Mackay Brown crossed over with both), her hospitality, in her 

Stromness home, North-house and while teaching at Gray’s was legendary. 

 

Sylvia is also a great hostess. On the many occasions I have been 
fortunate enough to enjoy her hospitality, I have benefitted from the 
unique method of dispensing drink. Each guest is asked to make three 
choices – red or white, beer or lager, whisky or gin and is given the three 
of their choice, regularly topped up – a lethal combination.213 

 

* 

 

The near invisibility of critical analysis of Sylvia Wishart’s work, during her 

lifetime at least, is perhaps an expression of a typically Orcadian trait, that 

Brown shared, and explored through his stories and columns for the local 

papers. 

 

It is always said that Orcadians are given to understatement, and I 
suppose that compared to certain classes further south, they are. “Simply 
wonderful” … “How gorgeous” … “Super-duper”… No Orcadian worth his 
salt would indulge in such spurious ecstasies, even if he was truly half 
out of his wits with delight. 
 
“No bad,” he says: meaning that his health, or the weather, or the Dounby 
Show, is in excellent shape… 
 
No doubt this parsimony with words is rooted deeply in our nature and 
history. The Orkneyinga Saga is a mine of understatement. This 
carefulness about words has, of course, nothing to do with other kinds of 
meanness. If it did, we would not have descriptions of the bounteous 

                                                           
211 Not everyone in Brown’s group of friends agreed. Tea-total Ernest W. Marwick reflecting on Orkney 
Drinking wrote, ‘Easy money makes for easy drinking, and easy drinking becomes a pernicious fashion 
that only those with more important things to devote their lives to can resist.’ Ernest W. Marwick, An 
Orkney Anthology Volume I, The Selected Works Ernest Walker Marwick, (Kirkwall: 1991) edited by 
John D. M. Robertson, p. 191. 
212 The guest sleeping accommodation at Bunertoon is worthy of note—sited in a lean-to against a 
stone-built outhouse (that contained the wc and later an electric shower and other appliances) the 
bedroom sat above a steep brae which fell away quickly to the cliffs below. On awaking the impression 
of having slept on a cliff edge was strong.  
213 Joyce Cairns, et al, Sylvia Wishart, Looking North, West and South, Paintings 1987-1992, p. 7. 
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feasts of Viking times; nor, indeed, would we be able to enjoy the splendid 
hospitality of modern Orkney houses. 
 
It is rather the ingrained knowledge that (paradoxically) more can be said 
by means of understatement than by laying words on with a lavish trowel. 
The bare phrase is nearer the truth, always.’ 214 
 

Looking at Brown’s Rackwick poetry, alongside Wishart’s paintings, there is 

clearly a shared urge to pare down and refine in order to better expose the 

basic elements of a scene. One can imagine the conversations between poet 

and artist in North-house and the daily attempts to get closer to the truth. 

 

This tendency towards understatement in the Orcadian character has been 

broadly documented including in an important academic study on inward 

migration to Orkney by Diana Forsythe carried out in 1982 when she notes, 

‘Stormay [fictional name given by the author to maintain island anonymity] folk 

are soft-spoken and tend to be reticent in public, especially in social situations 

perceived as unpredictable. They are reluctant to “stand up in public” and 

behave in the fashion required of a group leader. Accordingly, while they 

willingly work hard behind the scenes, few Stormay folk seek out positions of 

public authority.’215 While this may be a generalisation it holds true to the way 

many Orcadians (certainly of older generations) carry out their business. 

 

Many Orcadian writers and artists, including Edwin Muir, Stanley Cursiter, 

Ernest W. Marwick and Margaret Tait, fall under this characterisation, as 

indeed do several working in Orkney today. Tait’s biographer, Dr Sarah Neely 

makes the point about the filmmaker that could equally apply to the attitude of 

Sylvia Wishart, at least:  

 

It is unfortunate that Tait’s work was not more recognised in her lifetime. 
However, Tait was not always comfortable with efforts made to promote 
her work and she certainly was not comfortable with the promotion of 
herself as the focus of attention.216  
 

                                                           
214 Brown, Rockpools and Daffodils, pp. 47-48. First published in The Orcadian, 20 November 1980. 
215 Diana Forsythe, Urban-Rural Migration, Change and Conflict in an Orkney Island Community, North 
Sea Oil Panel Occasional Paper No.14, (London: 1982), p. 16. 
216 Sarah Neely, (Ed) Margaret Tait, Poems, stories and Writings, (Manchester: 2012), pp. 23-24. 
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Of course, this native reticence and dislike of being the centre of attention 

should not be confused with any lack of ambition on the part of the respective 

artists for the work work. Muir, Cursiter, Marwick, Brown, Tait, Wishart and 

others all had the highest aspirations for their work, judging it against the 

standards of the best international writing, filmmaking and painting.  

 

The arrival of Peter Maxwell Davies in the 1970s added a new and fresh 

perspective to the developing arts scene in Orkney. Although Davies would 

describe himself ‘…as a very quiet and retiring sort of person’217, he was willing 

to lead and without his drive and determination it is hard to imagine that the St 

Magnus Festival would have got off the ground. 

 

George Mackay Brown (fig. 39) 

 

And so he shows us the here-and-now as an integral part of the historical 
continuum, and as only a poet is able to do, in terms of a heraldic stillness 
and a hoarded symbolism.218  
 

As has been seen, Brown’s early journalism is full of critiques of contemporary 

writers which through the various columns he wrote for The Orkney Herald 

offered ample opportunity for the young writer to reflect on a broad cross-

section of works of English literature. Reviews of books include, “Twixt Land 

and Sea Tales” by Joseph Conrad, “Olrando” by Virginia Woolf and “The Worst 

Journey in the World” by Apsley Cherry-Gerrard (1886–1959), as well as 

lesser-known books (at least to the contemporary reader) by Rex Warner 

(1905–1986) and Thornton Wilder (1897–1975)219 among many others. Of 

course, Brown had a particularly keen, but no less critical, eye on the work of 

Orcadian authors.  Under the heading ‘The Orkney Book’ A New Estimate 

Brown offers a mostly disparaging account of John Gunn’s “The Orkney book: 

readings for young Orcadians”: 

 

There is also a touch of complacency in his chapter dealing with the 
history of Orkney in the 18th and 19th centuries. True, he knows and 
deplores the fact of Orcadian degeneracy which has been rotting our 

                                                           
217 Griffiths, Peter Maxwell Davies, p. 119. 
218 Iain Hamilton, review of An Orkney Tapestry, (The Illustrated London News: 2 August 1969, p. 28). 
219 All reviews appeared in the column Bookshelf, The Orkney Herald between May and September 
1945. 
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native vitality ever since the death of Rognvald, but he speaks smugly 
about the mechanical, agricultural and transport improvements which 
had come to our islands in the last two centuries, as if the full 
development of these facilities would restore the ancient power we have 
lost.220 
 

This ‘Orcadian degeneracy’, still rather crudely defined at this time, was quickly 

developing into a world view that pitted ‘progress’ against nobler ancient 

pageants and fables.  

 

It should be noted that Brown was happy to recommend The Orkney Book in 

slightly later columns—and indeed much later in life—putting a more positive 

light on the books authors’, ‘…local experts of the day (and they were all 

brilliant men)’, who included Hugh Miller (1802-1856), the Scottish geologist 

and writer, and J. Storer Clouston (1870–1944), author of the novel “The Spy 

in Black” (1917) and “A History of Orkney” (1932).221 Brown’s first encounter 

with sections of the “Orkneyinga Saga” would come through reading ‘…a very 

Victorian translation…’ within The Orkney Book, at primary school, ‘…but still 

the great gale blew through it and waves crashed on the shore.’ 222  A 

characteristic of Brown’s early journalism is a tendency to exaggerate for effect 

or to stir up controversy—'These musings caused bitterness to well up in the 

hearts of several of my readers. But for a while they held their peace, and in 

the vanity of my heart I imagined that all was well, and that everyone was 

agreeing with me…I pulled it through, however. I have a peculiar and perverse 

gift (if you can call it that) of being able to sneer at people in print; a gift which 

I am quite innocent of in normal conversation.’223 

 

* 

 

When Brown first introduced his work to Ernest W. Marwick—who had been 

working on An Anthology of Orkney Verse for some time—he had been writing 

(prolifically) for The Orkney Herald for nearly two years, but his work as a 

serious poet had barely begun. (fig. 40) The friendship that developed between 

Brown and Marwick would have a profound impact on the young poet’s life and 

                                                           
220 The Orkney Herald, ‘The Orkney Book’ A New Estimate, 9 January 1945, p. 5. 
221 The Orkney Herald, Island Diary, 14 January 1947, p. 8. 
222 Brown, Rockpools and Daffodils: an Orcadian Diary, 1979-1991, p. 55. 
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work. In Marwick he found an astonishingly sharp and critical mind, willing and 

able to offer constructive comment on drafts and experiments in writing that 

Brown had hitherto been working on in almost complete isolation. Through 

Marwick, Brown also came into the orbit of Robert Rendall, Kirkwall draper, 

poet, painter, archeologist, theologian and an acknowledged expert on the 

shells of Orkney. (fig. 41) Thus, the emerging poet could rely on the guidance 

of the distinguished historian of Orcadian culture, a writer of considerable merit 

himself, and the author of a handful of ‘marvellous lyrics’224 who, like Marwick, 

was eager to offer the young poet a helping hand. These three very different 

Orkney writers acted as peer-to-peer critics of each others’ work which, no 

doubt, helped elevate their respective work. Here is Marwick on Robert 

Rendall, for instance.  

 

He got into the habit of coming to me with his first drafts. I was inclined 
to say little in the way of criticism in the early days of our friendship, 
knowing that a poet newly delivered of a poem is still in a tender state, 
but I soon discovered that Robert was so intent in perfecting his offspring 
that he would listen willingly to an honest recital of its defects.225  
 

 And Rendall writing to George Mackay Brown in 1949. 

 

…in the recent ‘New Shetlander’ I liked your poem [‘The Exile’ The New 
Shetlander, No.19 (1949) later included in The Storm (1954)] written after 
the manner of Edwin Muir. You have affinities, and though this poem 
certainly recalls Edwin Muir at his best (or near best!) it is something to 
have done it so effectively: your own particular idiom will follow when you 
have explored the new country.226  
 

Throughout the late 1940s, both Marwick and Rendall continued to offer 

remarkably honest, careful and constructive suggestions to Brown on how to 

improve his work. Of course, Brown was also publishing frank, and sometimes 

cutting, appraisals of his friends and mentors work in the local papers. 

 

Mr Robert Rendall is a Jekyll-and-Hyde among poets. That is to say, he 
can write wonderful poetry, and shockingly bad poetry, with equal 

                                                           
224 Brown, For the Islands I Sing: an autobiography, p. 76. 
225 Ernest W. Marwick, An Orkney Anthology Volume II, Selected Works Ernest Walker Marwick, edited 
by John D. M. Robertson, James M. Irvine and Marie E. Sutherland, (Kirkwall: 2012), p. 192. 
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fluency, and the extraordinary thing is that the poet himself is apparently 
unaware of the yawning chasm between his good work and his bad.227  
 

Remembering that Brown was also reading widely from classic and modern 

literature at this time—both through his own growing collection of books and 

frequent visits to the local library—it is not surprising that the young writer’s 

latent ability was rapidly maturing.   

 

While Brown plainly admired and respected both Marwick and Rendall 

immensely, it was to be the literary guidance offered by Edwin Muir, ‘…perhaps 

the greatest Orkneyman now alive…’228, that would seal the fate (still very 

uncertain at this time) of George Mackay Brown the poet.     

 

* 

 

…Orkney’s last enchantment229 

 

From George Mackay Brown’s first encounter with Rackwick, the image of the 

valley had become firmly lodged in his imagination. Brown’s regular columns 

for the Orkney Herald continued to cover a broad range of subjects throughout 

the 1940s and 1950s230 and the subject of Rackwick is returned to again and 

again. By 1949 Brown is describing Rackwick in the starkest and most 

spiritually loaded terms yet. ‘By this dread valley the narrow road winds 

onwards, under a desolate sky, to the western sea. At the end of it there is a 

sudden blaze of colour and majesty, like unexpected victory after defeat, like 

resurrection after death. At the end of it all is Rackwick.’231 

 

By the late 1940s the artistic themes that Brown was to develop for the rest of 

his long writing career were already apparent. The re-telling of the stories of 

Viking Earls and the martyrdom of St Magnus; the alluring but ultimately 

destructive power of progress; the dignity of the lives of the crofter/fisherman 

                                                           
227 George Mackay Brown, The Orcadian, 24 September 1953, p. 2. 
228 George Macaky Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, 16 Oct. 1945, p. 7. 
229 A line from Rackwick, a poem by George Mackay Brown, The Strom, (Kirkwall: 1954).  
230 Brown’s Islandman column appeared regularly between 1945 and 1956  
https://gmbbibliography.wordpress.com/island-diary/, accessed 23 May 2020 
231 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, The Orkney Herald, 5 July 1949, p. 4. 
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and their communities; disdain for the overlords, lairds and other figures of 

authority; the fruitful and ever-renewing cycles of nature; decay and 

regeneration and the transformational power of Christian belief (though it was 

not until 1961 that Brown would formally adopt Catholicism) were converging 

in the mind of the young Stromness writer. Most of these themes were present 

in the writer’s first published book—Let’s see the Orkney Islands, a tourist 

guide produced by William S. Thomson in 1948—and more fully expressed in 

his first collection of poems, “The Storm”, published in an edition of 300 in 

Kirkwall in 1954, and they would thread their way through Brown’s work in an 

astonishing output of literary forms and variations. As Brown’s friends (and 

later editors of his work), Archie Bevan and Brian Murray would note, ‘…one 

of the of the revelations of this little book [The Storm] is the extent to which the 

poet has already mapped out his territory.’232 

 

Needless to say, George has long since discarded almost everything in 
this collection. Which is rather a pity, particularly when it includes such 
an evocative little gem as ‘Rackwick’. This poem distils the essence of 
that unique corner of Orkney which many years later was to provide the 
setting for his poetic tour de force, Fishermen with Ploughs.233 
 

The poet’s encounter with Rackwick in 1946—alongside the intense and 

urgent discussions on Orcadian culture that were taking place, with Marwick, 

Rendall, Christina Costie (1902-1967)234, Ian MacInnes and others, as well as 

through the pages of The Orkney Herald—offered George Mackay Brown the 

perfect backdrop to develop his vision of universal themes played-out against 

a particular Orkney backdrop. (extract 7) 

 

While Brown’s imaginative writings would range across the geographical 

spread of the islands of Orkney, Rackwick comes into focus often: ‘I have 

returned to Rackwick many times since 1946. The symbol is lodged in many 

of my best stories and poems, and gives them any radiance and power they 

have.’235 

                                                           
232 The Collected Poems of Mackay Brown, edited by Archie Bevan and Brian Murray, (London: 2006), 
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* 

 

The 1950s saw George Mackay Brown, now in his early thirties, leave Orkney 

for the first time for prolonged periods, initially to study at Newbattle Abbey 

College, a progressive centre for adult education near Dalkeith, and later to 

take a degree in English Language and Literature at the University of 

Edinburgh. Though persistent recurrences of tuberculosis would interrupt his 

studies, often for long periods of time, Brown would graduate with an MA in 

1960 and subsequently would undertake postgraduate research into the work 

of Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844–1889).236 

 

Brown’s first collection of poems, The Storm (1954)—which included a 

foreword by Brown’s ‘friend and mentor’ Edwin Muir, then warden at Newbattle 

Abbey237—contained poems that he had been working on over the last ten 

years. The cover and frontispiece design were by Ian MacInnes, the first of 

many striking drawings and illustrations that the artist would create for Brown’s 

books.  Brown had read and admired Muir’s autobiography—The Story and 

the Fable, published in 1940—writing in The Orkney Herald, ‘This fine 

book…should be a great reassurance to every Orcadian who is proud of his 

home; for it is the story of a sensitive man who has experience of all the great 

cities of Europe and their amenities; and he would exchange them all for the 

quietness and infinite peace of the northern islands…’. 238  The feeling of 

paradise lost—that Muir so vividly unfolds from the early chapters of his story, 

as the idyll of childhood on Wyre is replaced by deprivation and death in 

Glasgow—must surely have chimed with Brown’s developing thoughts on 

Rackwick.   

 

Muir announces the arrival of Brown the poet with words of enthusiasm and 

considerable generosity. ‘I am glad to be allowed to write this foreword, for I 

am a great admirer of George Brown’s poetry.’ 

 

                                                           
236 Full biographical details are contained in Brown’s autobiography and in the various books about his 
life and work, esp. Maggie Fergusson, Rowena and Brian Murray and Ron Ferguson. 
237 The Collected Poems of George Mackay Brown, p. xii. 
238 George Mackay Brown, The Orkney Herald, Bookself, 6 February 1945, p. 6. 
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I read them first, along with others, when Mr Brown was at Newbattle 
Abbey, and what struck me then was their fresh and spontaneous beauty. 
Now, after reading them again, I am impressed by something I can only 
call grace. Grace is what breathes warmth into beauty and tenderness 
into comedy; it is in a sense the crowning gift, for without it beauty would 
be cold and comedy would be heartless. Grace is what I find in all these 
poems, both the serious and the lighter ones. Orkney should be proud of 
this book celebrating its life and be proud above all that it has produced 
a young poet of such high gifts.239 
 

Copies of The Storm sold out almost immediately, but a re-print could not be 

contemplated as the type had already been dismantled.240 Muir would later be 

instrumental in securing The Hogarth Press—founded in 1917 by Virginia and 

Leonard Woolf (1880–1969)—to publish Brown’s next collection of poems, 

Loaves and Fishes, in 1959 which led to a long association with the 

publisher.241 Brown later noted Muir’s support saying, ‘I suppose if he hadn’t 

taken a sort of interest in me I wouldn’t have offered anything to publishers at 

all.’242 

 

* 

 

From early experiments in writing prose poems, including “Swan’s Way”, 

Brown had shown an interest in experimenting with poetic form. 243  While 

noting for his readers that T.S. Eliot’s Christmas poem " Journey of the Maji " 

‘…is very difficult, though beautiful in its esoteric way’244 Brown would later 

include Eliot in a list of authors, who had particularly affected him, that he 

provided to Alan Bold, one of Brown’s first biographers.245 As we have seen 

the young George Mackay Brown read widely across the classics of world 

literature and took a particularly keen interest in the work of modern writers—

the list sent to Bold also included Thomas Mann (1875-1955), E. M. Forster 

                                                           
239 Brown, The Storm and Other Poems, with an introduction by Edwin Muir. 
240 The Collected Poems of George Mackay Brown, p. xii. 
241 ‘Would you like me to send the poems to the Hogarth Press? I mention them, for I am more at ease 
with them than with Eliot and Faber’s and would receive an earlier reply from them too. They published 
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(1879-1970), Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986), Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), W. 

B. Yeats (1865-1939)  and Dylan Thomas (1914-1953).  

 

Another regular column from 1948 in The Orkney Herald, written By Onlooker, 

offers a rich caricature of an eccentric intellectual whose reading, at least, 

coincides with Brown’s at the time.  

 

A strange-looking individual, whose strangeness caught the eye even in 
an assortment of strange individuals, had approached them. His face was 
almost hidden by a matted growth of beard and whisker, and it was not 
until he spoke that they recognised him as Dante Inkster. His eyes shone 
with artistic fervour behind thick glasses, and the pockets of his shabby 
old Jacket bulged to bursting point with the works of T. S. Eliot, Gertrude 
Stein, James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway and Wyndham Lewis.246 

 

In 1949, in a short biographical entry in An Anthology of Orkney Verse, Ernest 

W. Marwick (who compiled and edited the book) noted that Brown was, ‘… 

particularly interested in modern literary forms, and his own work is marked by 

a very striking use of images. He confesses to a great curiosity about art in 

general, and has a pronounced taste in music, with a bias towards the 

classical.’247 

 

From the late 1940s, and much more so from the 1950s on, George Mackay 

Brown made regular contributions to a wide range of literary magazines, 

periodicals and newspapers. Early poems, stories and articles appeared in the 

New Shetlander, The New Statesman, Nimbus and Harper’s Bazaar for 

example, the last generating a handsome fee for the poet, by no means the 

norm.248  Between 1962 and 1967 Brown was one of a handful of Scottish 

writers to appear in Poor. Old. Tired. Horse., an avant-garde magazine 

founded by the Scottish poet and artist Ian Hamilton Finlay (1925–2006), along 

with Jessie McGuffie, under the imprint of The Wild Hawthorn Press.249 Finlay 

lived for a short time on the Orkney island of Rousay in the mid-1950s and 
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Brown reports meeting the young writer with an ‘…enthusiasm for the literature 

of the north…’ in Stromness around that time.250  

 

The poet Edwin Morgan (1920–2010), who also contributed to Poor. Old. 

Tired. Horse., reflected on the significance of this slender publication in an 

essay from 1986.    

 

In both format and contents it was something quite fresh in the Scottish 
literary scene at that time, and its Scottish provenance was all the more 
important to Finlay because of the international range of contributors; the 
country of origin was put in brackets at the end of each contribution, so 
that for example in the first three numbers writers from Scotland rubbed 
shoulders with writers from England (the weasel-word Britain was not 
used), the U.S.A., Russia, France, Italy, Finland, Poland, Hungary, and 
Japan.251  
 

Brown contributed to four editions of Poor. Old. Tired. Horse., including the 

final issue (no.25) which consisted entirely of one-word poems, a Finlay 

construct that involved an invitation to write a single word poem, preceded by 

a title which could be of any length. George Mackay Brown responded with a 

poem sequence that carefully interweaves characters associated with 

agriculture with dark biblical themes. (extract 8) 

 
Poor. Old. Tired. Horse. has become something of a touchstone for 20th 

century art and literature in Scotland. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s Ian 

Hamilton Finlay had been gradually developing his deeply radical ideas about 

the place of art in society, producing short stories, poetry and drama that 

pressed for a fusion of poetic and visual forms. Communicating by letter with 

artists and poets around the world Finlay established, through Poor. Old. Tired. 

Horse. a pattern of collaboration that would culminate in Little Sparta, the 

temple and garden, with its ‘…poems inscribed in stone…’,252 that the poet 

established from 1966 with his wife Sue Finlay in Stonypath, high on the 

western fringe of the Pentland Hills.  
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An earlier edition of the periodical (no. 15) includes a group of poems by 

Brown, set out with drawings by the Scottish artist Margot Sandeman (1922–

2009), that reflect his developing preoccupation with Rackwick. The short 

poems, under the overall title Rackwick Runes (for Sylvia Wishart)253 present 

six three-line verses depicting places and people around Rackwick. (extract 9) 

 

The paired-down language of Brown’s poetry, that reflected the writer’s deep 

interest in Viking Sagas, was clearly attractive to Finlay, and the dual forces of 

land and sea, emblematic in Brown’s Crofter-Fisherman, also found its place 

in the prints, pamphlets and sculptural works of Ian Hamilton Finlay throughout 

his life. Indeed, the parallels between Brown’s Fish-plough/Sea-plough image 

and Finlay’s print from 1967, Land/Sea, for instance, are striking—Brown’s 

Loaves and Fishes laid out visually in heraldic simplicity. (fig. 42) 

 

Both Brown and Finlay were getting into their stride artistically by the late-

1960s, with many of their thematic preoccupations already in place. The 

essentially rural Scottish setting of Brown’s island home and Finlay’s adopted 

hillside would offer the poet and artist all they would need to develop powerful 

visions of the world. 

 

Brown clearly placed a high value on his contact with Ian Hamilton Finlay, 

noting in For the Islands I Sing, that he was among the poets whose 

‘…stimulation and help, kept the flame burning.’254 

 

* 

 

From George Mackay Brown’s earliest writings, it is clear that he had the 

uttermost ambition for his work. His correspondence with Ernest Marwick, from 

the 1940s on, reveals his plan to convey, in simple but emotive language, the 

feelings and thoughts that he harboured about Orkney—its history, culture, 

                                                           
253 The dedication of Rackwick Runes to Sylvia Wishart is significant. The mid-1960s represents the 
zenith of Brown and Wishart’s shared religious and creative odyssey, ‘It was an elegiac vision that the 
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of the Whale, published by The Hogarth Press in 1965, was also inscribed to Wishart so it would seem 
that both dedications were made at around the same time, but certainly prior to the rupture in friendship 
between the poet and artist. 
254 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, (London: 1997), p. 163. 
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people and landscapes. As Brown’s artistic vision continued to develop 

through the discipline of poetry, the broader goal to place the ‘prose-poem’ at 

the centre of his work began to come into focus.  

 

By the late 1960s Brown had also revealed an extraordinary gift as a writer of 

short stories. A Calendar of Love (1967) and A Time to Keep (1969) take the 

distilled, balanced and experimental forms of the earlier work in verse and 

transfer them to works of short fiction of exceptional quality. As the tempo of 

Brown’s output increased (following the death of his mother in 1967 Brown had 

settled into a productive working routine) the poet’s field of vision remained 

largely consistent. 

 

Orkney is a small green world in itself. Walk a mile or two and you will 
see, mixed up with modern houses of concrete and wood, the ‘old 
farmhouses sunk in time’; hall and manse from which the laird and 
minister ruled in the eighteenth century; smuggler’s cave, witch’s hovel; 
stone piers where the whalers and Hudson’s Bay ships tied up; the 
remains of pre-Reformation chapel and monastery; homesteads of 
Vikings like Langskaill where Sweyn Asleifson wintered, the last and 
greatest of them all; the monoliths of pre-history; immense stone-age 
burial chambers where the Norse Jerusalem-farers broke in and covered 
the walls with runes. 
 
Dominating all the islands is the rose-red Cathedral of Saint Magnus the 
Martyr in Kirkwall, called ‘the wonder and glory of all the north’. 
 
This Magnus was a twelfth-century Earl of Orkney, in a time of terrible 
civil war. One April morning he held Mass in the small church of Egilsay: 
then he walked out gaily among the ritual axes and swords. Next winter 
the poor of the islands broke their bread in peace. 
 
Round that still centre all these stories move.255   

 

The short stories were extremely well received by both readers and critics, 

though Brown would later write, ‘Of late years I have come to place small value 

on reviews, favourable or unfavourable or lukewarm.’256 

 

Meantime, in my literary innocence, I had done something questionable 
– the publisher Victor Gollancz had asked me to write a book on Orkney 
for £200 (plus royalties, of course). I agreed at once. At that time I was 
still poor, and £200 was a lot of money. 
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A kind of superior guide-book did not appeal to me. I think I had read 
Brendan Behan’s Island – an enchantingly funny book – and it suggested 
a more imaginative and varied approach, with plays, poems, fragments 
of history, and real characters in it. I relied heavily on Orkneyinga Saga, 
especially the episodes of the Battle of Clontarf, the martyrdom of 
Magnus, the Viking crusade of 1151–54; but of course I let my 
imagination work on them, and it may be that I wrenched history too far 
out of its frame.257 
 

An Orkney Tapestry, with drawings by Sylvia Wishart, was published in 1969 

with a dedication to Brown’s friends Charles and Carol Senior.  The book 

ranges across time and through history, utilising a variety of literary styles; from 

sparky vignettes in “Islands and People” to more sonorous language in the re-

telling of Saga legends in “The Transfixed Dragon” - the changing content of 

each chapter matched by a different literary form, to signify the many facets of 

Orkney’s rich and complex past.  

 

I somehow have the feeling that a good Prose Poem exists by the 
continuous waves of suggestion it throws out. Every word and line must, 
of course, have significance. I have tried to make my Prose Poems 
distilled short stories, with all the powers of the lyric to surprise and strike 
with wonder. The Prose Poem is, I assure you, a most exciting medium, 
and English poets have not explored it nearly enough.258 

 

The photograph chosen for the dust-jacket taken by Meyer, Stromness (Gerry 

and Nora Meyer were close friends of Brown) shows the croft house Groups 

in a state of decay against the expanse of Rackwick valley and the sea and 

cliffs beyond.259 (fig. 43) Along with drawings by Sylvia Wishart it seems An 

Orkney Tapestry was conceived to fulfil a wholeness of production across the 

spectrum of the arts, that would suggest significant creative involvement by 

the writer. Indeed, George Mackay Brown was remarkably open to 

collaboration and worked many times alongside friends and fellow artists on 

portfolios and publications throughout his life.260  

 

 

Fig. 43 

                                                           
257 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, pp. 169-170. 
258 Letter from George Mackay Brown to Ernest W. Marwick, 5 May 1946. Orkney Library and Archive.  
 
260 The list of collaborations with artists that Brown undertook is long and includes publications with Ian 
MacInnes, Paddy Hughes, Gunnie Moberg, Simon Fraser, the publisher Charles Booth-Clibborn and 
the writer’s nephew, Erlend Brown. 
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Wrap around cover of An Orkney Tapestry published by Gollancz, 1969 

 
 

 

One of the thrilling things about An Orkney Tapestry is the connection Brown 

makes between the local and international. In the sub-chapter Crusade for 

instance, the story of Earl Rognvald—the nephew of Magnus Erlendson the 

martyr, and founder of St Magnus Cathedral—and his pilgrimage to 

Byzantium, moves elegantly from the shores around Kirkwall and Scapa Flow 

to Narbonne and the Mediterranean and on to the Holy Land. Orkney was at 

the centre of a vast Norse empire in the twelfth-century and Brown’s 

imaginative re-telling of key episodes from the Orkneyinga Saga was to re-

kindle a sense of international possibility, in the realms of the creatively 

minded, at least.   

 

Brown’s deep affiliation with the Catholic faith also offered a rich seam of 

material to be explored in the unfolding narrative and dramatic experimentation 

of An Orkney Tapestry. Since being received into the Roman Catholic Church 

(Christmas 1961) Brown had developed a storehouse of images and 

metaphors that fused the particular experiences of ordinary people in Orkney 

with quasi-mythical, Biblical and historic events. The iconography, symbols, 

rituals and language associated with Catholicism, alongside the tragedy of the 
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Reformation (the lost paradise, as Brown sees it) had become the fundamental 

bed-rock of all of Brown’s poetry, prose, drama and non-fiction.  

 

Heraldry is the mysterious signs, deeper than art or language, by which 
a family or a tribe pass on their most precious secrets, their lore of a 
kingdom lost. It is a stillness into which the torrents of history are 
gathered, like an unflawed mill pool. In the silence an image out of the 
past stirs, and illuminates things in our present circumstances, as 
individuals or as citizens of a country or as members of the human race, 
that we do not understand. Heraldry is the fury of history made wise and 
formal: from its hands we take at last the wholesome images—the heart’s 
bread—that our ancestors sowed for us in passion and blindness. That 
quiet pool turns the millstones of religion, and of art, and of the simple 
graces and courtesies of daily living.261 
 

Art and religion are so closely aligned as to become one and the same—the 

act of recording, re-telling, revealing and constructing a vision of the 

‘…courtesies of daily living…’ an act of devotion in itself.  

 

History set out as a ‘…Seamless Garment…’, heavy with Christian meaning, 

is the stanchion across which the book is layered, 262 and this backdrop helps 

to frame one of Brown’s most entrenched pre-occupations and worries—

progress. 

 

I often think that we are not really interested in the past at all. There is a 
new religion, Progress, in which we all devoutly believe, and it is 
concerned only with material things in the present and in a vague golden-
handed future. It is a rootless utilitarian faith, without beauty or mystery; 
a kind of blind unquestioning belief that men and their material 
circumstances will go on improving until some kind of nirvana is reached 
and everyone will be rich, free, fulfilled, well-informed, masterful.263 

 

From Brown’s very early articles in The Orkney Herald, including the sequence 

of four Island Diaries centred on Rackwick, a stance against progress is 

resolutely taken, berating what the writer believes to be the resulting 

degradation of Orcadian culture. All aspects of Orkney culture are enrolled to 

support the writer’s argument including the loss of local ‘characters’; Orkney 

                                                           
261 Brown, An Orkney Tapestry, p. 27.  
262 ibid, p. 69. A full account of the way Brown uses weaving and tapestry as a metaphor for history is 
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words and place-names to customs; changes to diet and the disappearance of 

significant events such as the Lammas Fair in Kirkwall and traditional customs 

at Hogmanay. He was not alone in regarding Orkney’s cultural inheritance to 

be under threat. Ernest W. Marwick also campaigned for the preservation of 

old customs and buildings, arguing, through the pages of the local press, 

against the development of the historic centres of Stromness and Kirkwall, and 

for the preservation of St Magnus Cathedral.264 

 

At a time when the spectacle of an increasingly polluted and ravaged 
world has become appallingly apparent, and when all civilised 
governments are taking measures to halt the destruction of what is 
beautiful and valuable, and to restore to cleanliness and decency what 
has been fouled by exploitation, it is not strange that people whose 
comfortable way of life has been nourished by a cynical misuse of the 
earth’s resources should react violently.265 
 

George Mackay Brown’s revelation that Orkney still harboured a place steeped 

in the old ways of agriculture and community life was an important step in 

cementing his world view. However, Brown’s statement in the foreword of An 

Orkney Tapestry—‘I am interested in facts only as they tend and gesture, like 

birds and grass and waves, in “the gale of life”’ 266 —coupled with his 

imaginative re-creation of life in Rackwick Valley (in Fishermen with Ploughs), 

offered a stage for the writer’s particular viewpoint and vision. Life as it was 

lived in Rackwick, and indeed across all of Orkney’s communities, was 

complex and the social and economic upheavals during the post war period 

were clearly not all to be regretted, a fact that Brown readily acknowledges, as 

if to counter accusations of nostalgia or longing for a past that did not really 

exist.    

 

It is the modern world that provoked Edwin Muir and me into poetry. His 
adolescence in Glasgow, his ‘expulsion’ from Prague in 1948 when the 
Communists took over; those dreadful experiences he set against his 
childhood in Orkney. Without that contrast, he would have been a 
different kind of poet, and a lesser one. I hadn’t experienced such 
wreckages in my life; rather, the slow seepings and rottings of the new 

                                                           
264 Marwick was one of the founders of the Orkney Heritage Society (OHS) which campaigned to 
preserve Papdale House in Kirkwall. Marwick and OHS were also at the forefront of the campaign to 
prevent Uranium mining in Orkney.   
265 Marwick, An Orkney Anthology Volume II, Selected Works Ernest Walker Marwick, p. 421. 
‘Conservation of Orkney Buildings’ Excerpt from ‘Looking Around’ in The Orcadian, 13 March 1975. 
266 Brown, An Orkney Tapestry, p. 11. 
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age. But here we must be careful. The new age, though it carries in one 
hand the cup of poison, brings in the other the benefits of science. 
Without the ‘miracle drugs’, streptomycin and PAS and INAH, I might 
have died sometime in the 1950s. I don’t think, either, that I would have 
written much beside a fish-oil lamp, in one of those old crofts that still 
exist as museum pieces here and there, with pigs grunting and hens 
fluttering behind the peat-fire in the centre; and a dame-school a mile or 
so away where I might have gone to learn reading and writing. Yet that 
was a time, 150 years ago, when life was dangerous and language rich, 
and the community was invested with a kind of ceremony. The people 
lived close to the springs of poetry and drama, and were not aware of it. 
I draw any art I have from great-grandparents, and further back; I 
acknowledge the gift and the debt, but I would not have wished to live 
their hard lives.267 
 

A single chapter of An Orkney Tapestry is dedicated to exploring the history 

and culture of Rackwick but George Mackay Brown’s next book would put the 

valley at the very centre of events. 

 

* 

 

Fishermen with Ploughs, A Poem Cycle, was published in 1971 by the Hogarth 

Press—who had forgiven Brown for moonlighting with publishers Victor 

Gollancz on An Orkney Tapestry—the writer’s fifth book of poems. The book 

is dedicated to Brown’s oldest friend Ian MacInnes and his wife Jean and, like 

An Orkney Tapestry, seeks to portray the poet’s world view through the lens 

of history. 

 

Contemporary Orkney, cut off from the story of its past, is meaningless.268 

  

The poem cycle follows the fortunes of the people of Rackwick, from the arrival 

of settlers from Norway and ‘…their slow evolution through the centuries…’.269 

Important events are marked including the Reformation, foreign wars and state 

education. 

 

But essentially their lives were unchanged; the same people appear and 
reappear through many generations – the laird, the crofter-fisherman, the 
shepherd, the tinker, the beach-comber, and the women who watch the 

                                                           
267 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, An Autobiography, p. 166. 
268 Brown, An Orkney Tapestry, p. 27. 
269 George Mackay Brown, Fishermen with Ploughs, A Poem Cycle, (London: 1971), author’s preface. 
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sea with stony patience; all are caught up in “the wheel of bread” that is 
at once brutal and holy.270 
 

This balance is broken by the seductive and corroding influence of material 

wealth as ‘…the quality of life grows poorer as Progress multiplies its gifts on 

a simple community.’271 Eventually, Rackwick lies abandoned with the detritus 

of the consumer society all that is left. 

 

An unspecified catastrophe Brown calls ‘…the Dragon, black pentecostal 

fire…’272 brings a small group of urban survivors to Rackwick in a small boat, 

echoing the arrival of the travellers from Norway, closing the cycle of the book 

which ends on a note of uncertainty, hopelessness and despair.  

 

In An Orkney Tapestry, the story of Rackwick is told in a sequence of poems 

linked with prose to flesh out or add detail and context. Indeed, more than a 

dozen of the poems in Fishermen with Ploughs appear first in An Orkney 

Tapestry, and the poem cycle is clearly a re-working of this chapter—the 

opening; sequence of historical events and ending re-visited and given greater 

heft and symbolism.  

 

As Robert Rendall had noted in 1949, Brown’s immature poetry owed a 

considerable debt to Edwin Muir, and while Fishermen with Ploughs finds the 

poet’s ‘…own particular idiom…’, as Rendall predicted,  the themes and 

images expressed in the book are redolent of Muir’s ‘…terrifying poem of the 

“atomic age”  — The Horses.’273 

 

Since it seems to me that our civilization will possibly destroy itself before 
too long, I am interested in the labour and lives of the most primitive 
people of our civilization, the food-getters (crofters and fishermen) since 
it is those people living close to the sources of life who are most likely to 
survive and continue the human story; and since even their lives would 
be meaningless otherwise, I see religion as an illuminating and stabilising 
force in the life of a community. Out of these things I make my poems, 
stories, and plays.274  

                                                           
270 Brown, Fishermen with Ploughs, A Poem Cycle, author’s preface. 
271 Ibid, author’s preface. 
272 Ibid, author’s preface. 
273 T. S. Eliot, preface, Selected Poems; Edwin Muir, (London: 1965), p. 10. 
274 https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/george-mackay-brown accesses 3 March 2020, ref. 
Contemporary Authors Autobiography Series, Volume 6, Gale (Detroit, MI), 1988. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/george-mackay-brown
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While Rackwick continued to provide inspiration for Brown (his trips there and 

recollections remained a regular feature of his weekly columns in the local 

paper and stories such as The Golden Bird set against the backdrop of a 

Rackwick-like community)275 Fishermen with Ploughs represents the peak of 

his work directly representing the valley.  

 

* 

 

In October 1945 George Mackay Brown made a remarkable prophesy in his 

column ‘Island Diary’, in only his fourth outing writing under the pen-name 

Islandman.    

 

Perhaps we shall have poets in our midst, the equal to any in Britain; and 
musicians inspired to compose symphonies and sonatas by 
contemplating Eynhallow or Scapa and the legends of Haco and 
Magnus.276  (extract 10) 
 

There is no way that Brown could have known that his imaginative wanderings 

would become marvelously true in time, albeit some thirty years later. Indeed 

as late as the mid-1960s Brown considered his earlier vision to be a ‘hideous 

mirage’277, the mis-placed optimism of youth.    

 

George Mackay Brown knew what was possible and agitated with others to 

improve the cultural make-up of Orkney. His friendships with the MacInnes and 

Bevan families, for whom art and culture were of the utmost importance, as 

well as close collaboration with Sylvia Wishart and later with Peter Maxwell 

Davies, led directly (in their different ways) to the establishment of the St 

Magnus Festival and the Pier Arts Centre in Stromness—both organisations 

that would meet, and even exceed, the aspiration of art and culture ‘…the 

equal to any in Britain.’   

 

 

                                                           
275 The Golden Bird, Two Orkney Stories, was published by John Murray in 1987. 
276 The Orkney Herald, “Island Diary”, signed Islandman, 16 Oct. 1945, p. 7. 
277 ‘Brown was moving on, seeing his earlier views on Orkney’s need for ‘culture’ – in terms of Picasso, 
Braque, Bach, T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound – as a ‘hideous mirage’.’ Murray, Interrogation of Silence: 
The Writings of George Mackay Brown, p. 99.   
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Sylvia Wishart 

 

She had established herself as an artist of originality and great promise 
with remarkable speed.278 (fig. 44) 

 

As a recently graduated art student Sylvia Wishart would have secured an 

extensive knowledge and understanding of both the history of art and the 

practical application of drawing and painting.  

 

The history of Scottish art developed, over three hundred years at least, 

through a strong and direct connection to the art of continental Europe, 

especially to movements in Rome and Paris. Beginning with artists such as 

William Aikman (1682–1731)—who spent time on Grand Tour in Italy279—Sir 

Henry Raeburn (1756–1823) and William Dyce (1806–1864), and on through 

The Glasgow Boys, The Scottish Colourists and early twentieth-century figures 

including William MacTaggart (1903–1981) and Anne Redpath (1895–1965), 

Scottish art had been continually refreshed and influenced by contact with 

fellow artists from across Europe. Ian Fleming (1906–1994), recently 

graduated from The Glasgow School of Art, spent time travelling across 

France and Spain in 1929, including a visit to the influential avant-garde 

printmaker Stanley William Hayter (1901–1988) in the world famous Atelier 17 

in Paris.  

 

The institutional pillars of the art establishment in Scotland, most prominently 

The National Galleries of Scotland and the Royal Scottish Academy, also 

reflected this intermingling of native and continental interests through the 

nation’s collections and the work of Scotland’s contemporary artists.  Stanley 

Cursiter, in his position as an elected member (later President) of the Society 

of Scottish Artists, was instrumental in bringing the first exhibition of Post-

Impressionism to Scotland in 1913, which brought the work of Paul Cézanne 

(1839-1906), Paul Gauguin (1848-1903), Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890) and 

Henri Matisse (1868-1954) to Scottish audiences for the first time. 280 

                                                           
278 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 11. 
279 Murdo Macdonald, Scottish Art, (London: 2000), p. 56.  
280 Pamela Beasant, Stanley Cursiter, a life of the artist, (Kirkwall: 2007), p. 127. Stanley Cursiter was 
later appointed as Keeper and the Director of the National Gallery of Scotland.  
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Scotland’s network of municipal and city art galleries was also active, in the 

early part of the twentieth century, in collecting European art, with some of the 

finest works of Impressionism and Post-Impressionism enhancing collections 

in Glasgow, Paisley, Dundee and Aberdeen. 

 

While the ‘Auld Alliance’ between Scotland and France had waned culturally 

and politically over the centuries, remnants of this ancient partnership could be 

found reflected in teaching across Scottish art schools in the first half of the 

20th century. Leading lecturers in fine art, including William Gillies (1898–1973) 

at Edinburgh College of Art, David Donaldson (1916–1996), at The Glasgow 

School of Art and Ian Fleming at Gray’s, were deeply interested in and 

engaged with the art of continental Europe, an attitude that undoubtedly fed 

into the work of their respective students. (fig. 45) 

 

This sense of lineage and connection to the painting traditions of Europe, 

which lingered in Scotland’s art schools until the 1980s, was an important 

element in Wishart’s early education and the formal teaching offered at Gray’s 

School of Art—with its emphasis on drawing from observation and technical 

painting skills—set the scene for the Orcadian artist’s Rackwick paintings. 

 

* 

 

One thread of artistic endeavour, that originated in France in the mid-

nineteenth century, would have a particular impact on the work of artist’s 

converging on Rackwick.  Painters of the Barbizon School,281 including Jean-

Baptiste-Camille Corot (1796–1875) and Jean-François Millet (1814–1875), 

reacting against the academic and Romantic art of the time, began to paint 

out-of-doors—plein-air—producing works of everyday life in a straight-forward 

and unpretentious manner. Recording landscape—its changing light, 

atmosphere and weather conditions, drawing directly from nature—was felt to 

open-up a more genuine and truthful form of art, an approach that was 

enthusiastically adopted in Scotland by The Glasgow Boys (active c. 1870–

                                                           
281 The Barbizon School, named after the district in France that the movement formed around, was 
influenced by the work of the English painter John Constable (1776-1837), and laid the foundation for 
the development of Impressionism. 
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1910)282 and The Scottish Colourists (1920s & 1930s).283 While the practice 

fell out of favour somewhat in the latter half of the 20th century, Scottish artists 

including Joan Eardley (1921–63) and Bet Low (1924–2007),  as well as 

Wilhelmina Barns-Graham (1912–2004) and Frances Walker (b. 1930) 

continued to observe and record Scotland’s landscapes, producing work of 

great energy and insight. 

 

As a young man Stanley Cursiter, who had studied at Edinburgh College of Art 

1906–1909, made strenuous efforts to return to Orkney (and occasionally 

Shetland) to paint outdoors during the summer months.284 

 

I instinctively turn to open landscapes and far horizons. I do not like to be 
enclosed by hills and have no particular use for trees. I like to see them, 
but have no wish to paint them.285 (fig. 46) 
 

Cursiter may well have visited Rackwick during the period prior to World War 

I but he was certainly there, painting the old Rackwick road in 1924, an atypical 

view perhaps, that includes neither sea nor cliffs. (fig. 47) Ian MacInnes, who 

studied at Gray’s School of Art following active service in the Navy in Second 

World War, also endeavoured to spend as much time as possible painting in 

Orkney. While MacInnes was a highly skilled draftsman—from a very early age 

producing inspired caricatures of Stromness society for The Orkney Herald 

before WWII286—he was also to become an accomplished painter, returning to 

locations in and around Stromness; Yesnaby and further afield around the 

west shore of Mainland Orkney and, of course, Rackwick in particular, on many 

occasions. Both Cursiter and MacInnes where enthusiastic advocates of 

working out-of-doors and could be found with portable easel and painting gear 

across the islands. (fig. 48) 

 

These same European influences can also be traced back through Sylvia 

Wishart’s work; her grounding in observational drawing—a fundamental tenet 

                                                           
282 Including James Guthrie (1859-1930) and the Irish-born John Lavery (1856-1941). 
283 Francis Cadell (1883-1937), John Duncan Fergusson (1874-1961), Leslie Hunter (1887-1931) and 
Samuel Peploe (1871-1935).  
284 Beasant, Stanley Cursiter, a life of the artist, (Kirkwall: 2007), p. 14. 
285 undated newspaper interview with Stanley Cursiter, Orkney Library Archive, quoted in Beasant, 
Stanley Cursiter, a life of the artist, p. 17. 
286 Ian MacInnes – An Appreciation of his Life, pp. 40-47. 

https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/artists/sir-james-guthrie
https://www.nationalgalleries.org/art-and-artists/artists/sir-john-lavery
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_Cadell_(artist)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Duncan_Fergusson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leslie_Hunter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Peploe
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of teaching at Gray’s where Ian Fleming promoted ‘…basic excellence of 

drawing, combined with emotional feeling’287—along with a desire to depict the 

true and unadorned nature of a scene, are part of this strong lineage of 

European art. (fig. 49) 

 

* 

 

When Sylvia Wishart first visited Rackwick in 1960 she was twenty-four years 

old, almost the same age as George Mackay Brown when he first encountered 

the valley in 1946. The artist had just completed a post-diploma at Gray’s 

School of Art and was shortly to embark on a travelling scholarship to Europe—

she had excelled as a student, gaining the Hospitalfield scholarship, (which 

typically enough for the strong-willed artist she declined), and a decade of 

teaching and full-time painting lay ahead, supported for a time by a substantial 

grant from the Arts Council. By 1969 she had secured the first in a series of 

positions as Lecturer in Art at Gray’s that was to sustain her until she took early 

retirement to concentrate on painting in 1987. 

 

Needless-to-say there is very little written material to document the early 

development of Sylvia Wishart’s career. Ernest Marwick, an early champion of 

Wishart’s work, notes in “Profile of an Artist”, an article published in The 

Orcadian February 1970: 

 

Her post diploma year was the turning-point of her career. As she says, 
she “began to see things then.”…It became more clear as the years 
passed that she must devote herself entirely to art. Three years ago she 
made the courageous decision to burn her boats, set up her own studio 
and see what happened. That decision—as she knew at the time—has 
proved a self-denying one from a monetary point of view, but she has 
gained greatly as an artist, “having no ambition beyond painting on and 
finding what comes.”…The names Sylvia Wishart will mention as typical 
of kinds of artists she admires include Piero Della Francesca, Pierre 
Bonnard, Samuel Palmer, William Blake, Turner, Constable (the 
sketches), and a contemporary painter Leonard Rossman [sic].288 [The 
British artist Leonard Rosoman (1913–2012)] (fig. 50) 
 

                                                           
287 Fiona Pearson, biography of Ian Fleming. 
https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-
54960?rskey=8CKY0Z&result=, accessed 26 March 2020. 
288 Marwick, “Profile of an Artist” The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p. 4. 

https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-54960?rskey=8CKY0Z&result=
https://www.oxforddnb.com/view/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-54960?rskey=8CKY0Z&result=
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Wishart had been working in ‘…that old, low-roofed, wood-panelled wing…’ at 

Tankerness House, overlooking St Magnus Cathedral on Broad Street, but had 

to move due to ongoing renovations that would eventually lead to the opening 

of Tankerness House Museum in 1968.289 Kirkwall at the time was home to a 

community of artists including George Scott (d. 1974), Edgar Gibson 

(b.1934)—both teachers at Kirkwall Grammar School—and Nancy Hewison 

(b. 1923), working under the name Nancy Ramsay. Wishart’s friend and 

roommate in Aberdeen, Ola Gorie (b.1937), who became the first graduate of 

Gray’s School of Art jewellery department, would establish a hugely successful 

jewellery business based at Kirkness & Gorie, the family firm located across 

from the cathedral. While based in Kirkwall, Wishart lodged at the West End 

Hotel (proprietor Mrs Currie) and later painted in a room in The Strynd, one of 

the oldest buildings in Kirkwall. (fig. 51) 

 

* 

 

Between around 1964 and 1971 Sylvia Wishart produced a large body of work 

that took as its theme the valley of Rackwick and the surrounding cliffs and 

scenery. While the artist’s endeavours were by no means exclusively focused 

on Rackwick, it seems likely that the majority of Wishart’s paintings and 

drawings at this time had a Rackwick subject. The most compelling evidence 

for this comes in the form of a catalogue for an important early solo exhibition 

held at the Bondgate Gallery in Northumberland during May to June 1969. 

From the forty works in the exhibition at least twenty-four can be identified as 

Rackwick works through the titles given by the artist. Much later in her career 

Wishart abandoned the convention of titling her work (by 1992 the paintings in 

an exhibition of new work at the Pier Arts Centre were simply differentiated 

from one another with Roman numerals) but in the 1960s and 1970s each 

painting or drawing was given a carefully chosen and evocative title, though 

some of them are now lost. Burn over Boulders; Old Stones, Crownest; Ruined 

Croft, Rackwick; Graveyard, West Shore and Bracken in Autumn are some of 

the titles that feature in the catalogue for the Bondgate Gallery exhibition, for 

example.  

                                                           
289 Marwick, “Profile of an Artist” The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p. 4. 
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While it is hard to know where most of the forty works in the exhibition are now 

located (as mentioned above Wishart did not place much value on keeping 

detailed records for her works), at least two of the paintings in the exhibition 

can be positively identified. The work Daisies, Binsgarth (cat no. 15.), was sold 

in 2014 by an Edinburgh gallery, though the title published at the time of the 

sale was given as Rackwick, Orkney, 1968. Another work from the Bondgate 

Gallery exhibition, Pentland Wave (cat. No.28), is in a private collection in 

Stromness. (fig. 52) 

 

The most obvious explanation for the discrepancy in titles is that Wishart did 

not always write the title on the reverse of the work and Daisies, Binsgarth was 

most likely given a new title – in this case with an incorrect geographical 

location (Binsgarth is a well-known house and wood near Finstown). Some 

private galleries would consider it commercially expedient to give a seemingly 

untitled work a new title despite this being dubious professional practice—or 

at the very least extremely frustrating for anyone wishing to compile an 

accurate list of the artist’s works. The same gallery sold another early 

Rackwick painting by Wishart under the title of Cottage Interior, perhaps 

another case of a title being imposed for commercial purposes—neither the 

words cottage nor interior appear in any of the catalogues of work prepared 

while the artist was alive. (fig. 53) 

 

Fig. 53 

Sylvia Wishart, Cottage Interior, c. mid 1960s, oil on board 
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* 

 

Sylvia Wishart achieves her effects with the minimum of colour; often 
indeed, as in her Rackwick picture, with very little subject-matter – a cliff, 
a derelict cottage, a scrap of wall, a clump of rashes, a broken plough, all 
seen through whirling snow. But she adds to the minimum of statement 
a great variety of texture, and such intensity of feeling that her best 
pictures have a curious life of their own, securely existing on a different 
dimension from the scene which inspired them, but giving a poetic 
illumination to that scene.290 
 

The ever-perceptive Ernest W. Marwick pinpoints that it is the ‘intensity of 

feeling’ that elevates Wishart’s work towards a poetic interpretation of Orkney’s 

landscapes. The grounding that the artist had received at Gray’s School of 

Art—both in drawing from nature and in looking beyond the surface for an 

underlying structure or purpose—had by the 1960s matured into a confident 

and skilled painting style, and Rackwick was to provide the source of 

inspiration for the artist to develop her particular vision. 

 

The minimal means that Marwick also identifies a working process that saw 

the artist return to the same scene again and again, paring down detail to 

reveal the essential spirit of a place. (fig. 54) The artist’s limited colour palette, 

perhaps another legacy of Ian Fleming and the teaching at Gray’s, also serves 

to intensify the contrasting forms of hill, cliff sea, rock and croft—each signalled 

by an emblematic colour or hue.  

 

Her pictures have been noted for their economy of colour. This does not 
mean that she produces drab paintings, but rather the reverse, although 
she frequently restricts accents of pure colour to the places where they 
are most effective on a canvas deliberately but subtly muted. She is a 
disciplined painter, yet occasionally she lets her brush take possession, 
joyously and completely, to produce a picture that glows from edge to 
edge with rich paint…What other people call texture, a very noticeable 
feature in most of her paintings, she calls “quality of paint.” She confines 
herself to no one method or approach, believing that “discovery is such 
a different process from invention”—and this applies both to her continual 
rediscovery of the numenous [sic] in the habitual and to her gradual 
mastery of materials.291 
 

                                                           
290 Five Orkney Painters, reprinted from an article in The Orcadian, 20 June 1968. Marwick, An Orkney 
Anthology Volume II, Selected Works Ernest Walker Marwick, p. 198. 
291 Marwick, Profile of an artist, The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p. 4. 
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By the time that Ernest W. Marwick was writing his considered and insightful 

appraisal of Wishart’s work (published early 1970) the artist had fully 

articulated her artistic vison based on her time living and working in Rackwick. 

The themes that were to pre-occupy her throughout this period—many of 

which were to inform her work for the rest of her life— were already formed. 

Abandoned crofts seen against an elemental landscape; the repetitive pattern 

of stone, sand and cliff at the edge of the sea; the lamp in a seaward window 

and the ripening of crops on the slopes of the valley, all form part of Wishart’s 

widening vision.  

 

Marwick also highlights the thread of deeply held spiritual, and indeed 

Christian, feeling that ran through the core of Wishart’s work at the time. This 

numinous sense of awe in the face of nature and human struggles to eek out 

a living is given form and structure through Wishart’s carefully selected views 

and her ‘mastery of materials’. 

 

Reflecting much later, Mel Gooding underlines the unusually forceful surfaces 

that Wishart achieved in her work – 

 

In these 1960s paintings of Rackwick, objects in space are given an 
emphatic signifying actuality, a symbolic weight: they are characterised 
by a chunky impasto, an unsettling chalky palpability of surface. It is 
created sometimes by an arbitrary mixture of additives to the paint – 
sand, coffee grounds, cigarette ash, white lead etc. – whose purposes 
are to facilitate the direct imitation on the painted surface of the objects 
depicted. The rough plaster interior walls, the grey-green feathery lichen 
that attaches to the stones of the cottage exteriors, the grey cement that 
binds the stones of a barn wall: all are rendered with almost uncanny 
visual and textural precision.292 
 

Wishart was to spend her long painting career moving from one source of 

interest or obsession to the next—the Rackwick paintings were eventually to 

give way to a series of more than forty drawings of landscapes across 

Orkney,293 which in turn were overtaken by studies of a stricken trawler below 

Stromness Kirkyard.294 This sense of exhausting the possibilities of a place or 

scene, before moving on, had its final and triumphant expression in the series 

                                                           
292 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 18. 
293 Neil Firth, Sylvia Wishart: Orkney Drawings 1968-1977, (Stromness: 2019). 
294 The progression in Wishart’s work is charted in, Gooding, Sylvia Wishart—A Study.  
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of large drawings-come-paintings that Wishart produced from the window in 

Heatherybraes, her final home and studio just west of Stromness overlooking 

Hoy Sound. 

 

Depicting the passage of time and the effect the changing seasons had on the 

landscape also formed part of Wishart’s working routine in Rackwick. 

Favoured vantage points were used at different times of the year, underlining 

the contrasts that transformed the landscape from vibrant orange of autumn 

bracken to snow covered hills of mid-winter.   

 

Like her friend George Mackay Brown, Wishart recognised that the rise and 

fall of the sun and the resulting turning of the seasons were the universal 

pattern that the local and particular nature of Rackwick could be viewed 

against. All that was required was for the artist to fully notice and record—with 

a deep sympathy—the fields, hills, crofts and shore. 

  

From the work that Wishart produced in Rackwick a clear stock of images 

becomes apparent echoing, but not mimicking, Brown’s pursuit of archetypal 

characters and scenes.  

 

A familiar theme is the oil lamp in the cottage window—that cottage 
window with the knotted, gnarled lintel so cunningly suggested by the 
thick-grained paint. 
 
Then there are bare fields and field dykes, indicative of man’s valiant 
attempts to tame the wastes. The dykes are painted stone by stone, not 
for the sake of detail, but because every stone has facets of colour and 
texture or an individual shape which makes it an essential part of what 
becomes a creative unity, partly the work of the original creators—nature 
and the dyke builders—but more expressly a re-creation by the artist in 
terms of paint. 
 
Closely allied to such pictures in feeling are those of ruined cottages with 
broken roof timbers, turned often into objects of beauty by wind and rain 
and the slow growth of lichen. 
 
As an artist, Sylvia Wishart does not find much inspiration in Orkney in 
Summer: the strong greens and browns are too dull then, but she loves 
the rich beauty of autumn, when the fields are pulsating with fruitfulness 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

86 
 

and the declining sun mellows the sky and thrown into relief cottage, 
shrub and stook.295 
 

Just over seventy Rackwick works have been catalogued, spanning a period 

of around seven years. Given that the whereabouts of all but two of the (around 

twenty-four) Rackwick works listed in the 1969 Bondgate Gallery catalogue are 

unknown, this would suggest that there are nearer to one hundred Rackwick 

works, and possibly many more. Indeed, even though the exhibitions Wishart 

held at the 57 Gallery in Edinburgh,296 as well as shows at the William Street 

Gallery and Douglas and Foulis, may predate or cross-over the Rackwick 

period, it is possible that this list could be longer still. 

 

Thinking about Marwick’s categorisations, along with the already well-

established habit Wishart had in returning numerous times to the same 

subject, the paintings (and a much smaller number of drawings) she produced 

can be divided into different views or groups. North-house and round-about; 

Broken Croft; Lamp in a Window; Winter landscapes and Fields and Dykes are 

discussed below in turn, and a small group of paintings, that link one or other 

of the views above to an overtly Christian theme, will also be looked at as a 

distinct entity. 

 

North-house and round-about; (fig. 55) 

Paintings of North-house itself, as well as the immediate surroundings, form 

an important group of works that describe the landscape around Wishart’s 

Rackwick home. Marwick’s phrase, ‘…economy in colour…’ points to an 

attitude that would have undoubtedly reflected the teaching at Gray’s School 

of Art. Colour theory, like anatomy and life drawing, were formally taught 

courses that aimed to give students a grounding in art theory and practice. 

Summed up here by Vincent Van Gogh, in a letter to his brother Theo, the 

theory of colour was an important part of Wishart’s creative stock of artistic 

techniques.  

                                                           
295 Marwick, Profile of an artist, The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p. 4. 
296 Wishart had a solo exhibitions at the 57 Gallery in 1960 and possibly a second in 1965 – newspaper 
cuttings and letters from the artist John Busby, who served on the 57 Gallery Committee, (see Edward 
Gage, The Eye in the Wind: Contemporary Scottish Painting since 1945, (London: Collins, 1977), p. 
133), Orkney Library and Archive D136/1/7/6. It is worth noting that Bet Low staged solo exhibitions at 
the 57 Gallery (1961) and at Douglas and Foulis (1967) – ref. Bet Low: Paintings and Drawings 1945-
1985, (Glasgow: The Third Eye Centre, 1985). 
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Absolute black does not really exist. But like white, it is present in almost 
every colour, and forms the endless variety of greys,—different in tone 
and strength. So that in nature one really sees nothing else but those 
tones or shades. 
 
There are but three fundamental colours—red, yellow and blue; 
“composites” are orange, green and purple. 
 
By adding black and some white one gets the endless varieties of grey—
red-grey, yellow-grey, blue-grey, green-grey, orange-grey, violet-grey. To 
say, for instance, how many green-greys there are is impossible, there 
are endless varieties. 
 
But the whole chemistry of colours is not more complicated than those 
few simple rules. And to have a clear notion of this is worth more than 
seventy different colours of paint,—since with those three principal 
colours and black and white, one can make more than seventy tones and 
varieties. The colourist is he who seeing a colour in nature knows at once 
how to analyse it, and can say, for instance: that green-grey is yellow with 
black and blue etc. 
 
In other words, someone who knows how to find the greys of nature on 
his palette.297 
 

Sylvia Wishart knew that to give true colour to the vibrancy and depth sensed 

by the naked eye, that her palette would need to be one of contrasts. In 

Bracken in Autumn Rackwick, Hoy, a painting from 1968 for instance, the 

intense orange of ferns as they take on their autumnal colours only comes to 

life against the muted tones of the fields and cliffs in the distance.  (fig. 56) In 

an undated note, possibly written in preparation for teaching at Gray’s herself, 

Wishart provides an astute summary on the nature of colour:  

 

You know how light is made up—sum total of all the colours of the 
spectrum. Generally if we look at art history we find that certain schools 
of art believed that shadows were parts cut off from the light – therefore 
did not contain colour. Believed this in principle & did not believe what 
the eye sees. Impressionists broke up colour instead of mixing on the 
palette eschewing mud. Laid on separately & the eye mixed.298 
 

Like George Mackay Brown writing before her, and in the music of Peter 

Maxwell Davies to come, Sylvia Wishart was getting to grips with the essential 

duality of the place: the dark and massive forms of the hills against the fecund 

                                                           
297 The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, Edited by Mark Roskill, (London: 1983), p. 158. 
298 Sylvia Wishart, handwritten, undated note on the front and back of a small blue envelope. Orkney 
Library and Archive D136/1/1/2 
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and vivacious valley floor; the movements of the sea and weather against the 

hard geology of cliff and bolder; the domestic interior the artist’s renovated croft 

against the forces of nature outside; the derelict crofts against nature’s slow 

re-claiming forces; the vastness of geological time against a moment of human 

artistic endeavor; light against darkness. These contrasts, which seemed to be 

heightened in the elemental beauty of the valley, threaded through Wishart’s 

Rackwick paintings and gave them the ‘…intensity of feeling…’ that Marwick 

had seen in her Strynd studio.   

 

These paintings from around the bowl of the valley are also characterized by 

the use of an, ever-so-slightly, elevated or sometimes exaggerated viewpoint. 

Since observing Ian MacInnes ‘…creating illusions of space and light and 

form…’299 as a schoolchild in Stromness, Wishart had understood that to make 

sense of a given scene the artist would not only need to closely observe its 

characteristics but re-order them according to their thoughts and feelings. Like 

colour theory, composition was also taught formally at Gray’s, offering an 

understanding of perspective, geometry and proportion. William Daniell, one 

of the first artists to record Rackwick’s dramatic clifftop scenery excelled in 

manipulating a view for dramatic effect.   

 

One of Daniell’s secrets was his mastery of ‘elevated views’. This was an 
entirely legitimate, though now forgotten art. J. M. W. Turner lectured on 
‘aerial perspective’ in his professional capacity at the Royal Academy. In 
his on-the-spot sketches or in the detailed landscapes he worked up later, 
Daniell would adopt a bird’s-eye or helicopter view of his subject, as if 
hovering high above the scene, or even, in some cases, taking wing over 
the water in imagination, to obtain a better viewpoint or angle.300 
 

William Daniell died in 1837 and while he would have been familiar with some 

of the pre-photography drafting-aids, his main artistic tools were pencil and 

paper—photography as a medium to record landscape was still a few years off 

in the future. While there is some evidence that Wishart occasionally used 

photography as an aide-mémoire—a composite image of the site of some of 

the later Orkney drawings offers a clue—Wishart generally eschewed 

                                                           
299 Wishart, Ian MacInnes – An Appreciation of his Life, p. 12. 
300 Elizabeth Bray, (intro), Daniell’s Scotland; a Voyage around the coast of Scotland and the adjacent 
Isles, 1815-1822, p. X. 
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photography, preferring to follow in the tradition of landscape artists that 

viewed working outdoors as an essential part of the creative process.   

  

Broken Croft (fig. 57) 

When Sylvia Wishart first arrived in Rackwick the decline in population in the 

valley was already acute. The school had closed for good in 1954 and almost 

all the crofts were vacant, most falling into varying degrees of disrepair. North-

house was in better shape than some but required urgent attention to stop the 

rot of decay setting in. 

 

One of the earliest (dated) paintings, an untitled work from 1964, shows one 

of the crofts that ring the western side of the valley in a state of collapse. The 

heavy flagstone roof has fallen in and only one or two timber rafters remain 

upright. The view though the disintegrating roof (strikingly reminiscent of the 

structure of a decaying yole), towards the beach, and Sneuk Head beyond, 

offers a stark contrast between the transient nature of human efforts to build 

and sustain a home against the elemental and ancient presence of cliff and 

tide. 

 

In these paintings of Rackwick’s broken crofts the artist is undoubtedly 

reflecting on the pathos of life rapidly disappearing from the valley but there is 

also a hint of renewal. Broken crofts can be mended (as in North-house) and 

the elemental materials used by crofters to build their homes—stone, 

driftwood, heather and earth—remain.  

 

Indeed, from around 1952, the MacInneses, along with other like-minded 

friends, had begun to turn the tide that was leading the valley towards 

abandonment, re-purposing a handful of croft houses, and in MacInnes’ case 

the former Cable Hut,301 at least as weekend havens and holiday homes.   

 

                                                           
301 The ‘Cable Hut’ was offered for sale by PO Engineering Department, Kirkwall in an advert in the 
Orkney Herald, 5 August 1947, p. 3. Following other ownership, Ian MacInnes acquired the Test House 
(as it is now known) in the 1970s – see Pearl Sinclair, A Photographic Census of Hoy parish between 
2011 & 2013, Hoy Heritage Project, pp. 110-111.  
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As Marwick notes, there is beauty to be found in decay and Wishart views the 

bleakness of empty crofts with an unsentimental eye that was to become 

typical of the artist’s work and outlook.   

 

Lamp in a Window (fig. 58) 

Many first-year art students are taught to cut-out a simple rectangle in card—

ideally to the classical proportions of the Golden Section302—to hold up and 

frame a given subject or view. This remarkable and surprisingly effective 

device has been in use for hundreds of years to help artists contain a view 

within a border and to mark out on paper its principal features accurately, in 

perspective as well as in proportion.  Before the advent of photography, the 

viewfinder, as it is commonly known, was an invaluable tool, especially for use 

out-of-doors. Vincent Van Gogh, who had a deep understanding of art history, 

had a more elaborate ‘perspective frame’ manufactured by a blacksmith to his 

specifications, later reporting in a letter to his brother Theo that, ‘…on the shore 

or in the meadows or in the fields one can look through it as through a 

window.’303 

 

The door of North-house faces due south and a small window, deeply recessed 

in the gable to accommodate the thickness of the stone walls, looks east 

towards the beach and the distinctive profile of Sneuk Head beyond. Wishart 

painted multiple versions of this alcove, and its view through the window—

fourteen have been catalogued but there are sure to be more—each relating 

the domestic interior of her newly renovated house to the changing elements 

of Rackwick framed by the seaward facing window. 

 

North-house had been renovated with great care and attention given to the 

vernacular features of the building. Before long ‘…the heart of the house was 

to beat again’, symbolised by the benevolent heat of a fire and the glow of a 

lamp.  The portrait of Queen Victoria may have gone but Wishart furnished 

North-house with simple and durable furniture, as well as a few homely 

                                                           
302 ‘A proportion in which a straight line or rectangle is divided into two unequal parts in such a way that 
the ratio of the smaller to the greater part is the same as that of the greater to the whole.’ Ian Chilvers, 
Oxford Dictionary of Art & Artists, (Oxford: 2012), p. 258. Piero della Francesca (1415-1492), one of 
Wishart’s favourite artists, wrote a book on the subject. 
303 The Letters of Vincent van Gogh, Edited by Mark Roskill, (London: 1983, letter to Theo van Gogh 
dated early August 1882), p. 162.  
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touches, including a pair of characterful wally dugs at either end of the 

mantelpiece and an elegant paraffin lamp placed in the gable-end window.  

 

It is the protective shelter of this stone house within a potentially wild 
coastal landscape that is signified: the palette is muted and tonal, greys 
and ochres, dark to light; bare black branches in the vase suggest winter, 
the lamp is prepared for the darkness of the long northern night.304 
 

The view from a window has been a potent theme in western art for well over 

100 years. Artists from Marc Chagall (1887–1985) and Pierre Bonnard (1867–

1947)—one of Wishart’s favourites—to the English artists Gwen John (1876–

1939) and Winifred Nicholson (1893–1981) along with many others, have 

produced work that creates a tension between the domestic detail of interior 

space and the broader world beyond the confines of the window-frame. Writing 

about The Window, a painting from 1924 by Marc Chagall, the writer and 

curator Susan Compton notes, 

 

…the landscape is tamed: it is controlled by the framing device of the 
inward-opening French windows. They reveal just so much of the 
landscape as the artist has wanted to show from the very high viewpoint, 
which reduces the detail of the room in which he stands.305 
 

Of course, the tiny window on the gable end of North-house, a necessary 

feature of the buildings exposed position, is very different to Chagall’s view 

over the coast of Brittany, but the principle remains the same. 

 

Like van Gogh’s perspective aid, the window frame excites interest as it begins 

to define space—bringing order and crucially, edges to views that may 

otherwise be difficult to visualise. With the setting of a window the all-too-

human trinkets, vessels and adornments of an interior and personal world can 

be set against the changing nature of the great-outdoors beyond. This sense 

of combining proximity and distance is set out in a letter from Winifred 

Nicholson to Ben Nicholson written around 1950.  

 

High, low, far away, near at hand – what more fundamental opposites 
can be found?– “Tis my faith that every flower enjoys the air it breathes” 

                                                           
304 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 18. 
305 Susan Compton, Chagall, (London: 1985), p. 205. 
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– of course it does, for what greater enjoyment than to turn common air 
into perfume, light into rainbows and the irreconcilable opposites into 
neighbourliness of brush strokes.306 
 

The objects that Sylvia Wishart found near-at-hand; the lamp, vase and 

grasses along with the ornaments that brightened up her living quarters, found 

their correlation and contrast in the cliffs and valley in the middle and far 

distance.  

 

The Scottish artists Ian Fleming and William Gillies also drew on the theme, 

often in conjunction with the view from a studio or working space. North-house 

was, of course, both home and studio to Wishart, the but-and-ben layout 

offering space to cook, where Marwick notes, “…practically the only modern 

piece of equipment is a little gas cooker” as well as the ben-end room to work 

and relax indoors.307  

 

Winter landscapes (fig. 59) 

Snow rarely lies for more than a day or two in Orkney. The combination of salt 

air and strong wind tends to strip any snow that falls quickly from the hills and 

valleys. Wishart travelled to Rackwick at all times of the year and spent a 

prolonged period there one winter, at least, when she looked after Jack 

Rendall’s livestock when he had to be admitted to hospital. More than a dozen 

paintings of Rackwick in winter demonstrate Wishart’s interest in recording the 

minute variations of tone found in the township under a blanket of snow. 

 

She is happy, too, when there has been a fall of snow, and a completely 
new world appears with the familiar points of reference isolated by the 
veil of white instead of being woven tightly into the pattern of grass and 
heather.308 

 

The transformational nature of a fall of snow was also a favourite subject for 

George Mackay Brown, returning to it again and again –  

 

It was obvious as soon as you opened your eyes last Wednesday 
morning that something strange had happened. The bedroom ceiling had 

                                                           
306 Winifred Nicholson, Paintings 1900–1978, (Glasgow: 1979), p. 34. 
307 Marwick, Profile of an artist, The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p. 4. 
308 ibid p. 4. 
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an unearthly whiteness. The window was a dead grey rectangle. The 
snow had come – the first snow of the winter – and it had come early. 
 
When I got out of that cold bed at last and covered my coldness with cold 
clothes. I watched the snow falling on the street and the gardens. It was 
fine, light incessant stuff, a grey drift. Every smallest twig and wire was 
loaded. Stromness had vanished overnight, and some Siberian town had 
been set down in its place. The faces of the folk that passed in the street 
below looked as though they had been through some purifying 
experience.309 
 

The same studied contrast that Wishart presents in Bracken in Autumn is 

contained in the winter landscapes, with multiple shades of white-grey set 

against the leaden sky in North-house, Rackwick or the stone remains of The 

Shore in Too of the Head, February.  

 

Fields and dykes (fig. 60) 

Sylvia Wishart chose the scenes she painted in the valley with great care, 

using a combination of an intuitive sense of composition and a desire to frame 

her subject in a way to maximise its inherent meaning. A handful of paintings, 

depicting fields of oats ripening in the sun, highlight this dual function and are 

clearly an expression of renewal and hope. Indeed it could be argued that 

these paintings, that mark the climax of the farming year, are the closest the 

artist would come to the writings of her friend George Mackay Brown. The 

imagery of Long Grass and Cliffs, Hoy, painted in 1968 for instance, has the 

spiritual serenity of a painting by Samual Palmer, one of Wishart’s favourite 

artists. This complex and deeply felt shared journey that Wishart and Brown 

had embarked on is aptly described by Mel Gooding in his essay on Wishart’s 

work. 

   

This ‘long grass’ is, incidentally a wild survival of bere, the special barley 
of the islands, from which, in Orkney crofts and farms, both bread and 
ale were made: the very components of George Mackay Brown’s Orkney 
sacrament; just as croft and field wall, bracken bank and haystack are 
components of the holy ground of the Rackwick of the poet’s and 
painter’s enchanted à deux. Both knew that by such intent particularity 
the sharply described event (and Wishart’s landscapes are always 
‘events’ in their immediacy, their register of a moment’s light, their 

                                                           
309 Brown’s weekly articles for The Orcadian are dotted with lyrical passages on the power snowfall has 
to transform landscape, this example, Brown, Letters from Hamnavoe, (Edinburgh: 1975), p. 27. 
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atmospheric exactitude) or the keenly realised object might paradoxically 
become an epiphany, a revelatory sign.310 

 

Christian Icongography (fig. 61) 

Although Sylvia Wishart shared George Mackay Brown’s path towards 

Catholicism for a time—adopting the symbolism and imagery of Christian 

iconography in a number of her paintings—she had, by around 1970, become 

disillusioned with organised religion and indeed came to refute her earlier 

beliefs, her friend and patron Billy Tait simply noting, ‘…she became a Roman 

Catholic for a while but then she turned against that’.311  A series of fine 

photographic portraits of Wishart in her Strynd studio, produced by Ernest W. 

Marwick, one of which was used to illustrate his article in The Orcadian in 1970, 

show a large religious painting on the easel. Marwick writes, ‘She may be 

engaged on anything from a picture of her beloved Rackwick to a painting of 

the Last Supper…’312  

 

It seems that only one of these highly charged religious paintings by Wishart 

survived intact—a large painting of Rackwick made up of three equally sized 

panels. The triptych depicts a trio of fishermen/crofters hauling a net full of fish 

from the bay, with Sneuk Head behind, on the left hand panel; a familiar scene 

of corn ripening and the fields teeming over with crops below the Too of the 

Head on the left and in the centre an image of the Madonna and Child shown 

against a stone built ecclesiastical arch. Like the painting on the easel in her 

studio, the imagery is bold and uncompromisingly biblical. As Marwick had 

elucidated in his article, Wishart’s interests were broad and the artists she 

admired included Piero Della Francesca (c. 1415–1492) and William Blake 

(1757–1827), both painters of deeply felt religious imagery. 

 

It is easy to see that a simple depiction of the Christian story, told in the context 

of her ‘beloved Rackwick’, would be an attractive proposition to Wishart. By 

the end of the 1960s George Mackay Brown had already set some of his most 

ambitious and spiritually searching work firmly in the valley.313 The shared 

                                                           
310 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 21. 
311 Billy Tait recorded for - Mark Jenkins, Dir. The Life & Works of Sylvia Wishart RSA 1936-2008, 
commissioned by Orkney Arts Society, 2012. 
312 Marwick, Profile of an artist, The Orcadian, February 5 1970, p4.  
313 An Orkney Tapestry was published in 1969 and Fishermen with Ploughs in 1971. 
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passions that rotated around Rackwick—art, faith, love and more particularly 

Catholicism, along with the rituals and icons that underline the belief—would 

have been a strong pull to the determined young artist.  

 

George Mackay Brown and Sylvia Wishart shared a belief that divinity resided 

in the work-a-day things of life and in the lives of ordinary folk. Art, whether 

painting or poetry, was the way to unlock and decipher the mysteries of being: 

to turn croft and valley; fisherman and shoal; clifftop and beach, into a 

transcendental moment that revealed a greater truth. The search for the 

sublime would be focussed through Orkney’s enchanted valley—desolate yet 

beautiful; singular yet universal; dying but to be marked out for resurrection 

through art. 

 

The ambition was high, but by this time both George Mackay Brown and Sylvia 

Wishart were inwardly confident in their abilities as artists and were 

consciously building on the art and literature that had come before. 

 

What became of the large and ambitious painting seen in Marwick’s 

photograph? (fig. 62) And were there many others like it? There is evidence to 

suggest that at least some of Wishart’s religious paintings were banished to a 

damp and unheated shed at Heatherybraes, next to where Wishart lived 

between 1978 and 2008. Following the artist’s death a small number of 

paintings on plywood were retrieved from an out-house in a very poor state of 

repair. At least one—a traditional Pietà, the Virgin Mary holding the body of the 

dead Christ, set against a stylised Rackwick background— clearly comes from 

this group. Others may well have been destroyed by the artist completely. (fig. 

63) 

 

Why then did Sylvia Wishart turn against such paintings? Part of the answer 

may lie not only in her changing views of Christianity but also in the artist’s 

growing confidence as a painter of landscapes.  By the early 1970s Wishart 

was working on a group of large-scale paintings of abandoned crofts that are 

amongst the last paintings of Rackwick that the artist produced. (fig. 64)  The 

central messages contained in the works—death, decay and the potential for 

renewal; the ephemeral world set against the enduring landscape beyond and 
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the celebration of nature—all freighted with Christian meaning, were equally 

being expressed within the essentially secular and prosaic forms the artist 

found in the valley. Perhaps the miracle of the resurrection of Christ could be 

depicted metaphorically through the careful framing and handling of the 

ripening fields of corn; the broken crofts; the open sea and the imposing cliffs 

alone? In any case the overtly religious imagery completely disappeared from 

Wishart’s work, though not with it the deeply felt spiritual connection to the 

landscapes and places that she most loved. 

 

Perhaps Wishart’s rejection of religious iconography has an echo in Stanley 

Cursiter’s brief flirtation with Futurism—it may be that Cursiter also realised 

that the depth and energy he sought to convey would be more powerfully 

delivered though less formal means—the landscape itself, shaped with light 

and atmospheric conditions, contained all the emotive power that was 

required.314 

 

Writing many years later, in one of the rare statements on her own work, Sylvia 

Wishart provides a comment that may suggest that what she was striving for, 

throughout her painting career, was a vision of the world that offered depth and 

understanding—both honest and faithful to the views before her—and alive to 

the wonderful and sometimes mysterious cycles of nature.  

 

I think that my pictures are, or should be, mainly self-explanatory and I 
leave it to the people who look at them to find in them, or indeed bring to 
them, what they can – and that not necessarily what I intended. After all, 
I am not sure what they are all about myself! And many things happen 
(happy accidents) or suggest themselves in the making that were not 
foreseen. Explanation can be a hinderance to vision and I believe that 
openness to interpretation can enrich.”315 
 

* 

Her North-house haven remained essential to her life, but in her art the 
Rackwick spell was broken.316 

                                                           
314 Beasant, (ed), Stanley Cursiter, a life of the artist, p. 131. It is worth noting that Cursiter’s paintings 
(c.1913), while clearly strongly influenced by Futurism are also very close in time and content to 
Duchamp’s seminal painting, Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, 1912, Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
USA. 
315 Sylvia Wishart, Private View, a collection of self-portraits, (Stromness: 1994). 
316 Gooding, Sylvia Wishart: A Study, p. 33. There are various factors that contributed to Wishart 
shifting focus away from Rackwick: she took up a lecturing job at Gray’s School of Art in 1969 and lived 
during term time near Aberdeen; in 1970 she bought no. 28 Victoria Street in Stromness and spent 
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Mel Gooding has rightly placed Sylvia Wishart’s lifetime achievement 

alongside the work of her near contemporaries Mary Potter (1900–1981), Mary 

Newcomb (1922–2008), Prunella Clough (1919–1999) and Winifred Nicholson 

(1893–1981). Though her work was still developing in the 1960s the Rackwick 

paintings contain all the characteristics that would later mark Wishart out as an 

artist of rare distinction. There can be few other places around the coastline of 

Scotland, with the exception of Joan Eardley’s Catterline, that have come 

under such sustained, creative and fruitful scrutiny.  

 

It has been stated that Sylvia Wishart underestimated her abilities as an artist 

but this is clearly a misconception.317 Wishart shared an essentially modest 

view of her artistic efforts with Brown (Marwick notes ‘…he has a modest 

regard for his own capabilities and an elevated conception of the poet’s 

mission…’.318 But Wishart also knew that great art was a rare commodity and 

a very difficult thing to achieve—her oft-stated disregard for her work could 

more usefully be described as the casting-off of works that fell short of her 

critical eye. Far from underestimating her talents she knew precisely that she 

was capable of producing great work but knew also that creating of a living 

work of art was a quasi-mystical endeavour that could not be taken for granted. 

 

* 

In around 1977 Sylvia Wishart decided that her flat and studio in Stromness 

was becoming too much of a social centre and she needed somewhere out-

of-town that would provide the peace that she needed to work.319 At the same 

time Wishart’s friend, Margaret Gardiner (1904-2005) was looking for a 

suitable building to house her valuable collection of art which she planned to 

give to the people of Orkney.320 Another artist, and close friend of both Wishart 

and Gardiner, Bryce Wilson321  was an enthusiastic supporter of the idea, 

                                                           
time there in the studio during holidays; the commission in 1968 from J &W Tait meant she had to find 
subjects across Orkney.  
317 Ron Ferguson, reviewing Sylvia Wishart: A Study for the Orcadian in 2012 wrote, ‘But how did this 
Orcadian lass who underestimated her own talents develop as an artist over the years?’ 
318 Ernest W. Marwick, The Orcadian 9 September 1965, Review of The Year of the Whale. 
319 Wishart’s flat and studio would form part of the Pier Arts Centre, in due course. 
320 A full account of this remarkable story is told in An Unfolding Gift, The Pier Arts Centre Collection, 
(London: 2010). 
321 Bryce Wilson, artist, historian and writer. First Museums Officer at Orkney Islands Council and 
founding Trustee of the Pier Arts Centre.  
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writing to The Orcadian, ‘In St Magnus Cathedral we have one of the finest 

buildings in the country; we are now being offered one of the finest art 

collections. Few small communities are so well endowed. Apart from the 

international prestige and the obvious tourist attraction, Orcadians young and 

old will have on their doorstep and for the first time works of well-known artists 

to study and enjoy, to their lasting benefit.’322 Ernest W. Marwick was also an 

early supporter and he, along with the poet laureate Sir John Betjeman, 

architect Sir Leslie Martin, Lord Zuckerman and Orkney’s Lord Lieutenant Col. 

R.A.A.S. Macrae, become a patron of the newly established Pier Arts Centre 

Trust.323 After much work fundraising and complicated political wrangling the 

Pier Arts Centre opened in the summer of 1979. The significance of Wishart’s 

role in encouraging Margaret Gardiner to gift her collection to Orkney has still 

to be assessed but she undoubtedly played a critical role.   

 

Peter Maxwell Davies (fig. 65) 

 

One Sunday I went to Hoy. It was one of those days where everything 
happens as if pre-ordained.324  
 

* 

 

By autumn 1952 Peter Maxwell Davies, then aged eighteen, had gained entry 

to study music at the Royal Manchester College of music and Manchester 

University at what turned out to be a particularly favourable time. 

 

He was less by himself in his concern for new music, for he found in 
Manchester a small circle of fellow students who shared his enthusiasm 
for the work of Stravinsky, Schonberg, Berg and Webern, and for the 
music then being written in Europe…here was the music that excited 
Davies and his colleagues, a highly talented group including the 
composers Harrison Birtwistle325 and Alexander Goehr, the pianist John 
Ogdon and the trumpeter-conductor Elgar Howarth. (fig. 66)  And it was 
within the context of this new European music—within the context, too, 
of Beethovenian argument and an emerging grasp of medieval and 
renaissance techniques—that Davies produced his first acknowledged 

                                                           
322 Bryce Wilson, Letters to the Editor, The Orcadian, 16 December 1976, p. 7. 
323 Council vote £10,000 to house modern art collection, The Orcadian, 6 January 1977, front page 

continued on p. 3. 
324 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 127. 
325 Sir Harrison Birtwistle (b. 1934) lived on Raasay between 1975 and 1983 and his string quartet, The 
Tree of Strings, written in 2007, takes its title from a poem by Sorley MacLean.  
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compositions, the Trumpet Sonata written for Howarth and the Five Piano 
Pieces (1955–6) written for Ogdon.326 
 

The association with this unusual and highly talented group of musicians would 

lead, in 1967, to the formation the Pierrot Players (co-directed by Davies and 

Harrison Birtwistle) and later renamed The Fires of London and directed by 

Davies alone from 1970.327 (fig. 66 & 67)  

 

* 

 

Fig. 68 

Jack Peterson (1894 – 1972) Bunnertoon and Rackwick Valley, photograph, c. 1930s 

 

 

Peter Maxwell Davies’s arrival in Orkney and the chance meeting in Rackwick 

with George Mackay Brown and the Bevan family on a dreich day in July, 

signalled a turning point for the thirty-six-year-old composer, in both his 

domestic arrangements and his creative life. (fig. 68) The complex and 

enthralling story of the valley, so eloquently told by Brown in An Orkney 
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Tapestry, was matched by the reality Davies found in the dilapidated crofts and 

mighty hills of ‘Orkney’s last enchantment’. Rackwick was a place that would 

provide the solitude that Peter Maxwell Davies needed to write, but more 

importantly, the people, energy and culture of the place, and Orkney as a 

whole, would feed directly into his work, profoundly re-shaping the 

development of the composer’s musical thoughts. 

 

Before a year had passed, this remote, uncompromising fastness would 
begin to channel his immense creative energy into a totally different, 
utterly unexpected direction, inspiring a whole generation of music that 
was as different from the bold, shrieking primary colours of expressionism 
as it well could be.328 
 

Like Brown, the impact of Rackwick on the work of the composer was 

immediate and the high drama of his work from the 1960s was to evolve in 

complex and surprising ways. 

* 

 

At the point when the poet and composer first met, they were both fully 

confident in their own abilities to create works of profound beauty and meaning. 

Brown had already published five collections of poetry and two books of short 

stories (with reviews that were nothing short of ecstatic)329 and was working 

on his first novel, Greenvoe, and by the time Peter Maxwell Davies arrived in 

Orkney he had composed some of the most ground-breaking and extreme 

(some would say) music of his time. The opera Eight Songs for a Mad King 

(1969), for instance, depicts the descent into madness of King George III (‘…or 

somebody who thinks he is George?’)330  that stretches the boundaries of 

music-theatre to breaking point—the climax of the work sees the King snatch 

and destroy one of the player’s violins. (fig. 69) Davies’s programme note for 

                                                           
328 Seabrook, Max, the Life and Music of Peter Maxwell Davies, p. 126. 
329 For instance, here is Cuthbert Graham writing in the Aberdeen Press & Journal on 11 February 167, 
p. 6. ‘Book of the Week—Orkney Tales that Pierce to the Marrow—What would you do if you 
discovered a modern Scots writer who commanded the stark power and poetic simplicity of a J. M. 
Synge, a writer whose brief, vivid tales pierced you to the marrow?/You would want, I think, to shout 
about it from the housetops. You would be as completely bowled over as on the day when you first 
surfaced after being submerged in the verbal tide of “Sunset Song.”/These are my feelings on reading 
“A Calendar of Love and Other Stories” by the Orkney poet George Mackay Brown./I have no 
hesitation in saying that the publication of the book is a landmark in Scottish literary history. Here, 
certainly for the first time since Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s masterpiece burst upon the scene, is a work of 
literary art by a Scottish author which casts an immediate spell, a spell which is the result of a complete 
mastery of its material.’ 
330 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 100. 
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the piece states, ‘until quite recently “madness” was regarded as something at 

which to laugh and jeer’ 331  reflecting radical ideas around psychiatry, 

especially the thinking of R.D. Laing, whose book The Divided Self was hugely 

popular in the 1960s—‘…in the context of our present pervasive madness that 

we call normality, sanity, freedom, all of our frames of reference are ambiguous 

and equivocal.’332 

 

As Davies goes on to note, the piece explores madness using the full vocal 

range of the singer/actor ‘…to explore certain extreme regions of 

experience,’ 333  and was shocking and challenging, one critic writing 

‘…composing madness into the actual technique of music is artistically as self-

defeating as portraying a boring operatic character by writing boring music.’334 

However, Davies’s commitment was to explore the extremes of human duress 

through structured musical logic, albeit transformed grotesquely out of shape. 

The Scottish poet Norman MacCaig—who was stung by criticism of 

incomprehensibility in his early work—reflected on the need to maintain control 

of form and structure in 1979.335  

 

The thing is, art, whatever else it may be or do, is concerned with form, 
and that’s to say, with order. I don’t know whether artists see an order in 
the chaos of experience that other people don’t or whether they impose 
an order on that chaos. But that order must be there. To defend formless 
and chaotic writing on the grounds that it’s an enactment of the chaotic 
times we live in is to commit that aesthetic sin, the fallacy of imitative 
form, and to renege from the primary duty of any artist, in whatever mode 
he is operating.336 
 

Indeed, while Peter Maxwell Davies was pushing at the edges of what was 

possible in contemporary music, he very much saw his work as a direct 

                                                           
331 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 99. 
332 R.D. Laing, The Divided Self: An Existential Study in Sanity and Madness, (London: Tavistock 
Publications, 1960). Reference copy (London: 1987), p 11. See Alan E. Williams, Madness in the 
Music Theatre works of Peter Maxwell Davies, Perspectives of New Music Vol. 38, No. 1 (Winter, 
2000), pp. 77-100. 
333 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 99. 
334 John Warrack writing in the Sunday Telegraph quoted in Seabrook, Max, the Life and Music of 
Peter Maxwell Davies, p. 111. 
335 ‘I was rescued by the only critical remark that was ever of any use to me, when my second book 
came out and a friend, having read it, handed it back to me, saying, “When are you publishing the 
answers?”’ Lindsay, ed. As I Remember, Ten Scottish Authors Recall How Writing Began for Them, 
Norman MacCaig, p. 85. 
336 ibid Norman MacCaig, p. 83. 
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continuation of the great music of the past—building on and refining traditions 

rather than pointlessly breaking them down. 

 

I was really trying to find something for myself. I remember we went to 
Darmstadt [the International Summer Courses for New Music] and it must 
have been in 1956 or 7 or something…going there it was fascinating how 
so many of those composers that one talked to, in that extraordinary 
summer school, with concerts, that they rejected absolutely everything, 
almost including Anton von Webern and it’s fine to say yes, that’s 
wonderful start from nothing—ex nihilo nihil fit—and I remember thinking, 
if I become like these people and betray Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, 
Monteverdi, whoever, whoever, William Bird, it’s like betraying one’s 
parents. They have made me whatever kind of musician I might have 
been at that stage so I was not going to get rid of them and I have always 
been aware of that.’337 
 

In the same year as Eight Songs the large-scale orchestral work Worldes Blis 

provoked a proportion of the audience at the Royal Albert Hall to walk out, an 

echo of events (albeit English and therefore less ostentatious) at the first 

performances in Paris of Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, as others have noted, or 

the notorious riots accompanying Alfred Jarry’s (1873-1907) premiere of Ubu 

Roi in 1896. ‘It was as though a modernist play from the middle of the next 

century had been dropped on the stage without all the intervening theatrical 

developments that might have acclimatised the audience to its conventions.’338 

 

The composer had arrived in Rackwick with a formidable track record of work, 

albeit variously received, behind him and was soon to reach the very highest 

levels of achievement.  

 

Almost without our noticing, the controversy and speculation which 
flourished as he revealed facet after facet of his protean musical 
personality have ceased, and he is now accepted as an international 
figure of the first importance….Peter Maxwell Davis is neither a myth nor 
a mirage. In a given space of time, he does write that many pieces and 
the pieces really are of that quality.339 
 

* 
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As George Mackay Brown discovered on his first visit to Hoy, part of the 

powerful appeal that Rackwick held was contained in the stark contrast 

between the ‘dread’ valley, with its dour access road, and the ‘…sudden blaze 

of colour and majesty’ on nearing the township. This thrill, or indeed revelation, 

that so vividly flooded Brown’s imagination was to have a profound and lifelong 

impact on the work of Peter Maxwell Davies too.   

 

The meeting with the author of An Orkney Tapestry, Brown’s paean to his 

native isles that had so excited the composer, laid the foundation for a joint 

creative endeavour that would go on to flower in the music of Peter Maxwell 

Davies and alter Orkney’s creative landscape for good. 

 

I told them that I thought it [Mucklehouse] one of the most marvellous 
places I've ever been to - with the beautiful valley and the sea pounding 
it, just below the house. And the people I was with said, ‘Well, if you like 
it here, I'm sure the Doctor in Stromness would let you use his house, 
because he doesn't come here very much with his family in the winter.’ 
(fig. 70) 
 
I jumped at the offer, and at the next opportunity raced up to Hoy...People 
had said, ‘How can you go up there at this time of year? It's dark and 
dingy and there’ll be terrible storms and you won't be able to manage; 
you've never coped with anything like that in your life.’ And of course I 
hadn't but this was a challenge. I enjoyed it, and not only because the 
physical circumstances were challenging, not only because it was 
exciting to be in that kind of stormy weather and I'd have to collect water 
from a spring and to chop wood and do all the things you never have to 
do when you live in comfort in cities or even in Dorset. In these 
circumstances, when a whole month passed without my seeing a single 
person on that beach, you come face to face with yourself in a way you 
can’t in so-called ‘normal’ circumstances - living in a city, with telephones 
ringing and people arriving.340 
 

Peter Maxwell Davies would return to Rackwick twice again within a few 

months of his first visit.  The English film director Ken Russell had 

commissioned Davies to write the music for The Devils, a story of ‘…political, 

sexual and religious corruption…’341 set in seventeenth-century France, and 

accommodation at Mucklehouse was secured, through George Mackay Brown 
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and Dr Johnstone, to complete the score. The Devils was to become one of 

the most notorious and controversial films of the 1970s—key scenes were cut 

by British censors, several Scottish cities banned the film and demonstrations 

by clergy took place outside cinemas342—but it is also regarded as Russell’s 

masterpiece, combining the director’s exuberant and profane visual energy 

with a deep sense of moral outrage at religious hypocrisy. With imposing film 

sets by Derek Jarman (1942–1994), leading performances by Oliver Reed 

(1938-1999) and Venessa Redgrave (b. 1937) and music by the ‘… iconoclast 

of British music…,’’ 343  Russell’s film brought together some of the most 

important avant-garde figures in Britain at the time. (fig. 71)  

 

The challenge of writing a film score had appealed to Davies, as had the film’s 

exploration of religious themes and imagery, noting later in a documentary 

about its making: 

 

I didn’t find a problem finding the correct musical language for this very 
fervoured atmosphere. I think it was part and parcel of the musical 60s. I 
realised that with the marvellous set that Derek created that this has got 
to sound as if it’s taking place in a toilet. The sound becomes louder than 
it is because it’s echoing back at you and it begins to have a 
resonance.344 
 

Davies was to return to Mucklehouse in January 1971 to write the music 

(adapted from Sandy Wilson’s original score) for another Russell film The Boy 

Friend, which was being shot hard on the heels of The Devils. (fig. 72)  Davies 

had clearly been absorbing the atmosphere of Rackwick and on this visit he 

also produced the first composition with an explicit Orkney source. From Stone 

to Thorn is a setting for mezzo-soprano and instrumental ensemble of a poem 

by George Mackay Brown, a text that first appeared in An Orkney Tapestry 

and later (with some minor adjustments) as Stations of the Cross (for a chapel 

in the fields) in Fishermen with Ploughs.345  Described in conversation by 

Archie Bevan as ‘…a spiky, taxing little piece, for anybody who wasn’t 
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acquainted with The Fires of London, and Max’s avant garde tendencies…’,346 

Thus, the composer—who was regularly described by this time as the enfant 

terrible of the contemporary music scene in Britain347—had planted new roots 

in Orkney and sketched out a collaborative partnership with George Mackay 

Brown that would underpin some of the most striking new music being 

produced anywhere in the world.  

 

While Rackwick represented a rural idyll for Davies, as well as an inspiration, 

reminders of the horrors of 20th century civilisation were never far away. Just 

over the Pentland Firth an experimental fast-breeder reactor was established 

at Dounreay nuclear power plant in the mid-1950s providing the backdrop for 

the rapid development of Thurso (the writer George Gunn’s Atomic City) and 

the surrounding area. Anxiety about nuclear conflict and further global 

conflagration was building during the 1960s with the Cuban Missile crisis 

setting the pattern for Cold War relations that lasted until the end of the 20th 

century. Both Davies and George Mackay Brown were preoccupied with the 

evils that modern technologies could unleash on human society—the black 

pentecostal fire of Brown’s poetry—and many of the works that Davies 

composed in the early years at Bunertoon reflected this concern. 

 

Yes, but it’s never mentioned. It’s just something which is coming in, as 
in George Mackay Brown’s novel, Greenvoe, which I took the text from 
[for Black Pentecost, 1979]. It could be uranium mining; it could be an oil 
company; it could be anything. The pollution is there, and the kicking 
people out of their houses is there, and the destruction of a way of life is 
there.348 

 

A proportion of the island of Flotta had, by the mid 1970s, been taken over to 

create an enormous depot for storing oil—Brown’s fictional island of Hellya and 

the unspecified but menacing Dark Star from his novel Greenvoe (1971) 

coming startlingly to life. During the 1970s attempts were made to exploit a 

deposit of uranium ore that runs from Yesnaby on the west coast of the 

mainland to Stromness. Oil was one thing but uranium was an altogether more 

threatening prospect and a vigorous local campaign was launched by Ernest 
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W. Marwick, Ian MacInnes, Marjorie Linklater (1909-1997) and many others to 

halt explorations. Davies wrote a satirical song cycle, The Yellow Cake 

Review, that highlighted the issue at the St Magnus Festival in 1980 and soon 

the proposals were to be defeated.349 (fig. 73) 

 

* 

Reflecting some thirty-five years later, Davies describes the way his music, 

and the landscape of Hoy combined with the words of George Mackay Brown. 

 

Walking about on Hoy, natural sounds, such as the sounds of the sea 
and birds and the land, did, somehow, become involved with George’s 
lines and the music does reflect those natural sound images. But more 
than that I think having all that room to yourself, you could pace the place 
and actually pace what you were writing in the music…It was like walking 
inside a musical structure, an architectural structure, in this case together 
with George’s words…But it’s a generic thing, walking high on those hills 
in Hoy often in really rotten weather – it’s all part of it, part of the 
compositional process that has all blended together.350 
 

Walking became an important and regular part of Davies’s life on the island, 

whether as an aid to composition or to collect driftwood from the beach or 

simply to explore the surrounding peaks. ‘He was very fit – he used to go for 

walks in the hills at all sorts of times of the day and night. When he had been 

writing half the night he would set off to St John’s Head. He used to appear in 

the morning and say that he had just been to the Old Man of Hoy.’351 The 

rhythm of walking the hills was itself a creative act, conducive to working out 

musical ideas amid the land and sea-scapes as wild and dramatic as anywhere 

in the British Isles. (extract 11) 

 

* 

 

While George Mackay Brown was an occasional or weekend visitor to 

Rackwick (physical proximity not being a pre-requisite for continued 

inspiration) and Sylvia Wishart a more regular presence, Peter Maxwell Davies 
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was soon to move permanently to the township, eventually composing all of 

his work in Bunertoon352 The considerable commitment required to teach—

and indeed to consistently campaign for improved standards of music 

education—as well as to conduct orchestras and lecture around the world, 

continued to play a major part in the life of the composer (bases in London and 

later Edinburgh remained essential) but from the completion of renovations at 

Bunertoon in 1974, Rackwick became the centre of Davies’s creative and 

domestic life.   

 

I realised that I was probably writing better music than I'd written for a 
number of years, because I was having to concentrate. There's no 
escape from yourself here; you just have to realise what you are through 
your music, with much more intensity than in urban surroundings.353 
 

Exposure to the Pentland Firth also brought regular Atlantic storms that shook 

Bunertoon and covered it with sea spray, despite its lofty elevation. While the 

rhythms and pace of walking clearly had an impact on his work the motion of 

the sea and tides would find its way into some Davies’s most ambitious 

compositions.  

 

…and this particular work [2nd symphony] is doing formally some things I 
haven’t done before. It stems from a perception which I know isn’t a new 
one, that there are two kinds of wave. In the first the water content of the 
wave remains static while the form goes through it: for instance, when 
you look out from my window at the bay, there are wave shapes on it, but 
if you look at an object, a piece of wood or whatever, it just remains 
stationary. Then there’s the other sort, like you see when you go past the 
blockship on the way to Hoy on Stevie’s ferry, where the tide goes 
through and the water at the side makes a shape like ringlets, which 
remains constant while the water is whizzing through: then the form is 
constant but the content is changing rapidly. 
 
I just started by writing two very different kinds of music, one where the 
content remains exactly the same and the form is changing, and the other 
where the form remained absolutely static but the content was changing, 
and I worked the two against each other. It was just a kind of catalyst that 
stimulated the original working out of the basic material, and I think I shall 
follow through the two types throughout the entire piece. 
 
And I’m not the first to have made the observation, because Leonardo 
drew the two sorts of wave, and also André Gide in his diary for 1897 

                                                           
352 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 128. 
353 Ibid, p. 128. 



Rackwick – A Study by Andrew Parkinson 

108 
 

observed the two kinds on a visit to Normandy. I quite fortuitously came 
across these two things shortly after I started work.354  
 

Peter Maxwell Davies was always open to inspiration from other artforms (as 

indeed were Wishart and Brown). Five Klee Pictures (1959), written for his 

pupils at Cirencester School, was inspired by the German artist Paul Klee 

(1849-1940) for instance and seeing the work of Paula Modersohn-Becker 

(1876-1907) in Hamburg in 1951 provided the key to a much later work, Das 

Rauschende der Fabre (2007). Davies had also developed a deep 

understanding of Italian Renaissance art and architecture through time 

studying composition in Rome in 1957–58. 

 

The central idea that the forms and rhythms of water, or indeed any aspect of 

the natural world, could be followed or used metaphorically to inform and 

shape music was developed by Davies from his first visit to Rackwick and later 

through persistent and prolonged study of the sea. The visual and theoretical 

investigations of Leonardo Da Vinci (1452-1519) into the underlying structure 

of wave patterns obviously chimed with Davies’ enquiring mind, providing a 

common structure for his music as well as pointing to deeper meanings and 

associations. 

 

Observe the motion on the surface of the water which resembles that of 
hair, which has two motions, of which one depends on the weight of the 
hair, the other on the direction of the curls; thus the water forms eddying 
whirlpools, one point of which is due to the impetus of the original current 
and the other to the incidental motion and return flow.355 (fig. 74) 
 

Peter Maxwell Davies’s writing desk at Bunertoon was positioned in front of 

one of the two windows of the house that faced the sea—the other window 

was in the kitchen. This small window, like Sylvia Wishart’s in North-house, 

was deeply recessed to allow for the depth of the free-stone wall and had a 

large stone sill that gently sloped outwards (the builders knew that all stone 

courses must be built this way to prevent water penetration). (fig. 75)  The 

situation had, according to the pioneer of Scottish nature writing Tom Weir 
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(1914-2006), ‘…the finest outlook in all Orkney.’356 The edges of his work-room 

window neatly framed the out-door and elemental forces from the domestic 

and near-at-hand detail, much as in Wishart’s paintings of her North-house 

interior.  

 

Whereas Messiaen and Boulez felt ‘rhythm’ to be capable of expression 
in a single line of individual time-values, grouped into ‘cellules’ to be 
modified systematically by small degrees of expansion and contraction, I 
felt rhythm – the measured division of time’s passing in music – was 
multi-dimensional just as much as space, with different levels within it, 
understood at its simplest as a play between interchangeable foreground, 
middleground and background, corresponding roughly to an 
understanding of perspective’s function in painting or architecture.357 
 

From his elevated position the composer was able to absorb the full range of 

sea-states—from mirror-like, windless days to mountainous seas beating 

violently along the edges of Hoy’s western seaboard. The complex and 

continually transforming nature of the sea—with its vivid surface patterns and 

textures formed and driven by the energy of tidal, deep-water and surface 

currents—was clearly an apt analogy for Davies to adopt, offering endless 

thematic and structural variations that combine the abstract with the 

topographical, rather in the way that Leonardo’s theoretical writings are 

expressed through analytical drawings.   

 

The shift in emphasis during Maxwell Davies’s career, from music 
theatre…dripping with brittle ironies to profoundly argued symphonic 
works, is one of the wonders of the modern musical age.358 
 

* 

 

Mains electricity did not reach Rackwick until 1979, when three houses were 

connected—The Glen, Sandybraes and Bunertoon—as well as the old school 

building, now a youth hostel. As Archie Bevan noted on the early years, ‘It was 

still very primitive – oil lamps, of course, and candles – all the fuel had to be 
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gathered off the beach and carted in sacks.’359 Indeed, writing long hours by 

candlelight, the composer feared for his eyesight. 

 

The story of the martyrdom of St Magnus was already familiar to Davies 

through his knowledge of the twelfth-century ‘Hymn to St Magnus’—the 

composer’s original trip to Orkney was to visit prehistoric sites but also 

‘…above all the cathedral of St Magnus in Kirkwall - which, apart from being 

an extraordinary architectural monument, has musical associations.’360  

 

Peter Maxwell Davies’s own Hymn to Magnus, composed in Orkney not 

long after From Stone to Thorn, takes the structure of the medieval hymn 

and overlays ‘…a lot of my early reactions to living in Orkney—the sound of 

violent seas, and the wind howling during that winter.’361 

 

I did one concert in St Magnus Cathedral with my own group, The Fires 
of London, and we played my Hymn to St Magnus. It certainly provoked 
strong reactions, for and against. I was very pleased with that; people 
weren’t frightened to tell me what they thought about it. One farmer told 
the boatman who ferried me out to Hoy that he preferred to listen to the 
sea as it was than transformed through my music.362 
 

The piece brings together Davies’s interest in early church music with 

radical ideas about rhythm and musical structure—ideas that had been 

strengthened and re-energised by the forces of nature he found in 

Rackwick. 

 

The story of the life and death of St Magnus had been re-imagined and re-

told by George Mackay Brown many times over in numerous poems, stories 

and dramatic settings and in 1974 the writer’s second full-length novel—

Magnus—was published, ‘…sections of which I think are among the best 

writing I have done.’363 In 1976 Davies was commissioned by the BBC to 

write a new work to celebrate the silver jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II in 1977, 

though it was not specified where and by whom the work should first be 

                                                           
359 Beasant, ed., St Magnus Festival: a Celebration, p.4. 
360 Davies, Selected Writings, p. 127. 
361 Ibid, p. 130.   
362 Ibid, p. 128. 
363 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 171. 
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played. 364  The commission developed into the chamber opera The 

Martyrdom of St Magnus, with libretto by Davies based on Brown’s recently 

published novel—leading to the auspicious idea—both naturally inspired 

and hugely ambitious—to stage the premier of the work in St Magnus 

Cathedral in Kirkwall. The joint obsession, shared by Brown and Davies with 

the story of St Magnus, and its central message of faith in pacifism against 

the ‘…nakedness and savagery…’ of flawed human relations would provide 

the focus and creative energy for the first St Magnus Festival in midsummer 

1977.365 

 

The cathedral is packed for the premiere. Many of the audience have 
only a limited view of the action. But this will not greatly mar their 
enjoyment of a performance with relies so much on the dramatic power 
of the word and music, and the splendid ambience of the great church 
rather than its makeshift stage.366 
 

The opera is exhilarating, complex and at times genuinely frightening, 

expressing the internal emotional landscape and horror of the Martyrdom of St 

Magnus with considerable force. (fig. 76) The performance signalled the 

intention of the St Magnus Festival to make Orkney a centre for new and often 

challenging music as well as a place to celebrate tradition—with music by J. 

S. Bach (1685-1750), Claude Debussy (1862-1918), Beethoven and Wolfgang 

Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) performed alongside new commissions. In time 

Davies would create works of opera, musical theatre, song and orchestral 

arrangements for children and young people to perform as well as for Orkney’s 

own pool of talented musicians.  

 

I suppose I see myself as having a responsibility to try and improve 
musical standards there, through the festival, through the schools, or in 
any way that I can. By nature I’m a very quiet and retiring sort of person; 
I don’t like having to deal with a lot of people. But I do enjoy the festival. 
I make myself do it, and there are great rewards, particularly in writing 
works like Solstice of Light for the St. Magnus Singers or the operas for 
the schoolchildren.367 
 

                                                           
364 Seabrook, Max, the Life and Music of Peter Maxwell Davies, p. 157. 
365 A full account of the people and events leading to the St Magnus Festival is contained in St Magnus 
Festival: a Celebration. 
366 Beasant, St Magnus Festival: a Celebration, Archie Bevan on The Martyrdom of St Magnus, p. 23. 
367 Griffiths, Peter Maxwell Davies, p. 119. 
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George Mackay Brown, reflecting a few years after the inaugural festival sums 

up the significance of the event: 

 

The festival has made Kirkwall a centre of the arts for the first time since 
the Norsemen were here…the most cultured of the Norsemen was Earl 
Rognvald of Orkney, an outstanding poet who had the cathedral built in 
the 12th century.368  
 

An event where music, architecture, drama, religion and pageantry came 

together for ‘…an occasion of greatness and history was in the making.’369 The 

events in St Magnus Cathedral were also noted by Ernest W. Marwick, who 

had done so much to encourage George Mackay Brown, Sylvia Wishart and 

was an enthusiastic supporter of Margaret Gardiner’s efforts to secure a 

suitable home for her collection in Orkney. 

 

But one of the things that keeps it alive and vibrant, and that would have 
delighted Earl Rognvald, its founder, who invited poets and musicians to 
his Court in Kirkwall, is that in our own day new modes of expression 
have been welcomed in the Cathedral – singers, orchestras, drama. Now, 
fresh voices are to celebrate, in the very newest music, the man and the 
event out of which the Cathedral took its being. 
 
And surely this continuing celebration of Magnus – from the medieval 
hymns to the modern music of Peter Maxwell Davies – is a wonderful 
thing! 370 
 

* 

 

Brown’s impression on meeting Peter Maxwell Davies for the first time is 

telling, ‘The young dark composer - Beethoven in his 20s might have looked 

like him…’371 and recalls much earlier thoughts the young writer had on the 

high creative potential he saw in the valley. ‘Then there is drama, as sudden 

and startling as the riot of murder in Hamlet after the courteous play of swords, 

or the cataracts of dreadful and splendid sonority which follow the sweet 

                                                           
368 George Mackay Brown quoted in an article, Composer helps postie break into big time, by Lindsay 
Macdonald, The Aberdeen Press and Journal, 14 June 1984, p. 8. 
369 Beasant, St Magnus Festival: a Celebration, Norman Mitchell on The Martyrdom of St Magnus, p. 

26. 
370 Howie Firth, Ed. In from the Cuithes: An Orkney Anthology, (Kirkwall: 1995) Ernest W. Marwick, 
broadcast on BBC Radio Orkney shortly before the first St Magnus Festival in June 1977, p. 132. 
371 Brown, For the Islands I Sing, p. 87. 
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blowing of flutes in a Beethoven symphony.’372 With the chance arrival of Peter 

Maxwell Davies the re-birth of Rackwick through art—that Brown had seen so 

clearly in 1946, and that MacInnes, Wishart and others had come to share—

would be complete.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
372 George Mackay Brown, Island Diary, In Search of a Green Valley, The Orkney Herald, 5 July 1949, 
p.4. 
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Conclusion 

As the inexorable decline in the township continued—from crofting and fishing 

community supporting several families to near deserted township—it seemed 

that the future of Rackwick was bleak. The tragic drowning of the Mowat 

brothers in Rackwick burn in 1952 did indeed remove the heart of the 

community that had survived for countless generations. The valiant efforts of 

Jack Rendall, the sole surviving member of that community, to continue 

farming in the valley, coupled with his desire to see new activity breathed into 

the place, would help ensure that crofts around the township, most of which 

were on the edge of unredeemable decay, were saved. Very slowly, a handful 

of dwellings were brought back into use—Burnmouth, Bunertoon, Scar, 

Greenhill, The Moss, Crawsnest, Park, Reumin—and others took on new life 

in what amounted to a reversal of George Mackay Brown’s desolate Rackwick 

poem Dead Fires. (extract 12) 

 

The community of tenant crofting and fishing folk may have virtually 

disappeared but it was being replaced by new residents, some moving there 

permanently373 and others, ‘…Kirkwall and Stromness families…’, spending 

time there at weekends and holidays to enjoy ‘….a microcosm of gracious 

living, not yet entirely extinct.’ 374 

 

* 

 

Rackwick - a study, concentrates on the work of three important figures in 

contemporary Orkney art and culture and their relationships to Rackwick. 

Throughout the story, though, the input and involvement of other strong and 

creative characters, from both Orkney and elsewhere, has demonstrated the 

collaborative nature that led to the rejuvenation of Rackwick. This collaboration 

was based on an open and welcoming attitude to visitors to the valley, both 

from the surrounding islands and from much farther afield. François Matarasso 

puts it well in the summary of an insightful study he wrote in 2012 into the state 

of the arts and culture in Orkney.  

                                                           
373 Victor Reeve, Rare and Spectacular Scenery…, Aberdeen Press & Journal, 27 December 1974, p. 
8, article on Laura Grimond and the Hoy Trust revealing plans to re-generate Hoy. 
374 Brown, An Orkney Tapestry, p. 54. 
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Orkney’s culture has developed in the ways that it has for reasons that 
are closely linked to its geography, history and more intangible ideas 
about itself. The obvious factors are associated with being an island 
community situated at a maritime cross-roads, first in the Northern 
European seas and then on transatlantic routes. This has made 
Orkney a place of exchange and interaction, where people are 
constantly arriving and leaving. This interaction between local and 
outsider has characterised a great deal of the cultural development of 
the past 30 years, but it has depended on an openness that is not 
always found in remote rural or island communities.375 
 

As Matarasso suggests is was precisely this attitude, adopted by George 

Mackay Brown, Jack Rendall, the Bevans, the MacInneses, Dr Johnstone 

and others that led directly to Peter Maxwell Davies settling in Rackwick—

and that this same sense of welcome also applies to the way Ernest W. 

Marwick and Sylvia Wishart (and others) developed friendships with Margaret 

Gardiner that would lead to the establishment of the Pier Arts Centre. Orkney 

in the 1960s and 1970s retained many socially conservative attitudes, and 

could be wary of incomers376, but it was this open outlook that ensured the 

talents and generosity of Davies, Gardiner and others, was reciprocated and 

did not move on to somewhere else. (extract 13) 

 

It is perhaps no surprise that within the overall story of the development of the 

arts in Orkney during the 20th century, Rackwick should emerge as its absolute 

focal point. The vision that George Mackay Brown had of a rural idyll, teaming 

with creative energy and connected to the world through great art, was realised 

and in a sense could not have been so had the young poet not articulated his 

thoughts and feelings so evocatively.  Ernest W. Marwick (perhaps, after 

Brown, the individual with the broadest impact on this narrative) 

characteristically pin-points this sense of awakening that art can induce. 

Writing about Stanley Cursiter’s life-long study of Orkney’s landscape, shortly 

after the artist’s death in 1976 Marwick notes:   

                                                           
375 François Matarasso, Stories & Fables: Reflections on culture development in Orkney, (Kirkwall:, 
2012), pp. 3-4. 
376 A full discussion on the challenges faced by small, rural island communities in Orkney in the 1970s 
is contained in Forsythe, Urban-Rural Migration, Change and Conflict in an Orkney Island Community, 

‘But I think you’ll be an incomer for the rest of your life here. It’s not that people are unwelcoming, not 
at all, they make you feel very, very at home; they are kind and very warm. But you’re not an Orcadian 
and there’s no point in pretending that you are.’ Davies, Selected Writings, Edited by Nicholas Jones, 
p. 164. 
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Perhaps his supreme achievement was to enable Orcadians to 
recognise with pride and gratitude the loveliness of the land they 
inherited.377 
 

Marwick’s simple but profound sentiment is expressed more starkly in Alasdair 

Gray’s defining statement in his great novel, Lanark (1981), in which one of 

the writer’s principal characters laments the lack of attention that the city of 

Glasgow had hitherto received.  

 

But if a city hasn’t been used by an artist not even the inhabitants live 
there imaginatively.378 
 

Orkney as a whole, but Rackwick in particular, had been comprehensively re-

imagined through Brown’s creative writing. Cursiter and MacInnes recognised 

the loveliness of Rackwick and painted many fine impressions of the valley. 

Sylvia Wishart also occupied the key vantage points that Rackwick had to offer 

and brought an ‘intensity of feeling’ to her work that resulted in a series of 

sublime landscape paintings, comparable with great landscape art from 

anywhere in the UK and beyond. The music that Peter Maxwell Davies brought 

to Rackwick added an electrifying charge—renewed every time it is 

performed—reflecting the drama and elemental beauty of this remarkable 

place. As a result, Hoy must be regarded as one of the great sources of 

inspiration for contemporary art anywhere in the world, akin to the Cornwall of 

Barbara Hepworth (1903-1975) or James Joyce’s Dublin.  

 

The years discussed in this study reflect a moment of collective epiphany that 

saw a tiny and near-abandoned hamlet at the edge of an island in Orkney 

transfigured into art of the highest order—the particular combination of cliff, 

sea, croft, shore and mountain transformed into a meditation on universal 

human themes of love, death, friendship, art, faith and renewal. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
377 An Orkney Anthology Volume II, Selected Works Ernest Marwick, p. 180. 
378 Alasdair Gray, Lanark, A Life in Four Books, (London: 1987), p. 243. 
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Coda  

 

So what became of Rackwick following this flush of creative energy? It is 

certainly busier today than it was in the 1960s and 70s, with many more day-

visitors and people (still mainly from Stromness and Kirkwall) staying for short 

or longer holidays in renovated crofts and a handful of newly built houses. A 

few more permanent residents slowly arrived too, with homes established at 

Sandybraes, Cliff Cottage, Saltwater Slap and Blackdyke, joining Jack Rendall 

(now married and a father) at the Glen.379 The decision reached by Peter 

Maxwell Davies to re-locate to Sanday in 1998 was partly down to the 

difficulties of carting supplies up the hill to Bunertoon but also because he felt 

Rackwick was getting too busy. George Mackay Brown died in 1996 and Sylvia 

Wishart’s interest in portraying Rackwick had long since moved on to other 

subjects. 

 

Perhaps the Rackwick of Dead Fires, From Stone to Thorn and Bracken in 

Autumn Rackwick is like the legendary island of Hether Blether380 that can only 

occasionally be seen but rarely reached. In other words, the Genius loci lives 

on in the works themselves and in the imaginations of those able to witness 

them.  

                                                           
379 Sinclair, A Photographic Census of Hoy parish between 2011 & 2013, offers a comprehensive 
account of Rackwick and its residents. See also Aberdeen Press & Journal, 14 November 1990, 
Rackwick house gets go-ahead, article on planning permission for Saltwater Slap. 
380 The Mermaid Bride and other Orkney folk tales, told by Tom Muir, (Kirkwall: 1998), p. 113. 


