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INTRODUCTION

"Seed of a World" refers to the inner worlds created by Scottish artist
Will Maclean (b.1941). The quote is from French philosopher Gaston Bachelard, "in
times of great discoveries, a poetic image can be the seed of a world, the seed of a

universe imagined out of a poet’s reverie". (Bachelard 1969 p.1)

Directly Maclean conjures up esoteric images through the poetic use of
objects which reference religion, primitivism, literature, fishing, myth and other clues
that feed our imagination. Drawing from Duncan Macmillan’s book on Will
Maclean,Symbols of Survival (1992) and various exhibition catalogues, I will attempt
to understand the themes of spiritualism, sacredness and the metaphysical expressed
in his work. In analysing Maclean’s foundation in Surrealism involves the use of
poetry as an inspiration. Similarly the Surrealist interest in Primitivism should lead me
into the use of fetishes, totems and the gods of Nature which reflects a certain pagan

side to Maclean’s work.

in Chapter One, I will trace the origins of Maclean’s style and background by
looking at Scottish artists working during the 1940s, 50s and 60s whose work has

connected themes to that of Maclean, especially those rooted in Surrealism.

Chapter Two will explore the connection of college, assemblage and objects

many of which carry memories and associations from a previous existence. These






constructions become a metaphor for our experience of present reality ehich interacts

with dreams and memories.

In Chapter Three I will analyse Maclean’s work which can be read almost as a
poem in that his starting point is frequently a childhood memory. These memories
are often encased in a shrine, tabernacle or reliquary, not in a simple religious way,

but in a way that will mediate between the spectator and the subject of his work.

In Chapter Four I will attempt to understand the religious aspect of Maclean’s
work. I will explore the Calvinist influence underlying his work and its conflict with
the more primitive beliefs present in many of his pieces. Maclean would be
sympathetic to the idea of the artist as shaman and as a mediator between the spirits
of nature and those of the living and the dead. Maclean is an artist who has invested

much work and time in order to give his constructions their mysterious quality.
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CHAPTER ONE SCOTTISH INFLUENCES

The artist Will Maclean (b.1941) comes from a culturaily
rich and complex background in the Highlands of Scotland. His
artistic influences are seen in his symbolism and use of objects,
which are suggestive of the mystic world of the Surrealists.
Scottish artists have traditionally looked to Europe, in particular
to the Northern Romantics and the French
Colourists.(Hare.1992, p59) Maclean’s surrealist influences come
from a layer of artists who lived abroad in the 1940s and 1950s
returning regularly to exhibit and sometimes to teach in Scotland.
The literary tradition built around the Scots Renascence was also
important to Maclean’s surrealist ambitions and the strong poetic

associations in his imagery.

Maclean’s work portrays life in the Highlands, using the
hands of a maker. Well crafted assemblage has been his
hallmark and it reflects both the training and the skills acquired
in Grays School of Art, Aberdeen, where people like Fred
Stiven, Ian Fleming, George Mackie and others were tutors.
More importantly it was the making and fixing skills learned
while growing up around the fishing industry at Inverness where
his father was Harbour Master that carried over into his art. This
practical experience combined with an artist’s vision helped him

to express the qualities and continuity of Highland life.

Childhood memories have been the basis for a number of

Maclean’s constructions where the juxtaposition of objects






-

conjure up imagined worlds so important to children. Through
his own childhood he reflects the history of the Highlands and
the life of sailors and the sea and then draws from these other
wider metaphors. He presents these in his arrangement called
Memories of a Northern Childhood (1977, Fig.1) where his
chosen objects, which inciude playing cards, quill pens and clay
pipes, seem to have personal or even autobiographical

significance for the artist.

The objects are arranged against the wainscot of a
Highland cottage and above them is a tabernacle, its gothic doors
opening onto a dark interior. Inside is a slate relief of a ring-net
fishing boat, a votive image on an altar, carved like a Pictish
stone. The title and the objects together suggest a boy’s
perception of manhood in a fishing village.(Macmillan,1992, p 49)
In this work Maclean has used religious overtenes and childhood
memories, both which are consistantly used in his work. A
similar theme runs through another work, Archaeology of
Childhood (1989,Fig.2) which uses miniature objects from a
child’s tea set and presents them in a shrine-like way, similar to

primitive rituals or of a glimpsed dream.

These childhood memories are what Eduardo Paolozzi
called Lost Magic Kingdoms, the title of an 1986 exhibition that
he selected for The Museum of Mankind, London. In the
exhibition Paolozzi brought together the artifacts of primitive
peoples with his own artworks and some modern objects. The
idea is similar to the Dada and Surrealist technique of promoting
startling conjunctions in which the objective was to break down
the expected or conventional associations of familiar objects and
to replace them with new ones. It was the theories of Freud and

Jung that led artists to see that such processes might reflect






deeper subconscious conections in the mind. Similarly, Paolozzi
saw non-Western society’s adaptation of Western products to
imaginative uses and given autonomous power as similar to that
with which a totem is endowed, based purely on the strength of
image. To create something truly totemic in this sense has been
one of the driving ambitions of the Surrealists and Maclean’s art

reflects this ambition.

Paolozzi’s influence on Maclean’s art work can be seen in
the use of collected memorabilia and cultural artifacts as things
that can be incorporated directly into an artwork. Paolozzi was
introduced to Marcel Duchamp and Tristan Tzara in Paris in
1947 and was a devoted convert to the use of collage and the
portrayal of random association in objects for the rest of his
career. He returned to Britain and immediately began making
collage-sculpture from found objects, some of which were cast in
metal. This approach to collage gave Paolozzi the artistic tool to
interpret a perception that was his own and which was widely
influential to younger artists like Maclean who also searched for

a personal language aiter leaving college.

This method of working was useful to Paolozzi in his
rejection of elitism in the Fine Art tradition of the time. Using
found objects proved that visual culture is common property.
These essentially democratic views have their roots in the Arts
and Crafts Movements and, indeed, in 1979 Paolozzi had an
exhibition in Edinburgh called Junk - The New Arts and Crafts
Movement. In it he identified his own position explicitly with the
cooperative and social traditions of the Arts and Crafts artists.
This idea can also be traced back to Patrick Geddes (1854-1932)
in Scotland, who influenced Paolozzi’s thinking of the artist as an

interpreter, not simply of history, but as a source of identity.
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Geddes had a very liberal understanding of how the arts
in the broadest sense should be a part of the community. He
wanted a strong sense of national identity based on a fusion of
history and locality. The artist William Johnstone was later a
part of this Renascence in Scots thinking in the 1940s and his
work has parallels with Maclean’s exploration of the past.
Johnstone’s interest in time and the presence in the landscape of
history and prehistory along with our continuing present
experience echoes Maclean’s archaeological methods of

discovery, as in works like the Bottle Beach Settlement series.

In Britain, Johnstone was a pioneer of the Jungian idea
that the artist is an intermediary between this world and the
metaphysical one. In Europe, Rene Magritte and Georgio De
Chirico were Maclean’s earliest influences in relation to such
themes. In his piece Navigator’s Locker (1982, Fig.3) two
spheres sit on a shelf in a white painted but empty space. This
luminous, structured emptiness recalls De Chirico and so do the
shapes themselves. They are made up from cut and reassembled
navigation instruments, whose geometric shapes suggest the kind
of enigmatic, pseudo mathematical forms often seen in De

Chirico’s painting,.

A contempory of Paolozzi was Alan Davie (b. 1920) who
also believed in the living tradition of Scottish culture espoused
by William Johnstone. Davie also had links with the Scottish
poets and novelists of the Scots Renascence during the 1950s. It
was after Davie had settled in London in 1949 that he came into
contact with Johnstone who was teaching in the Chelsea School
of Art. Johnstone by this time was distinctly Jungian in his ideas

rather than Freudian as the Surrealists had been.






This Jungian view of the subconscious and the survival in all of
us of the primitive, as a set of archetypes is one to which Davie
has remained loyal ever since and a view which would be a major

inspiration to Will Maclean.

After being introduced to the Abstract Expressionists
Rothko, Motherwell and Pollock by Peggy Guggenheim in the
early 1950s, Alan Davie began the natural transition from
Surrealism to ‘action painting’, exploring and feeling his way
towards a personal means of expression. The label ‘action
painter’ describes the work of a number of artists who had the
common belief that the purpose of the artist was to reestablish
contact with the subconscious and with our primordial source.
With the example of archaic and primitive art in mind, they
sought to externalize the internal and to bring the events of the
subconscious into the realm of the conscious. It was the
surrealist immigrants who arrived in America during the War that
sparked this style with their emphasis on the instinctual and
archaic, emploving the concept of universally meaningful forms
buried in the subconscious and attempting to express them via
the use of ancient myths, symbols and signs. (Tucker and Hall

1992. p.12)

Davie continued throughout his career to explore and
refine his symbols and signs from humanity in the broad sense
with a special emphasis on the primitive from all continents.
Maclean’s generation was greatly influenced by Davie and in
their immediate environment found the same primitive sources in
the ancient Celtic tradition of the Highlands. One of Maclean’s
contemporaries to work in this way was John Bellany. His strong
symbolism and narrative style is sometimes brutal but also shares

a vision of Highland life that was fed on myth and superstition






and the possibility of shift between the actual and the spiritual.

John Bellany like Maclean grew up beside a seaport in the
Highlands and similarly this greatly influenced his work. The
fishing town of Port Seton was his home and the people who
lived there are represented in his carly work Allegory (1964).
The iconography used here is the that of the crucifixion. On the
three crosses instead of human figures there are three gigantic
bodies of gutted fish or the carcasses of sacrificed whales. There
is a uniqueness, both in the image and the actual surface of the
paint, that describes it and which makes his work stand apart
from the his contempories in Scottish painting. Bellany continued
to develop these qualities in a series of paintings that
incorporated ftishermen and their activities into images that recall
Millet, Courbet and Rembrandt in which he uses the Christian
symbolism of fish and fishermen to suggest wider themes.

(MacEwen 1994, p.50)

According to critic Duncan Macmillan, Bellany is
undoubtedly the most influential figure of his generation. His
work with its dinstinctive personality made a strong impact on the
course of painting in Britain, especially on younger artists
working in a figurative manner. Like Maclean, he listened to
and was impressed by modern Scottish literature in the 1960s
and, in particular, to Hugh MacDiarmid with his forthright
manner. In the same wayv Will Maclean was listening to poet
Sorley Maclean not as a pastime but as a part of a forum in
which values were forged and the basic questions of history and

identity examined and debated.






CHAPTER TWO OBJECTS

In the Summer of 1995 I first encountered the work of
Will Maclean during the Eigse Carlow Arts Festival. The artist
had brought together a small sefection of his work which
included prints, made with the utmost care and skill, each of
which was accompanied by a poem written by a contemporary
Scottish poet either in Gaelic or English. His main work
consisted of a triptych coastruction, Bottle Beach Settlement |,
i1, 1II. These paintings/constructions were made in 1988 and

were carefully laid out to be read in a particular way.

Macican approaches his work almost like an archaeoclogist
in the way he looks for found objects as well as searching for
ways to create with them. A genuine interest in archaeology was
developed early in his career while travelling in Greece and ltaly,
where he learned basic investigation techniques from
archaeologists he had befriended. His whole method, since he
began making constructions, presents an analogy with
archaeology in the way both depend on buried meaning. In
archaeology objects whose use may originally have been trivial or
matter of fact assume a significance when seen in a context from

which we can read something of a whole culture.
In the Boitle Beach Settlement series Maclean presents

his own finds and commentary of a buried cache of nineteenth

century bottles documenting time and place. He has then
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developed this prosaic fact into a visual poem that celebrates the
qualities that give archaeology meaning. FEach element in the
piece represents an aspect of the context of the find, the
elements of the sea, the shore and those of time and history. It
is this confrontation with time and continuity which is the
imaginative dimension of all archaeology. Maclean sets this out
in the shift from light to dark over the sequence of fifteen pieces
that make up this work. It is the diurnal transition, the basic
unit of awareness of time that rolls on, so far beyond our
comprehension. This passage of time from the moment of burial
to the moment of discovery has been measured by the succession
of nights and days with the same indifferent regularity and the
same numberless progression as the ticking of a clock.

(Macmillian 1992, p.63)

In Bottle Beach Settlement [, (1988. Fig.4) the lightness
of colour reflects the day in the passage of time. The five pieces
which make up the unit are called Salt, Bone, Ritual, Shell and
Bottle Find. They all have these small bottles which are like
containers for a precious liquid, a medicine, perhaps. The first
piece, Salt, reflects the traditional importance and value since
early times of salt and more immediately represents the way in
which fish are preserved and thus the livelihood of fishermen. In
Bone, the element of bone which has been sharpened and used
by fishermen in the past for shaving and cutting is also shown to
signify the meaning of the life/death cycle. Ritual, the large
central piece of this set, is both a painting on canvas and a
constructed relief made from castings of rope and bottles. There
is also a fisherman’s traditional, small holy water casket, .
reflecting the hope that religion brings in the face of adversity.
The themes of rebirth and death are evident in the work called

Shell, which is an egg inside a small alcove. Beside it is a small

11






bottle inside a larger bottle which represents life, and is similar to
a ship in a bottle. Bottle Find, the last in this series is a recess
containing a group of small bottles similar to the way in which
they were originally found on the beach and is in honour of the
person who placed them there not realising the possibility that

they might have another life.

The importance of material is essential to the work of
Maclean in that every piece is a skilfully assembled collage, some
of which are expertly carved in timber or are casts in resin or
plaster of found objects that can be manipulated. The quality of
his painting is most accomplished as would be expected of
someone who had exhibited only paintings and drawings for a
number of vyears before discovering his preference for

constructed assemblages.

In the twentieth century, the Cubists, the Futurists and the
Dadaists were among the first to use collage and saw it as a
means of protest against entrenched social and academic vaiues.
The Surrealists employed collage as a surrogate for the
subconscious, leading up to the 1960s where many Pop artists
employed collage as a means of incorporating popular culture
into their work thereby commenting on art and the society from
which it spawns. It was with Cubism that modern collage took its
first step. Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque proposed a
complete dismantling of one point perspective, in use since the
Renaissance. They proposed a new type of painting, and
invented a new sculpture constructed from found objects and
flimsy two-dimensional works made from cardboard and paper,
glued or pasted together. In painting, a new fictional image
replaced the staged image of reality as was known and a new

sculpture also changed dramatically when form was constructed

12






or assembled rather than carved from wood or stone. Composed
as it is from actual fragments, collage is an ideal medium to
record the temporary ephemera of everyday life. (Waldmann

1992, p.15)

Just as Picasso and Braque used the newspaper Le Monde
and theatre tickets to capture and record the transitory, the
absurd, the social and political life of the artist, similarly Will
Maclean portrays that of the local and contemporary with
objects such as the flotsam and jetsam which he finds and then
inbeds in his work. The present and the near or distant past are
in many ways continuous, and that of the local and parochial are

often poignant and universal.

This is evident in Maclean’s Bottle Beach Settlement II,
(1988. Fig.5) where the colours are painted in mid tones to
reflect those times of the day which are neither night nor day.
The titles of these works are Sand, Water, Measurement, Flint
and Pigment. Sand, has a recess with a bottle of sand lying in
the middle. Again, as in all fifteen works, there are casts of three
miniature bottles sticking into the canvas. He has painted this
with a mixture of acrylic and sand. In the piece Water, there is a
recess in which a bird’s head is painted with resin and cloth. The
large central panel Measurement is made from the various
measuring tools used to measure nets and the depth of the sea,
tools which are similar to those used for centuries. In the next
work, Flint, Maclean is again using the theme of an ancient tool,
one which has been used for thousands of years. The last work
in this series is Pigment in which he has put a tool for grinding
oxides into another small box-like recess. The reference here is

to himself and his tools as an artist.
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When Maclean began using objects in his work in the
early 1970s, constructions and object-based work was well
established internationally. The surrealist influence on Maclean
is freely acknowledged and the use of the box in his work is one
such manifestation of this influence. In recent years Maclean’s
work has varied from totem-like sculptures to almost flat
constructions, but it was his box constructions that earned him
acclaim. To define the box is simple enough, a case or
receptacle for containing anything. Within the artists” world this
definition is expanded and transformed; boxes can act as
repositories for assemblages, chance events, performances,
ideologies, dreams and nightmares. The box can be a stage set
instead of a convenient method of packaging, a kind of reliquary,
a boundary between inside and outside, public and private, an
extended frame, a secret, a cabinet of curiosities. Maclean’s
boxes tell a story of Highland life and history. Even though
there is much tragedy, his art is neither nostalgic nor self pitying;
rather it draws its strength from the qualities and continuity of

Highland culture.

Joseph Cornell was an earlier artist who worked in a
similar way to Maclean by relying on the unexpected
juxtaposition of objects to imbue his collages and box
constructions with a new symbolic imagery.  Maclean was
unaware of Cornell when starting out with his box constructions,
but later on he saw a show in The Whitechapel Gallery and it
merely confirmed his belief in the narrative as a valid end and, in
constructions, found objects and collage a means to that end. It
also offered a contrast to the constructions of Fred Stiven, and

Paul Neagu, two important influences from Britain.

Linked with the Surrealists for many years, Cornell neither

14






subscribed to their ideology nor participated in their activities.
He did, however, acknowledge their influence, with constructions
of homage to Max Ernst and Marcel Duchamp. A great part of
the appeal that Cornell and more importantly Duchamp holds
today is in the fact that they declassified the status of the object,
and in doing so allowed the freedom enjoyed by a range of
artists like Maclean, Beuys, Rauschenberg, Warhol and the
Fluxus group. The object remains a typical surrealist creation
because of the way it imposed the object on modern art and
brought it into competition with sculpture which was then forced
to redefine itself on the basis of the object. Some of the
different genres of objects used by the Surrealists were the box,
the ready-made, the found object, the interpreted natural object,
the phaniomn cbject, the dreamt object, the poem object, the
mobile and mute objects.(Alexandrian 1969,p.140) There are
others not included and it is mainly due to the Surrealists that
such a range of possibilities exists. Primarily the Dada object
remained limited by being horrible and provoking the idea of
destruction, whereas the Surrealist object set out to be
sumptuous while using the simplest means to exalt the nuances
of analogical thought. It is within this great tradition that
Maclean has continued to develop.

In Bottle Beach Settlement III (1988.Fig.6) the colours
are much darker in each of the five collages, which are secured
to a black background. This reflects night-time in the cycle of
the day and therefore the record of time passing through this
site. the pieces are named Bronze, Skin, Wartfare, Clay and
Charcoal. With Bronze, the reference lies with its common usage
on boats. Its shape, a ring or wrist band, brings to mind an object
from an archaeological dig, reflecting Maclean’s interest in the

subject and his interest in hidden or buried meanings.
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Maclean’s constructions often work in this way and
frequently contain references to genuine archaeological objects
alongside invented material combining fact and fiction to make a
construction, reinventing from his imagination a construction that
might have existed. The second of this series, Skin, is a reference
to fish, oilskins and the tar cloth which covers the rib-like
structure of boats, which is why there is a bone fragment
embedded in a resin cloth and rubber combination. The middle
and largest piece, Warfare, is a reflection of the flotsam and
jetsam to be found along the coast of North West Scotland, some
of which are pieces of warfare, either from old warships tliat
sunk during and after both World Wars or present day military
hardware from Naval firing practices. This middle piece shares
an overall theme with the large central pieces trom Bottle Beach
Settlement I and Il which are Measurement and Ritual. They

are man’s constants throughout his existence.

The second last piece in the third triptych is Clay which is
in a clay tablet form to indicate a vessel and its life giving
qualities. It is of red painted pigment, an indicator of the process
of making this substance from the element of fire. The last piece
is Charcoal which contains a thin bone and a school compass to

show the process on which Maclean places great belief.

Maclean’s great ability in research and attention to detail
was recognised by an award from the University of Dundee in
1994 when he was appointed a Personal Professorship for his
achievements in the college while exhibiting and as a leader of
research studies. His methodology that is now prevalent was
honed to a more precise nature during a commission he received
in 1973 in which he researched and recorded the Ring Net

technique of fishing which is peculiar to the Highlands. This
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method of fishing had evolved a hundred years previously
following the Clearances and the forcible move into fishing of
Highland farming people, a move that is recorded in Neil Gunn’s
saga The Silver Darlings and which both Maclean’s father’s
family in Coigach and his mother’s family in Skye had
experienced first hand. This comprehensive study of a cuiture
through its tools and its artifacts was almost a paradigm of
archaeology, which is after all the interpretation of a society
through its objects and its material record. Maclean recorded
some four hundred drawings and because this type of fishing
disappeared shortly after the project it became an important

historical document.

What distinguishes Maclean’s art in the Ring Net
(1973-74. Fig.7)is his thoroughness together with his historical
sense and his insistence on information rather than on personal
interpretation. These are qualities that underlie the distinction
of his later work. This work is often constructed around complex
and precise information about fishing, whaling or Highland
history and myth. Therefore the Ring Net involves a continuity,

more than being just a subject matter.
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CHAPTER THREE POETRY

Working closely on the Ring Net project was the poet
Angus Martin from Campbeltown whose poem Dancers
dedicated to Maclean, concerns the decline and end of ring-net

fishing.(Macmillan 1992, p.29)

And I wished that I could dance
in a yellow oilskin suit,

dance on the dancing water

to the slap of an old thigh boot.

They were the champions of some greater
dance
performed in a night of islands.
Maclean took from this poem the title for his set of ten
prints to Gaelic poetry called A Night of Islands (1991 Peacock
Printmakers, Aberdeen) This collection of prints accompanied

the Bottle Beach Settiement at the Eigse, Carlow Arts Festival

in 1995. One print called Dancers was exhibited alongside
Angus Martin’s poem of the same name and it recalls Maclean’s
earlier collage Skye Fisherman: In Memorium(1989), which
honoured his uncle William Reid who was a ring-net fisherman.
The imprint of a ring-net forms the border pattern to represent

this.

While Maclean consistently touches on themes of
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universal significance, the dominant subject of his work remains
the history, culture and lived experience of Highland
communities. To this end he has immersed himself in the
mythology, oral history and poetry of the Gaels and his work
functions both as a memorial to the tragic history of the
Highlands and as a celebration of the continuing vigour of Gaelic

culture.(Crawford 1991. p.1)

In the collectionA Night of Islands, ten coloured etchings
inspired by Gaelic poems and prose, some of the poems are
traditional, some are modern and contemporary. Most, though
not all, were originally written in Gaelic. The format of the
etchings mirrors the look of his constructed boxes. He created a
border recession and image with the overall effect of looking
through a window and often the borders will reflect the content
of the image. Two examples of this are Strathnavar and Adam’s
Clan. 1In Strathnavar (1991.Fig.8) in the border there is the
suggestion of smoke and in the centre is an image made up from
the horns of sheep piled up in a creel. Above this are raised two
smoking roof timbers from a destroyed cottage. This
commemorates one of the most notorious of all the Clearances
undertaken on behalf of the Duke of Sunderland. In Adam’s
Clan (1991.Fig.9) Maclean takes the text from the poem Clann
Adhaimh/Adam’s Clan by George Campbell Hay. It is about
emigration and the last verse captures this image. (Macmillan
1992. p.107)

There she goes with a curve on her sails, putting
each sheet to the test, an ancient ship with bustle
and cheer and suffering aboard her; a horizon full
of secrets unrevealed under her bowsprit head, and
the foam of her wake closing and losing itself in the
great sea astern.

Maclean prints this image with a view through the rigging

of a sailing ship in the border and central image. The central
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image in each of the etchings offers Maclean’s response to the
content of the poem. However, there is no sense in which the
artist is illustrating the poems. These are images created to
reveal the mood and cadence of each work. In consequence they
are often dark, tragic, brooding and frightening, but also

mysterious, surreal and beautiful.

The box construction Bard MacIntyre’s Box (1934, Fig.10)
was an earlier inspiration for the etching called The Author of
this is.. and it accompanies a poem edited and translated by

William J Watson.

The inspiration for the constructed work came from a
poem called The Ship of Women, from an anthology of Gaelic
verse compiled by the Dean of Lismore during the sixteenth
century. The author uses a ghost ship and its crew to create a
scene of moral and physical chaos. Maclean’s construction is of
a group of found objects which become the bizarre crew of the
same ghost ship of temptation, alternatively to be called the ship
of fools. He presents these grotesque women-like figures in a
black mass, one displaying an oversized vagina, formed from two
seals teeth and is similar to the Sheila-na-Gig figures in Ireland.
Down in the dark water below the boat swim threatening fish, a
metaphor to represent the darker motives of the subconscious.
This imagery is a reminder that neither Highland culture nor
Maclean’s metaphoric use of it is any more moraily simple or
different than human culture anywhere, and that a tension always
exists in reflecting an idealised past innocence and present

corruption. (Macmillan 1992,p 74)

The construction Wheelhouse Triptych (1981.Fig.11) is

also about poetry and ships. The ship is implied by a wheelhouse
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seen from both sides and the front. This ship carries metaphors
like a poem or a work of art, moving through the imagination
or,as in Sorley Maclean’s poem The Ship, the ship is Gaelic

culture itself.

Will you dety the barbarous sea,
challenging the misfortune of ocean,

will you sail again peacefully with the tide,
will you swim like a love-making tune?

Dust and ashes the great man
forgotten in Moidart,

his language exposed, his hand lost,
the art and courage of his steering.

The other ship is an ocean rock,
her men drowned, holes in her sides:
when a darkening came she lost her way
and the non-Gaels took her for a loan.
In this poem Sorley MacLean "cannot bear to think of a
time when there was no one left with Gaelic enough to hear to
the full the great song poetry of our people, the Fair Golden

1

One......"and the "Black One" of that poem "was more or less

rofessional Gaelic poetry, that was not necessarily great song."
P ) Y

Will Maclean is also passionate about his Gaelic language
and literature because his father was a native speaker and also
the area in which he lives would have a rich tradition of myths
and legends. In Will Maclean’s construction there is a fairy ship
from these same stories, one that can sail beyond the world of
men and the man seal or silkie, which is visible in the
wheelhouse and emphasises the spiritual continuity that exists in

the Highlands between Man and Nature.
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Fig. 8 Strathnavar (19910
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Fig. 9 Adam's Clan (1991)
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Bard MacIntyre's Box (1984)

10
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Will Maclean is a visual link to the Scots Renascence in
the way he uses Sorley MaclLean’s ideas of identity in the fusion
of history and locality. The need to draw on the subconscious
memory revealed in literature is an idea promoted in the
Surrealist manifesto. It was this thinking that helped revive the
ancient Celtic tradition in Scotland and to be an inspiration for
its modern art and literature. Patrick Geddes, while passionate
in bringing about a Scots Renascence, actually argued for a
modern culture so well integrated with a sense of national
identity that it could draw on the deeper springs of consciousness

while dealing on equal terms with the culture of a wider world.

It was Sorley Maclean and people like Hugh McDiarmid,
a brilliant poet, essayist and believer in Scots nationalism, who
pushed the evolving Scots Renascence into line with the living
tradition of Gaelic cuiture. This background, still central to
Scottish culture in the late twentieth century, was a key factor in
the emergence of Joan Eardley, Eduardo Paolozzi, lan Hamilton
Finlay and Alan Davie, a group of outstanding artists of the
1940s and 1950s. In the 1960s John Bellany was directly inspired
by MacDiarmid and Will Maclean by Sorley MacLean. Tor them
art and literature had a social function and were essential tools
of imaginative understanding. To quote artist Sandy Moffat from
a John Bellany catalogue of 1986 about the climate of the 1960s,
"McDiarmid and the poets directly inspired by him, their idea,
their horizons were far in advance of anything in Scottish
painting. Something had happened in poetry which hadn’t in
painting; poetry seemed to matter while painting merely aimed at

the Bourgeois living room with pretty still lives and landscapes.”
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Themes of emigration and the loss of land, history, skills
and language have a strong resonance in Scottish culture, but
would also carry a strong universal significance. The Clearances
and the human suffering involved is the subject of Sorley
MacLean's epic poem Hallaig, which is about loss and is a

poignant lament for the vanished people of an empty place.

I will wait for the birchwood

until it comes up from the cairn

until the whole ridge from Beinn na Lice
will be under its shade,

If it does not, I will go down to Hallaig,
to the Sabbath of the dead,

where the people are frequenting,
every single generation gone.

They are still in Hallaig,

MacLeans and MaclLeods,

all who were there in the time of Mac Gill Chaluim
the dead have been seen alive.

The men lying on the green
at the end of every house that was,
the girls a wood of birches,
straight their backs, bent their heads.
In Hallaig, as in a lot of the most ancient Gaelic poetry,
trees are very much in evidence. But these trees which earlier
Gaels had treated simply as objects of affection are here

symbolic of the townships and former communities whose

members Sorley MacLean has transformed into a wood.

Will Maclean has drawn directly on the poem Hallaig and
its imagery in a construction Sabbath of the Dead (1978. Fig.12).
Its main features are the dark sombre colours, only relieved by
the stark light in three separate views of the hills of Raasay seen
across the water. In the foreground of each of the landscapes is

a dark section of beach, reminiscent of the raised beach
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mentioned in the poem. Against the central section, held in a
wooden cage, a black painted crab claw stretches to heaven, like
the hand of a drowning man, suggesting a powerful presence in

the landscape, expressing both anguish and anger.

Will Maclean and Sorley MacLean share a deep passion
for the Scotland of the nineteenth century, before much of the
Gaelic culture was destroyed and though its words survive, the
language carries a different resonance now than before. Sorley
MacLean laments the great song poems of the iast century and
finds little in modern Scottish poetry that cheers him. (O’Driscoll
1981.p500) But in Will Maclean’s work he sees the tradition of
the Scots Renascence in the way in which his art relates to
history and to the traditions of Scotland and to the objectives of
Modernism. He sees an art that is not a remote, abstract and self
contained entity, but an art that is a way of reflecting on life’s

concerns, both immediate and wider.
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CHAPTER FOUR RELIGION

A constant theme in Maclean’s work is that of religion
though not always in a specific way. It is more often present by
implication through analogy suggested between the objects he
makes and the objects made in the service of religion. He sees a
continuity from the earliest times of a peoples spiritual need for
some kind of mediation between themselves and the natural

world.

For Maclean there is confrontaticn and conflict in trying
to achieve this. His boyhood was filled with a strong religious
presence and a strong reaction is evident in much of his work.
As an artist he has looked to The Surrealists and to the broader
picture of a collective consciousness as interpreted through
dreams and primitive influences. The source of Maclean’s
conflict lies in his background and the dourness of his early
religious influences as can be seen in his work in his alluding to
death using the symbolism of skulls, reliquaries and memorials.
Tragedy is pervasive throughout his work. His representation of
The Clearances and the overall sense of loss to many Highland
areas of culture, land, language and people reflects the coldness
of the Highland religions. What illuminates Maclean’s work with
life is the underlying suggestion that a pagan or primitive is at

work in the themes he chooses.

Keith Thomas in his book Religion and the Decline of

Magic writes about the fervent actions of the various Protestant

34






sects in Britain in trying to stamp out the myths and magic
associated with pagan rites and rituals. The Catholic Church had
interacted with these pagan influences and so the Popery was
believed to be in league with witches and the devil. Astrology,
interpretation of dreams, charms, predications, holy wells,
superstitions, wizards and fairies were all a part of everyday life
for most people during the Middie Ages. The Catholic Mass was
attacked and stripped bare of its mystique and magic in an effort
to discredit the relics, the miracles and most Catholic rites were

o

regarded as thinly concealed mutations of earlier pagan
ceremonies. The early reformers set out to stop such traditional
calendar customs as the Plough Monday procession, banned since
1548 and the saints days associated with special trades and
occupations which were banned in 1547. Throughout the years
the Puritans and extreme Protestants tried to ban every piece of
superstition and also pagan customs with magical association.
This was impossible because such practices were so deeply
ingrained in peoples’ psyche and also because of the associated
healing powers and favours granted by God. Indeed, most
Protestants also relied on certain people in their community who

had "powers"

Maclean’s religious background comes to the fore in a
number of works. In Portrait of Angus Mackenzie (1982. Fig.13)
the central clement is a page from a Gaelic bible, coated with
transparent resin and then waxed so that it looks like a fly in
amber, suspended in time. This central image is edged with bone.
Angus Mackenzie was a sternly religious man, but his taught his
nephew Will Maclean to fish and to make model boats. In the
work these appear together with the whet stones that he used to

sharpen his tools.
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Fig. 14 Observation of Christmas (1982)
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Sea Lectern ( 1989)
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In the Iron Age, whet stones with their power over metal were
symbols of kingship reflecting the stature of such an individual in

a child’s eye

A reaction to the Scottish Free Kirk, the religion of the
Highlands is seen in the work Observation of Christmas (1982.
Fig. 14). In its centrepiece is a text warning against the
celebration of the feast and summoned by the Kirk’s
fulminations, an avenging angel is descending on Skye to chastise
those foolhardy enough to find pleasure in it. A piece of carved
mistletoe surrounds the text and this is a linking of the modern

Christmas to its pre-Christian origins.

Minister Preaching in the Kirk at Achiltibuie (1964.Fig.15)
captures perfectly the sparseness of the cold and leaking church
and by extension the fat that there is little comfort in such a
religion. Organised religion failed the Highlanders as their
ministers betrayed them and perhaps their religion reflected this
reality. Recognition of man’s ineffectuality in controlling his fate
and of God’s arbritrariness in dispensing it is a measure of the
realism of the Calvinist belief. It is not a creed of false comfort.
it matches the harsh reality of a northern existence, just as the
brutality of the Clearances is matched by the harshness of the

Highland environment.

In Memories of a Northern Childhood the arrangement
of objects from his childhood inside a tabernacle with gothic
doors opening onto a dark interior again revels the powertul
impression that religion made on Maclean’s childhood psyche.
The work Sea Lectern (1989. Fig.16) has also strong religious

overtones reflecting the unforgiving God of Calvinist

40






predestination, personifying the unforgiving God of the sea. To
most Clavinist thinkers the mystery of predestination was not for
men to inquire into. In the 1600s this was a very important topic
and in deference to this warning every attempt to identity the
elect had been frowned upon as an insidious heresay. Maclean
has cast images of a god, angels and a boat on the sea inside an
icon-like framework to suggest that fate is beyond mere mortals.

(Thomas.1971 p.439)

In Maclean’s work he uses many objects and frameworks
that have religious conotations. His first true assemblage or
construction was a casually made requiem for his father,Requiem
Construction (1974. Fig.17). The work consists of a group of
objects framed by a church window. Its gothic shape seems to
suggest a requiem, but, it also recalls the childhood experience of
the kirk. Within the window are his father’s pilot’s cap badge,
some abacus beads and a twig with painted oak apples on it. The
abacus beads are a relic of primary school but also represent the
calculations in navigation. The oak apples are a natural form
and have heroic, even druidic associations.(Macmillan 1992.p.36)
Appropriatly it was a man call John Knox who spotted this
construction in Maclean’s studio in 1975 and encouraged him to
exhibit it where it well received and this form of display has

remained his main source since.

Historically reliquaries are containers for the relics of
saints. Their contents were objects hallowed by association which
could act as mediators between the spectator and the saint.
Maclean’s objects are taken from their natural environment and
placed in a box or theatre of ideas that change into something
sacred. Sometimes the works are actually called reliquaries as in

Fladday Reliquary (1978). Other times he will use some
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associated religious word in the title such as, ex voto, offertory,
tabernacle, shrine or icon as in Icon for a Fisherman (1978) and
moving out of the Christian tradition altogether his later works

are frequently called totems.

Often Maclean’s shrines and memorials are for
generalized themes such as the Clearances or for a way of life,
but other themes have a closer significance, as the piece for his
father or that for his uncle Skye Fisherman: In Memoriam
(1989.Fig.18) where a yellow life jacket having rubber gloves and
other paraphernalia of the fisherman are combined in a painted
relief. Critic Duncan Macmillan points to his "yellow oilskin as
being like a suit of armour and carrying as his regalia the tools of
his trade, he is the Fisher King himself, the King who died."
(Macmillan 1992. p.66) In this construction was used the name
Antares from a found fishing box. One year later the boat sank
with the loss of life and thus the memorial predated the tragedy

in an extraordinary coincidence.

Another personal shrine exists in the work Abigail’s
Apron (1980. Fig.19). It was during the 1995 Eigse, Carlow Arts
Festival that Will Maclean received word of his aunt Abigail
Mackenzie’s death.  Although it is now a memorial to her,
originally it was a celebration of a way of life in Coigach where
she had lived as had her brother, John Maclean, the artist’s
father. The central element is a kitchen apron carved in pine,
and is typical of Highland women of her generation. In the
apron pocket is a group of mysterious objects, half recognisable
as kitchen utensils. One of them looks like a wooden spoon but it
has a strange lump on it. One of the local men, Johnny Allie
Mackenzie had such a lump on his head from a benign growth.

This detail serves as a reference to the community in which she
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belonged, but also points to the way children remember
individuals and peculiarities out of proportion to normal life.
The strength of her personality and memory is implicit in the
bold simplicity with which the wood is carved and the careful
beauty of the finish. By presenting the whole assemblage behind
a glass door Maclean suggests that we are dealing with a memory
and looking into someone’s mind or imagination. On the apron
is pinned what seems to be a large brooch. It is a herring with a
bird’s skull contained within it which together suggest both the
tragic recent history of the Highlands and the extension of

memory back into remote pre-history.
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Fig. 18 Skye Fisherman: In Memoriam (1989)
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Abaigail's Apron (1980)
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Fig. 20 Black Priest's Box (1982)
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The use of bird’s skulls by Maclean is frequent in his work
and has specific references to death in the Highlands. Indeed a
recently unearthed collection of eagle skeletons show where a
Bronze Age cult existed in the Orkney Islands, adding a primitive
resonance to Maclean’s work. (Macmillan 1992. p.40) To
primitive man death was the most puzzling and mysterious event
and it is not surprising that the earliest traces of religious belief
and practice have been clustered around the burial of the dead
and centered on what was to become a highly developed
cult.(Parrinder 1971.p.26) Skulls estimated to be 500,000 years
old have been found near Peking, China that were used in a
ceremonial way. Skulls there after were found in Europe that
were used as vessels to inherit the spirit of the dead but always
there was an association with magic.(Parrinder 1971.p.23) The
Celts were fascinated with head hunting and many statues show a
Celtic warrior holding a decapitated victim. The Celts believed in
the transmigration of the soul and in rebirth. Iron Age graves
contained equipment for the afterlife and indeed, important

leaders were buried with complete chariots. (Green 1992.p.27)

This association of primitive magic and faith can be seen
in Maclean’s assemblage Black Priest’s Box (1982. Fig.20) which
is a kind of imaginary tool kit for a travelling Bronze Age priest.
It contains all the equipment that such a priest might need to set
up an alignment of standing stones, a cord measuring a
megalithic yard is contained in a bone tube, cords for setting

straight lines and even model standing stones.

The bird skull is used in a number of Maclean’s works in
the 1970’s to represent death,but in a drawing from 1982 Two
Sights of the Sea (Fig.21) we see a slightly different use of the

bird skull. In the drawing there is a view through a window in

48






the corner of a room to the outside world and to the sea. An
old man can be seen siting outside the window against the open
view, but he has been given a bird’s head like a primitive
ceremonial mask. As a bird, he is a creature of nature and can
move freely in the world beyond. In the Celtic tradition birds
possessed supernatural powers and divine entities frequently
metamorphosed  between human and bird forms. (Green
1992.p.42) Joan Miré used birds as images of spiritual or
imaginative freedom and John Bellany also uses birds in a similar
way to Maclean as metamorphic figures. Animal and bird masks
are used by primitive people not as a pretence or disguise but to
claim identity with the creature represented. Max Ernst was the
Surrealist to use birds and bird imagery throughout his career as
a personal totem and saw himself possessing shamanistic power.
It is stated that Ernst considered himslef hatched from the egg of
an eagle and, we must consider the mythological relations that
exist between the eagle and the shaman. The eagle it will be
remembered is held to be the father of the first shaman and
plays a considerable role in the the shaman’s initiation.(Rubin

1989.p.567)

Surrealism is again linked with Maclean’s mysticism in the
work Window Visitation, North Uist (1980.Fig.22) which has a
strong similarity to a Roland Penrose painting Winged
Promise:Portrait of Valentine (1937). Butterflies cover the
mouth and eyes in both works. In Maclean’s construction the
figure inside the window is an old man close to death and
according to Highland superstition, the butterflies are a

premonition of death and of the soul leaving the body.

Similar connections between man and nature arc to be

seen in the sculptural totems Maclean has created. Rudder

49






Requiem (1985.Fig.23) links man to the spirit of fish. It shows
an image of a man with his head full of fish, an indication of his
dedication and of his skill as a fisherman. It is also a requiem
for fishing in its most ancient form and is in the shape of a
rudder carved from the end of a church pew, decorated with
carving like that on a Polynesian oar. This image is similar to a
mask in a primitive society and when faced with adversity as in a
battle or hunt masks can help overcome fear with the help of
new spirits and a changed identity. It is the need to control both
the visible and the invisible powers which circumscribe human
existence and to give an identity to these eleusive forces (Dagan

1992.p.36)

Even in a technogical age, fishing preserves a link with our
remotest past. As in Angus Martin's poem, fishermen are
dancers, dancing between the tide and eternity and perceived in
this temporal dimension, fishing links us to our earliest ancestors,
to the hunter gatherers and the state of nature. No more than a
generation ago people made many of their own tools from wood
and bone in ways and forms that were reminiscent of the artifacts
of our neolithic ancestors. In the image Fisherman listening for
Herring (1989. Fig.24) Maclean records the practice of ring net
fishermen listening for the sound of the fish, identitying the
herring by the quality of the sound they make when leaping from
the water. It is an image that suggest a communion with the
natural world as intimate as that of the Australian Aborigine and

other primitives.
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Fig. 23 Rudder Requiem (1985)
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The greatest influence on Surrealist theories came from
the writings on Primitivism by four scholars of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries; they were Sir James Frazer, Lucien
Levy-Bruhl, Sigmund Freud and Henri Bergson, each of whom
were carrying on the work started by Charles Darwin. Frazer,
whose ideas on magic and religion were severly criticised,
produced one of the greatest contributions to the study of the
primitive mind and this was his investigation of the function the
dream. He demonstrated primitive man’s implicit belief that his
dreams were an integral and essential part of his everyday life.
He also showed that primitive people believed in themselves as
existing in a universe in which every object and force in nature
was motivated by a soul or spirit equal to their own, unlike
western man who tends to view himself superior to nature and
therefore separates himself physically and psychologically.

(Rubin 1984.p.542)

In his investigation of primitive perception and cognition,
Levy-Bruhl emphasised the importance of totemism, the system
whereby a certain social unit identifies itself with some natural
element, plant or animal and reconises it as its leading spirit and
guardian.(Rubin 1984 p.542). He also emphasised the different

conditions and mental processes of civilized and primitive people.

Henri Bergson’s theories are very much intertwined with
the works of Will Maclean. Just as primitive man sees his world
as a spatial and temporal amalgam of spirit and matter, so
Bergson viewed the essential character of the upward movement
of life and evolution as one in which time and space
interpenetrate in a great surging mass of eternal change, that is

the very rhythm of life itselt. (Rubin 1984 p.544)

56






The individual who had the most profound influence on
the development of Surrealism’s idealogical links with Primitivism
was Sigmund Freud. The Interpretation of Dreams, published in
1905, was important because it explained the coupling of the
process of free association with the interpretation of dream
symbols. Freud’s Totem and Taboo, published in 1913,
attempted to bridge the gap between social anthropology,
folklore and psychology in order to deduce the original meaning
of totemism from the recognisable vestiges of it remaining in

childhood in western culture. (Rubin 1984 p.543)

Maclean’s assemblages are like tools that open the
imagination and contained within the works he often uses
symbolic tools to assist in this discovery. His tools can draw
analogy with the implements left in primitive graves to assist the
dead on their journey to the next life. Like a shaman, Maclean
proposes that his art mediates between the material and the
spiritual. In the work Symbols of Survival (1976. Fig.25) tools
are again central to its symbolic value. Inspired by a U.S. Navy
survival Kit that was given to the artist as a boy by his uncle.
Made of carved and polished pine, it represents a canvas apron
containing fishing gear, bait, harpoons, needles and thread and
other tools of survival at sea. Set in the middle of the
construction is a porpoise skull inside a window. This could be a
window to the imagination and the skull, being a reminder to the
stark simplicity of the sailor’s alternative to survival, which is

death.

3 oo ! . . " "
Maclean’s lifes work is about survival, in the sense of

being able to understand our role in life and not accepting the
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world at face value. In Maclean’s work there is an intellectual
element in his search for purpose and value and an emotional
element in the dependence upon the power which creates and

guarantees those values.
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CONCLUSION

Will  Maclean’s vision from which he makes his
constructions involves the sight from childhood memory and
poetic vision, or what Bachelard calls reverie. The foundation
tor this perspective carries a conflict of beliefs, those of his
community’s formal Calvinistic services and the mythic,pagan
world of nature and the Gaelic Highlands. In a lot of Maclean’s
work he sees the world through the eyes of a child. In religion
and mythology the themes of the child and rebirth are used and
are held up to us as being the ideal state. Bachelard writes about
the importance of this clarity..."The child God is the Son of the
World and in the face of this child who represents a continuous
birth the world is young. From our simple point of view as a
dreamer all these sanctified childhoods are proof of the activity
of an archetype which lives in the depth of the human soul....In
every dreamer there lives a child, a child whom reverie magnifies
and stabilizes, reverie tears it away from history, sets it outside
time, makes it foreign to time. One more reverie and this

permanent magnified child is a God". (Bachelard.1960 p.133)

To emulate the vision of children has for long been one
of the objectives of modern art and especially for the Surrealists
who used poetry as a means of juxtaposing images. Maclean
tries to recapture soemthing of the imaginative power of the
remembered images of his childhood. This imaginative
contemplation of childhood experience is often infused with a
profound sense of loss; loss of innocence, loss of security, loss

of loved ones. Part of Maclean’s childhood loss involves the
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powerful impact that religion had on his early experience and this
manifests itself in many of his works by the symbolism which he

uses and in how he composes his work.

Symbols which come from a very deep level of our
awareness and have been with us for many thousands of years
help us to value objects and acts by pointing to the deep reality
that they contain. Most symbols are religious images and they
point to the transcendent. When we are alert to symbols we are
attentive to the meaning of life. Jung observed that most of his
patients were people who had lost their faith and who as a result
had not the Church to help make sense of life’s symbols.

(Rees.1992 p.18)

Maclean’s objects are similiar to ritual artefacts found on
an archaeological dig. Sometimes they are found objects and
other objects are invented in an attempt to combine fact and
fiction, reinvented from his imagination of something that may or
may not have existed. For example, his use of bird skulls, bones
and relics of his Highland heritage could classify him as a
neo-primitive in some of his works. This ability to create sacred
objects is mentioned by Wade in The Eloquent Object..."The raw
communicative power of sacred objects which exude a historical,
pan cultural, atemporal presence, propelled by evocative
archetypes, wood, fetishes, temples, life, death, birth and age.
They are man’s racial memories of his first collective

representations of reality".(Manhart 1984 p.262)

As with beauty, sacredness is in the eye of the beholder
and by perceiving an object to be sacred we make it so. The
more ambigious and archetypal the object is the greater will be

the viewer’s propensity to perceive it as sacred, the greater will
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be the consensus among many viewers of its sacred nature and
the more power, or otherness, will accrue to it. (Manhart 1984

p.264)

The attraction of Maclean’s work lies in its esoteric nature
and in his use of evocative images with religious and/or historical
significance.  Its strength is in the local knowledge of the
Calvinist church, the Gaelic community of the Highlands, the
tragedy of The Clearances and the primitive traditions of fishing.
All his subjects are treated in a sacred way using objects that are
not intrinsically sacred but have that sacredness projected onto
them using the power of the viewer’s imagination. Maclean
creats images with the language of a poet. The new born image;
a simple image; thus becomes quite simply an absolute origin; an

origin of consciousness.
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