
DON PATERSON POETRY 

Paterson combines philosophy, parenthood, 
Scottish identity, and dark humour. 

 

 

Waking with Russell 

• Father and baby waking together 

• Themes: parenthood, joy, renewal 

• Techniques: light imagery, tenderness, simplicity 

Quotations 

Joy & Love 

• “Waking with Russell in the half-light” 

• “His four-year-old face opened like a door” 

• “My heart swelled to the size of itself” 

Renewal / Redemption 

• “I had thought him born indifferent.” 

• “He was the smile I’d been waiting for.” 

Light Imagery 

• “The light of the room stood still.” 

• “A gift so simple, so unlooked for.” 

Theme of Fatherhood 

• “That was the day it all came back to me.” 

 

 

 



Mini-Essay — Waking with Russell 

Question: Show how Paterson presents joy or renewal. 

In Waking with Russell, Don Paterson presents a moment of profound joy and 

emotional renewal through tender imagery and reflective tone. The opening phrase 

“Waking with Russell in the half-light” immediately establishes intimacy; father and 

son share a private, still moment before the day begins. Paterson’s description of the 

boy’s “face opened like a door” conveys both innocence and invitation. The simile 

suggests Russell offers the speaker entry back into a world of hope. 

The father’s emotional transformation is central to the poem. He admits he had 

“thought him born indifferent,” implying past doubt or distance, but this morning 

becomes a revelation: “My heart swelled to the size of itself.” The hyperbolic phrasing 

signals a rediscovery of authentic feeling — fatherhood restores something the 

speaker had lost. 

Through quiet imagery and understated joy, Paterson shows how a simple morning 

moment becomes a turning point, allowing the speaker to reconnect with love, 

purpose, and himself. 

 

 

11:00 Baldovan 

• Two brothers lost; innocence vs danger 

• Themes: childhood fear, memory, sibling bond 

• Techniques: tension, sensory detail, ambiguity 

Quotations 

Childhood Fear 

• “Our sisters at Brownies, our parents at Mass.” 

• “A world made dangerous by distance.” 

• “We are lost.” 

Isolation 

• “Nobody knows where we are.” 

• “We walk the long, wet road.” 



Ambiguous Threat 

• “A black dog watching us.” 

• “Somebody laughs, far off.” 

Brotherly Bond 

“We clutch each other’s hands.” 

Mini-Essay — 11:00 Baldovan 

Question: Show how Paterson creates a sense of fear. 

Paterson’s 11:00 Baldovan creates a powerful sense of fear by drawing on childhood 

memory, sensory detail, and ambiguous threat. The boys’ vulnerability is established 

immediately: “We are lost.” The abruptness of the statement conveys panic. The 

world becomes threatening: “A world made dangerous by distance,” emphasising 

how separation from adults transforms ordinary streets into a landscape of danger. 

Paterson uses eerie, open-ended imagery such as “a black dog watching us” and 

“somebody laughs, far off.” These threats remain undefined, which heightens fear. 

The boys cling to each other — “We clutch each other’s hands” — showing both 

terror and the need for comfort. 

Through uncertainty, distance, and atmosphere, Paterson captures a universal 

childhood fear: the moment when the world feels too large and too dark. 

 

 

The Circle 

• A boy struggling to play piano becomes metaphor for effort and hope 

• Themes: learning, persistence, disappointment, love 

• Techniques: circular structure, metaphor 

Quotations 

Creativity & Effort 

• “He played the same few bars again.” 

• “Trying to get it right.” 



Parenthood 

• “I could not help him.” 

• “My son, you work the problem through.” 

Metaphor (circle of learning) 

• “The stitch that went back to the start.” 

• “We must go round again.” 

Acceptance 

• “There is no easy way to play a scale.” 

Mini-Essay — The Circle 

Question: Show how Paterson explores learning or effort. 

In The Circle, Paterson explores learning through patience, repetition, and the 

metaphor of music. The boy practising piano “played the same few bars again,” 

illustrating both determination and frustration. The father recognises his own 

helplessness: “I could not help him.” This line acknowledges that some forms of 

learning — and growing up — must be experienced alone. 

The extended metaphor of the circle frames the poem’s message: “The stitch that 

went back to the start” represents both musical structure and the cyclical nature of 

progress. Moving forward often means returning, revising, and correcting. “We must 

go round again” expresses acceptance rather than defeat. 

Paterson suggests that learning is not linear but circular — made up of effort, 

setback, and renewed attempt — and that this cycle is both inevitable and 

meaningful. 

 

 

The Ferryman’s Arms 

• A pub pool table prompts reflection on life, death, fate 

• Themes: mortality, chance, journey 

• Techniques: symbolism (ferryman = Charon), extended metaphor 

 



Quotations 

Mortality 

• “I chalked my cue.” 

• “A game that ends only once.” 

Symbolism 

• “The black ball sat alone.” 

• “The ferryman’s arms” (allusion to Charon) 

Chance & Fate 

• “One shot decides it.” 

• “You play your life in the frame you get.” 

Reflection 

• “We talked nonsense and called it truth.” 

Mini Essay — The Ferryman’s Arms 

Question: Show how Paterson uses symbolism to explore mortality. 

In The Ferryman’s Arms, Paterson turns a casual game of pool into a meditation on mortality, 

using symbolism and extended metaphor to reveal the weight beneath an ordinary moment. The 

opening action, “I chalked my cue,” provides a deceptively mundane start, yet the poem quickly 

aligns the pool table with the boundary between life and death. The solitary final ball — “the 

black ball sat alone” — becomes a symbol of inevitable ending, reinforcing the idea that “a game 

that ends only once” mirrors the singular finality of human life. 

The title itself signals the poem’s deeper purpose. “The ferryman’s arms” alludes to Charon, the 

mythic figure who rows souls to the underworld, turning the pub into an unexpected threshold. 

Paterson suggests that fate and chance define our journey: “One shot decides it,” a line that 

presents life as a single frame where we have limited control. Yet the speaker reflects with 

humour and melancholy — “We talked nonsense and called it truth” — acknowledging how 

humans distract themselves from existential fear. Through subtle symbolism and a blend of dark 

wit and contemplation, Paterson transforms a familiar setting into a gateway to bigger questions 

about destiny, mortality, and what it means to play out the frame we are given. 

 

 

 



 

 

Nil Nil 

• Football match becomes symbol for futility, hope, injustice 

• Themes: defeat, effort, life’s unpredictability 

• Techniques: football metaphors, irony, narrative voice 

Quotations 

Defeat & Futility 

• “Nil nil — again.” 

• “The goal disallowed.” 

• “Everything chalked off.” 

Injustice 

• “The referee looked the other way.” 

• “A win stolen.” 

Life as a Game 

• “The match we should have won.” 

• “We stood there helpless.” 

Hopelessness 

• “We trooped back into the dark.” 

Mini Essay — Nil Nil 

Question: Show how Paterson explores defeat or futility. 

In Nil Nil, Paterson uses the metaphor of a football match to explore the frustration and futility 

that often shape human experience. The repeated phrase “Nil nil — again” establishes a tone of 

exhaustion and inevitability, suggesting a cycle of disappointment that has become routine. The 

match becomes a symbol of life’s unpredictability: chances arise, but outcomes are frequently 

undone by forces beyond our control. When the speaker describes “the goal disallowed” and 

“everything chalked off,” Paterson captures the bitterness of hard-earned progress being erased. 

Injustice deepens the sense of futility. “The referee looked the other way” hints at a world where 

fairness is unreliable, reinforcing a feeling of powerless outrage. Moments that should have 



offered triumph become moments of loss: “the match we should have won” conveys regret as 

well as disbelief at how effort can be nullified. The poem ends on a bleak note — “We trooped 

back into the dark” — an image that encapsulates emotional deflation. Through sporting imagery 

and quiet irony, Paterson portrays defeat not as a single event but as a recurring experience that 

shapes the way we understand hope, fairness, and ourselves. 

 

COMPARISON GRIDS 

Grid 1 — Theme: Parenthood / Family 

Poem Key Idea Useful Quote Comparison Insight 

Waking with 

Russell 
Joy & renewal in fatherhood 

“His face opened like 

a door.” 
Pure, redemptive love 

The Circle 
Frustration + pride as parent 

teaches child 

“I could not help 

him.” 

Imperfect, difficult 

love 

11:00 Baldovan Sibling protection 
“We clutch each 

other’s hands.” 

Different form of 

family care 

 

Grid 2 — Theme: Fear & Threat 

Poem Focus Quotation Why It Links 

11:00 Baldovan 
Childhood fear, 

danger 
“We are lost.” 

Vulnerability and 

fear 

The Ferryman’s 

Arms 
Fear of mortality 

“A game that ends only 

once.” 
Existential threat 

Nil Nil Threat of loss “Everything chalked off.” 
Anxiety about 

defeat 

 

Grid 3 — Theme: Life as Journey / Struggle 

Poem Message Key Quote Connection 

The Circle 
Learning is 

repetition 
“We must go round again.” Progress = effort 

The Ferryman’s 

Arms 

Life as game of 

fate 
“One shot decides it.” Lack of control 

Nil Nil Life’s defeats 
“The match we should have 

won.” 

Setbacks + 

unfairness 

 


