
SORLEY MACLEAN POETRY 

MacLean explores love, war, Scottish identity, political 

struggle, and the tension between personal desire and 

social duty. 
 

 

Shores 

• Romantic longing set against sea imagery 

• Themes: love, distance, homeland 

• Techniques: elemental imagery, musical cadence 

 

Quotations  

(Sources: Herald Scotland poem text and Quizlet analysis) [heraldscotland.com] [quizlet.com] 

Landscape & Power 

• “the great white foaming mouth of water” 

→ Anthropomorphic danger, overwhelming landscape. [heraldscotland.com] 

• “between two jaws as hard as flint” 

→ Hostility; love tested against harsh nature. [quizlet.com] 

Devotion & Eternal Love 

• “I’d stand forever by the waves” 

→ Love expressed as timeless endurance. [heraldscotland.com] 

• “renewing love out of their crumpling graves” 

→ Sea’s power echoes renewal and emotional rebirth. [heraldscotland.com] 

• “I would… counting the sands grain by grain” 

→ Patience, devotion; impossible task emphasises deep commitment. [quizlet.com] 

Scottish Identity / Sense of Place 

• “Talisker” / “Calgary” / “Uist” / “Moidart” 

→ Specific Highland landscapes tied to emotional experience. [heraldscotland.com] 

Between Worlds 
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• “between this world and eternity” 

→ Love transcending physical space/time. [heraldscotland.com] 

Conflict / Hardship 

• “huge joyless sea… coughing stones” 

→ Harsh, threatening nature; visual and auditory violence. [heraldscotland.com] 

Mini-Essay — Shores 

Question: Show how MacLean presents powerful and enduring love. 

In Shores, MacLean presents a love so powerful it overcomes the hostility of the natural world. 

From the opening image — “the great white foaming mouth of water” — the landscape seems 

predatory and dangerous, yet the speaker insists he would “stand forever by the waves” if his 

beloved were beside him. This contrast elevates love as a stabilising force against nature’s 

violence. [heraldscotland.com] 

MacLean reinforces devotion through hyperbolic acts of endurance. The promise to remain 

“counting the sands grain by grain” suggests infinite patience and commitment. The repeated 

appearance of Scottish locations — Talisker, Calgary, Uist — roots this love in the poet’s cultural 

landscape, showing emotional and national identity intertwined. [heraldscotland.com] 

Ultimately, the poem depicts love not as fragile but as heroic: a force capable of resisting time, 

nature, and even “eternity’s savage howl.” [heraldscotland.com] 

 

 

An Autumn Day 

• Reflection on beauty and impermanence 

• Themes: time, nature, melancholy 

• Techniques: seasonal imagery, contrast, contemplative tone 

 

Quotations  

(Sources: Poem text from OpenLearn/Best Poems and Quizlet analysis) [open.edu], [best-

poems.net] [quizlet.com] 

War & Trauma 
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• “On that slope on an autumn day” 

→ Specific memory of wartime horror. [quizlet.com] 

• “the shells soughing about my ears” 

→ Sibilance creates ghostly, dangerous soundscape. [quizlet.com] 

Death & Proximity 

• “six dead men at my shoulder” (repeated) 

→ Blunt repetition shows constant, dehumanising presence of death. [quizlet.com] 

• “dead and stiff — and frozen were it not for the heat” 

→ Paradox emphasises unnatural state of soldiers’ bodies. [open.edu] 

Violence / Chaos 

• “the flame leaped and the smoke climbed and surged every way” 

→ Chaotic sensory overload. [open.edu] 

• “blinding of eyes, splitting of hearing” 

→ War destroys senses; physical and psychological rupture. [open.edu] 

Indifference of Nature & Fate 

• “the sun… so indifferent, so white and painful” 

→ Nature ignores human suffering. [open.edu] 

• “One Election took them and did not take me” 

→ Randomness of survival; fate is arbitrary. [open.edu] 

 

Mini-Essay — An Autumn Day 

Question: Show how MacLean conveys the brutality of war. 

MacLean conveys the brutality of war in An Autumn Day through stark description, sensory 

overload, and repetition. The poem’s blunt central image — “six dead men at my shoulder” — 

recurs throughout, emphasising the omnipresence of death. The dead are described as “stiff” and 

“frozen,” paradoxically despite the heat, capturing how war distorts natural laws. [open.edu] 

Violence erupts suddenly: “the screech came out of the sun… the smoke surged every way.” This 

chaotic, multi-sensory barrage — “blinding of eyes, splitting of hearing” — immerses the reader 

in the terror of battle. [open.edu] 

Nature is disturbingly indifferent: the sun is “white and painful,” offering no relief. Fate, too, is 

shown as arbitrary — “One Election took them and did not take me” — revealing the randomness 

of survival. [open.edu] 
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Through unflinching imagery and emotional honesty, MacLean exposes the horror, futility, and 

psychological impact of war. 

 

 
 

 

Mini-Essay — Shores & An Autumn Day 

(Comparison) 

Question: Compare how MacLean explores human vulnerability. 

In both poems, MacLean explores human vulnerability through powerful landscapes and intense 

emotional experience. In Shores, vulnerability is emotional: the speaker faces a “great white… 

mouth of water” yet insists love can overcome it. Love becomes both strength and exposure. 

[heraldscotland.com] 

In An Autumn Day, vulnerability is physical and immediate. The speaker is surrounded by “six 

dead men,” and the shells “soughing” overhead signify constant danger. Sensory distortion — 

“blinding… splitting” — pushes the reader into the chaos of war. [quizlet.com] 

Both poems show humans at the mercy of larger forces — nature, fate, love, or violence — but 

Shores affirms resilience, whereas An Autumn Day highlights fear and randomness. Together, they 

illustrate MacLean’s belief in both the fragility and endurance of the human spirit. 

 

 

 

 

 

COMPARISON GRIDS — SORLEY MACLEAN 

Theme: LOVE vs LANDSCAPE / EMOTION vs NATURE 

Element Shores An Autumn Day 

Commonality 
Both contrast powerful human emotion 

with harsh natural landscapes. 
 

Poem 

Evidence 

“between two jaws as hard as flint” — 

love defies harsh Scottish shore. 

[quizlet.com] 

“sun… so indifferent” — nature 

is uncaring amidst horror. 

[open.edu] 
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Analysis Link 
Emotional resilience outweighs hostile 

nature 

Nature’s indifference intensifies 

emotional trauma of war 

 

Theme: TIME & ETERNITY 

Element Shores An Autumn Day 

Commonality 
Both poems use time/eternity to frame 

deep emotional experiences. 
 

Poem 

Evidence 

“forever… grain by grain” — eternity 

symbolises boundless love. 

[heraldscotland.com] 

Repetition of “six dead men… the 

whole day” — an endless day of 

trauma. [quizlet.com] 

Analysis Link Time deepens emotional devotion Time becomes a cycle of suffering 

 

Theme: VIOLENCE (EMOTIONAL vs PHYSICAL) 

Aspect Shores (Emotional / Romantic) 
An Autumn Day (Warfare / 

Physical) 

Violent 

Imagery 

“great white foaming mouth” — 

landscape as predator. [quizlet.com] 

“flame leaped… smoke surged 

every way” violently chaotic. 

[open.edu] 

Impact 
Emotional vulnerability of love magnified 

by danger 

Human vulnerability exposed in 

real battle 

Shared 

Idea 

Both poems show humans at the mercy of 

large forces — love or war, landscape or 

fate. 
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