
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Personal Knowledge of Suffering and the Potency of Words in George Mackay Brown’s 

“The Island of the Women” and Select Stories from A Time to Keep 
 

T. Luke Mitchell, M.A. 
 

Mentor: Richard Rankin Russell, Ph.D. 
 

 
In this thesis, I analyze five short stories representative of George Mackay 

Brown’s engagement with the problem of suffering and the persistence of grace in the 

world. Tensions that arise include the prolific and the destructive impulses in man and 

nature as well as the words of formal expression and the silence reserved for those human 

thoughts, feelings, and divine mysteries beyond human articulation. These stories 

embody a way of human knowing grounded in persons, their narratives, and Incarnational 

hope. In the first chapter I analyze Brown’s portrayal of human communities and the 

disruptive effects of ritual violence through Rene Girard’s anthropological study of the 

Crucifixion, I See Satan Fall Like Lightning. I then move past this condemnation of 

violence toward Brown’s affirmative and Incarnational vision of the natural world. The 

divine “touch” in nature makes possible peaceable reciprocity in human community and 

the hope of redemptive suffering. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

In a 1972 weekly column for a local Orkney newspaper, George Mackay Brown 

confesses his general reluctance to get out of bed and begin his day of writing: “In my 

position, not having to present myself to some boss at 9 a.m., the temptation to bide on in 

the magic cave can be overwhelming. But the voice of duty spoils everything—it shatters 

every luxury, every delicious dream. With a stupendous effort, you throw aside the 

blankets, put your feet on the cold mat, struggle into chilly clothes” (Letters from 

Hamnavoe 92). Brown invests this everyday and seemingly insignificant trial with 

meaning worthy of a deeper attention. He first pokes fun at his self-congratulatory 

thoughts: “When the second cup of tea has been drained to the dregs, you get all snobby 

and superior, thinking of all the shameless creatures still lying in their beds: unwilling to 

leave that womb, bourne of all life, for the stern business of the day” (93). The rhetorical 

question that follows signals an existential dilemma between remembering or “forgetting” 

suffering in the world: “What would the world be, if it was full of such slugabeds! 

(Forgetting what the world of the nine o’clock news was like: Ulster, letter bombs, 

Vietnam, mugging…)” (93). What first appears a humorous condemnation of “slugabed” 

sloth becomes a serious critique of the murderous vigor with which humans conduct their 

daily affairs. It seems as though the world would fare far better were it full of slugabeds, 

keeping clear of the deadly business that gluts the radio.  
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Brown possessed an acute sensitivity to historical ravages, from ancient to 

contemporary times, yet he upheld that humans are admiring beings with still much to 

praise, even in the world of the nine o’clock news. I will interpret this insistent 

affirmation of life as gift by considering how Brown embodies in narrative an intuitive 

rather than analytic mode of knowing that does not resolve the problem of pain, but, 

through the power of words, equips persons not only to endure inexplicable suffering but 

also to marvel at the mystery of the original Word after which all words strain before 

receding into silence. This personal knowledge involves the formation of a community 

among author, characters, and readers founded on a process of empathic expansion. In his 

short fiction, Brown’s imaginative ingress into the other’s condition is stark given his 

focus on typically marginalized peoples. In the present study, figures often hidden from 

view and without a voice such as victims of violence with no social standing, wanderers, 

ghosts, religious outliers, orphans, mythologized heroes, alcoholic widowers, and 

reclusive writers will all factor prominently into the discussion about knowledge of 

persons, the possibility of redemptive suffering, and the intuitive perception of a ripe 

sacramental natural world rooted in the Incarnation. Brown’s short stories strike a 

Chaucerian note by ingathering diverse peculiar figures into community through the 

archetype of the pilgrim whose earthly journey is replete with foibles, sins, sufferings and 

compassions. The genre of the short story enables him to balance the ambiguities of 

individual experiences with highly symbolized images, the sweeping force of which is 

underscored by the compressed form of the short story. 

I have divided this thesis into three parts comprised of two distinct but interrelated 

movements. In the introduction, I provide a background to Brown’s confidence in the 
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healing powers of poetry, narrative and sacrament to bind historical wounds. I analyze a 

passage from the 1974 collection Hawkfall (1974) that represents well the reciprocity of 

verbum and sacramentum in Brown’s Incarnational vision of human history. In the first 

chapter’s treatment of “The Island of the Women,” I interpret Brown’s portrayal of 

violence as a violation of a fundamentally prolific natural order and locate the possibility 

of redemption for the suffering of both victim (Lady Odivere) and victimizer (Lord 

Odivere) through the Christian metanarrative. The story’s epilogue expresses the central 

tension between the equally immense value and failure of words to encapsulate the 

mystery of redeemable suffering. I then place “The Island of the Women”—the first 

extant draft of which is dated 1972—in conversation with “Celia” from A Time to Keep 

(1969). I trace Celia’s movement from fearful articulation over helplessness to redeem the 

apparently purposeless suffering of figures like Lady Odivere to prayerful utterance and, 

finally, to the realization of a practical charity that supersedes her formerly unremitting 

arguments for despair. 

As the opening story of A Time to Keep, “Celia” initiates a narrative common to 

multiple stories in the volume, whereby the significance of words spoken by or about a 

character increases in proportion to a decrease in their quantity which finally resolves into 

silent, sacramental contact with nature. The second chapter examines this pattern in “A 

Time to Keep,” “A Carrier of Stones,” and “The Eye of the Hurricane” and elucidates a 

kind of intuitive knowing associated with narrative, the potency of the poetic word, and, 

finally, the mysterious Word made flesh, so that not one charitable act—the practical and 

highest form of knowledge— might go unreckoned. 
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The beauty of words can widen or focalize one’s perspective to ways of seeing 

either beyond or deeper into moments of adversity and felicity. Brown knew intimately 

how a befitting word can effect a pause of respite in moments of distress and liven the 

tepid hours of the downcast soul. In a December 1992 column titled “Desert Island 

Poems,” Brown points out the general disinterest and even suspicion toward poetry’s 

purpose fostered by a materialistic age: “‘What’s the use of poetry?’ the practical people 

are always saying . . . For unless you can eat something or drink it or wear it or use it to 

fly away to Majorca or buy new curtains for winter, what’s the point of it?” (First Wash 

of Spring 62). He meditates on poetry’s “use” by recollecting consumptive nights in an 

Aberdeen hospital, where poetry provided “several oases in my desert” so that “the 

burden” of sleeplessness “was lightened, night after night.” While the numbing rate of the 

average modern day spares the “practical person” from enduring deserts of silence, it also 

disinherits them of the abrupt rejuvenation of the discovered word’s oasis. 

Perhaps these “practical people” miss poetry’s consolation because the 

postindustrial age of concrete does not inspire the lyrical levity of the elemental word. 

Brown regrets that “Nothing nowadays seems as fresh and lovely as some of the medieval 

lyrics. . . . In the last century or two, especially, the grime and dust of industrialism has 

spread, even into the arts.” However, as he selects eight poems necessary to take with him 

on a hypothetical trip to a desert island, he identifies poets who cut through the factory 

smoke down to the smoldering spark that vivifies the natural world. He credits Gerard 

Manley Hopkins’ awareness of the instress (perception of) of the inscape (selving) of 

things, stating, “I wouldn’t want to be without a Hopkins sonnet: ‘The world is charged 

with the grandeur of God’, which sees to the clean roots of things under all the grime and 
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dirt” (63). Environmental degradation only worsened after Hopkins’ death, making the 

wordsmith’s task to “sees to the clean root of things” equally more difficult and urgent. 

The clarity of this poetic vision is powerless to unriddle the enigma of pain. 

Rather, its salience consists in the assertion of a possible beneficence born of 

careful attention to the generative rather than destructive impulses in the natural world. 

Brown witnessed in nature a verve exceeding mere survival instincts, a celebration of the 

gratuitous gift of being. In a 1995 essay for The Orcadian titled after Thomas Hardy’s 

poem “The Darkling Thrush,” Brown praises the perennial gratitude of the thrush whose 

chorus fills the air even in the “coldest bleakest Spring for years” (105): 

Morning to night he pours out an anthology of joyous song 
— a pure fountain, jet after jet, unending. They say he’s 
only defending the bounds of his territory . . . I don’t 
believe a word of it. Or, at best, there may be just one 
syllable of selfishness in those long outbursts of song. The 
remainder is pure God given joy in the beauty of the 
summer world; however grey and cold the June day may be 
(Spring 205). 

 
As he rues the evidence that humans mostly lack “a wisdom, a foresight, a gratitude” that 

the bird possesses, Brown reflects on how even Hardy, who “was not an optimistic man, 

at the best of times,” could hear in the birdsong “‘Some blessed Hope, whereof he knew / 

And I was unaware.’” Alongside the bird’s innate talent, Brown regards the 

transformative power of poetic technique on the poet himself, claiming that Hardy’s 

pessimism dwindled when “he was writing his marvellous poetry, and then craftsmanship 

makes sorrow beautiful’” (206). The poet and the thrush share a vocation to song that 

does not rid life of trials but “makes sorrow beautiful.” 

The poet risks by his alertness to the world’s beauty an attendant call to sacrificial 

awareness of that beauty’s deprivation. In the introduction to The First Wash of Spring, 
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Brian Murray describes the breadth of topics, from weather to world news, that captured 

Brown’s attention. He admires Brown’s resolve to involve himself with the oppressed: 

“GMB’s ‘country’ was [not only Orkney, but] also the larger one of wherever people 

were suffering or being tyrannized. Aware of where and how this was happening, he was 

prepared to confront and condemn—not in a general way (as he sometimes used to rail 

against ‘Progress’) but pointing the finger at specific situations and regimes” (10). 

Brown’s speculation over the inverse correlation between violent conflict and 

instrumental music can be extended to include his own verbal music: “It may be because 

the world is starved of music that there is so much trouble in Bosnia, Somalia, Ulster, 

Angola, Haiti—and a hundred other places” (Spring 121). Although he procrastinated 

taking seriously his vocation to write (it had to win out over the labor of heavy drinking), 

Brown finally could not be a “slugabed” and ignore “the world of the nine o’clock news” 

because he possessed a gift for the hurting world—what Seamus Heaney calls the 

“redress” of poetry: 

And in the activity of poetry too, there is a tendency to 
place a counterreality in the scales—a reality which may be 
only imagined but which nevertheless has weight because it 
is imagined within the gravitational pull of the actual and 
can therefore hold its own and balance out against the 
historical situation. This redressing effect of poetry comes 
from its being a glimpsed alternative, a revelation of 
potential that is denied or constantly threatened.” (“Redress 
of Poetry” 283) 
 

Although poetry cannot compensate for the past, it can reimagine the present in ways that 

impinge on the future. Poetry instantiates the language of possibility, the felicitous 

untethering from what was formerly supposed inevitable. This conception of poetry fits  
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well with Heaney’s praise of Brown’s 1965 The Year of the Whale, which gave him a 

“‘feeling of being newly wakened, of the lens widening’” (Ron Ferguson 182). 

In addition to poetic redress, Brown wrote narratives that situate the actual within 

the Christian metanarrative and reimagine in the present a unique gospel of resurrection 

from the cruelest torment. For Brown, the circular patterns of history—of seasons, 

generations, empires, battles—are embedded within a purposeful though mysterious 

course directed toward a consummate peaceable end. Brown’s biographer, Maggie 

Ferguson, cites a letter from Brown to Stella Cartwright, his first and closest romantic 

companion, that exemplifies Brown’s belief in a hidden but providential order that 

ultimately shapes the apparently disparate facts of human experience. By 1965, George 

and Stella’s relationship had grown contentious. They endured routine bouts of heavy 

drinking and fighting with each other, an ominous beginning to Stella’s fatal decline into 

mental instability fueled by alcoholism. Brown intermingles regret and hope as he 

considers the losses and gains that they suffered and won by their relationship: “‘It hurts 

me to think of you being unhappy, Stella. I think of how happy we might have been 

together, there was such tenderness and quiet joy. And certainly these good things won’t 

pass away, when the totality of things is reckoned’” (Maggie Fergusson 163). Here 

Brown assures Stella that whatever authentic love they have mutually cultivated will be 

preserved and accounted for at the completion of history. 

This consolation cannot be reduced to mere sentimentality, and echoes of T. S. 

Eliot’s teleological vision of history illustrated in “Little Gidding” from The Four 

Quartets illumine Brown’s message for Stella. Eliot conveys the transformative value of 

each person’s actions in a consummate reality: “History may be servitude, / History may 
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be freedom. See, now they vanish, / The faces and places, with the self which, as it could, 

loved them, / To become renewed, transfigured, in another pattern” (55). This passage 

accurately frames the balance that Brown maintains between the Christological revelation 

of history’s meaning and the “burden of the mystery” inherent to lived experience in 

media res. From the time he was in his early twenties, Brown played records of Eliot’s 

verse aloud so often that his mother and sister would recite The Waste Land with Eliot 

while doing housework (Ron Fergusson). Although Brown would consciously avoid 

Eliotean esotericism, the two poets understood both the purgative and joyful aspects of 

earthly life as parts culminating in a final wholeness. 

However, in a Pascalian paradox, the grim witness of history all too often conceals 

the very order that gives it meaningful shape. The battered world points toward the Deus 

Absconditus. Thirty six years before the century of the two World Wars, John Henry 

Newman confessed his dismay over humankind’s display of godless strife in the Apologia 

Pro Vita Sua. In his own autobiography, For the Islands I Sing, Brown admits that the 

book’s intricate account of the Oxford movement mostly bored him but praises “those 

passages, all exquisite and soaring as violin music, that rise clear above his own dilemmas 

and difficulties” (51). In one such towering passage Newman confesses his bafflement 

over humankind’s depravity: 

I look out of myself into the world of men, and there I see a 
sight which fills me with unspeakable distress. The world 
seems simply to give the lie to that great truth, of which my 
whole being is so full . . . If I looked into a mirror, and did 
not see my face, I should have the sort of feeling which 
actually comes upon me, when I look into this living busy 
world, and see no reflexion of its Creator (216). 
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He qualifies the theoretical capacity of unaided human reason to arrive at belief in God a 

priori with the lived experiences that consciously and unconsciously shape the mind and 

often incline the person toward doubt: “but I am considering the faculty of reason actually 

and historically; and in this point of view, I do not think I am wrong in saying that its 

tendency is towards simple unbelief in matters of religion” (218). Yet Newman possesses 

religious belief, and he determines three forms of evidence sufficient for justifying his 

religious commitments. First, the dictates of his inviolable conscience indicate his belief 

in a personal deity nearer to him than he is to himself. Second, he discovers what he calls 

the “illative sense,” resembling an act of phronesis that allows for an intuitive assent to 

the truth of a proposition (Grammar of Assent 287). Finally, he makes a pivotal move 

from “paper logic” to narrative, namely the story of humankind’s fall from grace, the 

Incarnation of the divine, and the continuous process of humanity’s redemption (159; 

217- 218). He therefore grants the dark witness of human history its stark reality, which 

alone would lead to insurmountable doubt, and through the Christian metanarrative 

reconciles this bleak record to his interior conviction that a personal God exists (214). 

Newman maintains belief based on a direct encounter with the echoing Word of God’s 

voice in his conscience, his confidence in intuitions, and the Biblical ecclesial narrative of 

God’s involvement in human history. 

These grounds for belief often prove dissatisfying for persons who desire 

empirical proof in order to reconcile the Christian narrative of redemption and the 

pervasive existence of suffering in the world. Brown was by no means a philosopher or 

theologian, but he engages issues of theodicy in his short fiction and, through the 

interplay between story and silence, cultivates an intuitive mode of knowing that 
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glimpses, however dimly, promise rather than emptiness behind the mystery of suffering. 

American philosopher Eleonore Stump proposes story as a means of knowledge in her 

study of narrative and the problem of pain titled Wandering in Darkness. She argues for 

an account of knowing that extends beyond logical proposition to include interactions 

with persons and their stories (51). She schematizes two forms of knowing, propositional 

and non-propositional, into the “Domincan” and the “Franciscan” respectively. In the 

Franciscan account, first personal interaction and second-personal narratives provide 

legitimate and trustworthy, though fallible, types of knowledge. The first personal form of 

Franciscan knowledge involves an unmediated experience with a person, event, or object. 

Franciscan knowledge also includes second personal acquaintance with a person 

or event that is mediated, perhaps by other persons or by texts. For Stump, these beliefs 

are subject to error, but when valid can provide valuable insight into physically absent 

persons and temporally distant events. These modes of belief are indispensable to a 

Christian historical perspective, for the Gospels contain far more parables than 

propositions, and the Church is a living organism whose burden of proof rests ultimately 

with the lives of her saints and sinners rather than a well framed argument. Brown 

likewise does not turn the presence of grace in his characters’ lives into a proposition, but 

creates narratives which orient them toward some measure of hope and situates them 

(even against their wills) in communion with nature, each other, and the reader. 

These two levels of “Franciscan” knowledge illuminate the roles of storytelling 

and ceremony in Brown’s narrative and sacramental vision of faith in history. In his 

autobiography, For the Islands I Sing, he admits to persisting for over a decade in an 

intellectual “state of acknowledging Catholicism, while doing nothing about it” (53). He 
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reflects that “the way of argument and reason were not for me;” rather, it was both “the 

beauty of words”—primarily those of Christ’s agrarian parables—and the Church’s 

pinnacle ceremony of Eucharist that finally compelled him: “That the toil of the earth 

worker should become, in the Mass, Corpus Christi, was a wonder beyond words, and 

still is” (54). On the same page, then, Brown describes two distinct sources of his 

religious belief as both “the beauty of words” and “a wonder beyond words.” This duality 

forms the central tension in Brown’s own use of words to direct readers toward the 

unspeakable wisdom of the first Word. The heart of Brown’s religious vision is reflected 

in the liturgical division of the Mass between the “Liturgy of the Word” and the “Liturgy 

of the Eucharist,” each of which correlates to the second-personal narrative and first-

personal direct contact forms of Stump’s theory of Franciscan knowledge. The scriptures 

supply an archetypal narrative of the human divine relationship that incorporates each 

individual’s story as an integral part of history’s telos, and the Eucharistic sacrifice 

conjoins the rituals of seasonal labor and sacred ceremony to grace the dust of each 

person’s days. 

A key epistolary passage in the short story “The Tarn and the Rosary” from the 

collection Hawkfall (1974) elucidates Brown’s imaginative understanding of how the    

Incarnation of Christ is deeply ingrafted onto the whole of human history. A consumptive 

young man named Colm articulates his religious conversion to an agnostic correspondent 

in terms of story and ceremony rather than analytical discourse: “You always beat me in 

an argument. If I have to argue, all I can offer is an unfolding sequence of images: stations 

that lead to a stone, and silence, and perhaps after that (if I’m lucky) a meaning. . . . I have 

for my share of the earth-wisdom a patch of imagination that I must cultivate to the best 
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of my skill” (226; 228). The imagistic language of “stations,” “stone,” and “silence” 

grounds meaning in positively physical and negatively verbal acts. However significant, 

the word-smith’s repository is constrained. This opening qualification anticipates the 

conclusion to Colm’s letter, where he expresses his need for the symbolic practices 

disparaged by the rationalistic Jock as superstition: 

It is ceremony that makes bearable for us the terrors and 
ecstasies that lie deep in the earth and in our earth-
nourished human nature. Only the saints can encounter 
those ‘realities.’ What saves us is ceremony. By means of 
ceremony we keep our foothold in the estate of man . . . 
Ceremony makes everything bearable and beautiful for us. 
Transfigured by ceremony, the truths we could not 
otherwise endure come to us. We invite them to enter . . . It 
is this saving ceremony that you call ‘idolatry’ and 
‘mumbo-jumbo’ (229). 
 

Yet between the opening “silence” of stones and the concluding “silence” of a 

ceremonious encounter with the providential reality that sustains them, Colm situates his 

own conversion within the metanarrative of Incarnational history. He then converges story 

and sacrament by telescoping the origins of human civilization into the Eucharist. As he 

meditates on a local peasant named Tom Sanderson, Colm asks Jock to “see this peasant 

for what he is. He represents us all. He it was who left the caves, and lured on by a new 

vision, made a clearing in the forest. There he began the ceremony of bread” (227). He 

imagines the fear that the first farmers must have felt as they “put wounds on the great 

dark mother” as well as their great relief at the first harvest. From the raw material of 

these emotions, he weaves a story of humankind’s nascent religious intuitions. As the 

wheat farmer flourished, he wondered what providential voice called him to the field and 

honored it as best he could by offering a tithe out of gratitude: “he kept every tenth loaf 

back — the set-apart secret bread. Why? Because he sensed that there was another actor 
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in the cosmic drama, apart from himself and the wounded earth-mother . . . the peasant 

with his liking for simplicity called it God. Man made God a gift in exchange for the gifts 

of life, imagination, and food” (227-28). The language of gift that Brown employs to re- 

cast the Edenic relationship between God and man explicitly reveals the undercurrent 

affirmation of life even in the midst of inscrutable pain present in “The Island of the 

Women” and A Time to Keep (1969). 

Colm frames the Christological progression of his narrative as a departure from 

this mutual but distanced exchange to the divine’s immediate contact with both rich and 

impoverished aspects of human existence. He describes the Incarnation as the obscure 

divinity’s response to worshippers who sought in both gratitude and fear for symbols of 

the divine nature in the natural world. He writes, “‘In the end, to reconcile the divine and 

the brutish in men, that Wisdom took on itself to endure all that the earth-born endure, 

birth and hunger and death” (228). For Colm, the beauty of the Incarnation as the 

fulfillment of humankind’s most primitive longings serves as evidence of its truth. 

Moreover, the scandalous beauty of Christ’s sacrifice appeals irresistibly to his 

imagination: “There is nothing in literature so terrible and moving as the Passion of 

Christ—the imagination of man doesn’t reach so far—it must have been so” (229). Brown 

celebrates everywhere in his writing the way in which the Incarnation, Passion, and 

Resurrection embody the elemental religious practices of his ancient Orcadian ancestors. 

One particularly moving example involves his visit to Maeshowe, a neolithic chambered 

cairn, at Winter Solstice. To Brown’s delight, he witnessed how the ancient religious 

architects successfully arranged that, on the darkest day of the year, a pin-point of light  
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would touch the farthest interior wall of the death chamber just before sunset, “a wall that 

at every other time of year is dark.” He reflects: 

What did these old Orcadians mean by it? Why did they go 
to so much trouble?…We can guess, and perhaps with some 
confidence, that they wanted to celebrate the balance of 
light and darkness, summer and winter, life and death. At 
the time of the year’s deepest darkness, a finger of light 
touches the chamber of  death; there is a hint of a promise 
of resurrection . . . The first Stenness men were good 
mystics as well as good builders, astronomers and hunters 
(Letters 141). 
 

The patterns of the natural world imbue in these old Orcadians a sense of the world’s 

mysterious order that they symbolically honor through ceremonious worship. In the 

process, they unwittingly anticipate the true myth of the Paschal Mystery. 

Even as Brown looks back into pre-Christian eras for signs of humankind’s    

longing for the Incarnation, he also imagines the present era’s unbroken continuity with 

that central event. Colm bridges the narrative gap between his own experiences two 

millennia later and the few years that the “sweet thrilling music of the Incarnate word” 

was heard across “desert,” “seashore,” and “lake” by explaining to Jock, “‘The most 

awesome and marvelous proof for me is the way he chose to go on nourishing his people 

after his ascension, in the form of bread. So the brutish life of man is continually 

possessed, broken, transfigured by the majesty of God” (229). Colm concludes his 

“apologetic” on a stunning note of symmetry, whereby God graciously gives of himself 

through the first lowly gift of “set-apart, secret bread” offered to him in fear by “brutish” 

humans. Colm’s letter represents well the sweeping scope of Brown’s distinctively 

Christian interpretation of the divine-human relationship in history. However, the 

imaginative richness and humane depth of his work owes much to the fact that he does not 

14  



typically portray human perceptions of reality in such overtly religious and poetic terms. 

The history that Colm reimagines still includes the “world of the nine o’clock news” with 

which I began this introduction. In each of the stories I will examine, Brown treats human 

frailties, offenses, and sufferings with a palpable intensity, so that intimations of hope and 

healing are indeed something to hold onto vigilantly rather than comfortably assume. 

The biographical nature of most work on Brown1 suggests the immediacy felt by 

his admirers to discover how these joyous insights profoundly shaped the life and work of 

a largely melancholy man. Brown was aware of the tension between sorrow and joy that 

he inhabited, observing as an old man that “the first line of Shakespeare I experienced 

intrigued me: ‘In sooth, I know not why I am so sad / It wearies me…’ Those words 

should be written over the lintel of my door: in a way they express perfectly my life and 

my way of looking at things—a tremulous melancholy, a mystery through which are 

glimpsed and guessed from time to time forms of beauty and delight” (For the Islands 

40). Even in his most vivid portrayals of violence and despair, Brown affirms by these 

half-recognized “forms of beauty and delight” what he imagines “every old man, how- 

ever weary of the struggle” feels anew each spring: “that life, in spite of it all, has been 

worth living” (Letters 149). Over twenty years later, Brown extends this solace reflected 

in the changing seasons to a presentiment of human history’s mending and renewal. In a 

column dated 30 March 1995, he contemplates his Lenten reading of 2 Kings 5:1-19 in 

1 Maggie Ferguson, Ron Ferguson, and Rowena and Brian Murray have written 
excellent literary biographies that engage to a greater or lesser extent with Brown’s 
literary career. Maggie Ferguson’s award-winning biography The Life mostly draws on 
the stories as they inform Brown’s own narrative. In The Wound and the Gift, Ron 
Ferguson employs certain works as he chronologically pieces together Brown’s religious 
conversion. The Murray’s Interrogation of Silence is an informative and sweeping study 
of Brown’s life interspersed with literary analysis, but the sheer scope of the study 
prevents extended close readings of particular works. 
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which the Syrian general Naaman is cured of leprosy. A young captive Jewish girl refers 

Naaman to a prophet of Israel, Eliseus, whose prescription to bathe seven times in the 

Jordan cures Naaman’s disease. Brown writes to his fellow Orcadians, “The moving part 

of the story is the little Israelite girl, who had been captured in a raid and brought back to 

Syria. The sweetness and wisdom and goodness of the child tastes like honey in the 

starkness of the tale. One feels, reading, that it is out of such innocence that the dreadful 

wounds of the twentieth century and indeed all history will be cleansed and healed” 

(Spring 195). Very little close study of Brown’s short fiction exists, yet it is the form in 

which his ability to infuse the “starkness” of history’s leprous wounds with the “sweet- 

ness and wisdom and goodness of the child,” who neither knows the cause of her captor’s 

afflictions nor foresees her own deliverance. Her act of compassion while in servitude 

becomes a window through oppression into a wider plane of vision marked by interior 

freedom. 

In the following study, I analyze Brown’s portrayals of violence and suffering at 

different periods of history to show that he understood humanity’s entrenchment in 

conflict as a post-lapsarian rather than an era-specific condition. Brown’s love of the 

enduring peaceable rhythms of seasons, work, and festivity made him an incisive 

expositor of their opposites: grief acquaints us with the object of the good in absence. I 

analyze “The Island of the Women,” “Celia,” “A Time to Keep,” “A Carrier of Stones,” 

and “The Eye of the Hurricane” since they represent in distinct ways both Brown’s 

enduring conviction that the personal knowledge supplied by narrative might engender the 

healing of historical wounds and his recognition that words finally fail to encompass the  
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hope mysteriously present and intuitively realized in the “touch” of the Word as 

sacrament. 

Although “The Island of the Women” does not appear in A Time To Keep (1969) 

but in the posthumous 1998 collection The Island of the Women, the 1972 manuscript of 

the story discovered by Brian and Rowena Murray places its conception in the same eras 

of Brown’s burgeoning literary career and of his ongoing emotionally strenuous 

correspondence with Stella Cartwright (268). I pair it with “Celia” firstly because the 

female protagonists share exceptional empathic capacities for the whole of creation, yet 

each responds uniquely to the mystery of their own and others’ afflictions. The 

victimization of Lady Odivere by her husband, an agent of unnatural violence, 

exemplifies the kind of suffering that haunts Celia. I use Rene Girard’s theory of the 

scapegoat to clarify the nature of the violence Brown treats, but argue that even as lucid 

an exposition of violence as Girard’s finally fails to scientifically assess the prevalence of 

suffering in the world. I therefore make a transition in the second chapter to three stories 

in A Time to Keep that portray tensions between faith and doubt, suffering and 

redemption, poetry and silence. I trace Brown’s narrative technique, which consistently 

sets one or multiple characters in motion first toward recognition of the potency of words 

and, second, toward a physical encounter with grace that eludes words. Brown expands 

the nature of the “language” of prayer to a point of silence, suggests supernatural 

significance to the natural world, and, finally, grounds the mysteries of pain and 

redemption in the suffering and resurrection of the Incarnate Word. Each story provides 

the reader with an intuitive rather than discursive knowledge, which privileges intimacy 

with personal narratives of lonesomeness and the possibility of community.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Violence, Suffering, and Narrate Healing in George Mackay Brown’s Short Stories,  

“The Island of the Women” and “Celia.” 
 

 
The post-modern phenomenon challenges one of the modern project’s 

foundational assumptions by questioning the human person’s capacity to stand outside of 

her contextual limitations—epistemic, cultural, and historical—in order to measure and 

define the world in a purely objective way. In his essay “The Nature of Knowledge in 

Short Fiction,” theorist Charles E. May argues that the short story form, the most ancient 

and “natural means of narrative communication,” best reflects the immediacy of 

experiences as they unfold: 

the kind of experience we find in the short story reflects a 
mode of knowing which differs essentially from the mode 
of knowing we find in the novel. My thesis is that long 
fiction, by its very length, demands both a subject matter 
and a set of artistic conventions that primarily derive from 
and in turn establish the primacy of “experience” 
conceptually created and considered; whereas short fiction, 
by its very length, demands both a subject matter and a set 
of artistic conventions that derive from and establish the 
primacy of “an experience” directly and emotionally 
created and encountered (133). 

 
The episodic encounters of short fiction reflect Brown’s island sensibility: human 

interaction occurs on a delimited geographical plane (or in the yet more liminal space of a 

boat) surrounded by oceanic depths. From any point on an island one’s perspective is at 

once circumscribed and vulnerable to dreams just beyond the horizon, so that a balance is 

achieved between the intimacy of native territory and community and the indeterminate  
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imagination of the individual. Although stylistically different, the “The Island of the 

Women” and “Celia” share concerns over respecting, transgressing, and expanding the 

respective boundaries of human knowledge, of the natural world’s temporal rhythms, and 

of empathic awareness. 

Also a gifted poet, George Mackay Brown excelled at the “intuitive and lyrical” 

form of the short story, which springs forth “from one’s encounter with the sacred” in 

order to “‘defamiliarize the everyday” (May 133). He was in one sense an artist of the 

mundane, reflecting the daily lives of Orkney’s people; yet he considered these humble 

island inhabitants part of a larger history—one that daily brought them into contact with 

the sacred. The poet Christian Wiman recognized Brown’s touch for maintaining the    

tension between “the everyday” and “the sacred” in his poetry: “his poems are saturated  

with actual life, though it sometimes happens to be the life of centuries ago . . . History . 

.. was a world so much like his own that to pay attention to the world around him was to 

pay attention to the past; to endure its ordeals was to receive its myths” (257). Indeed, 

Brown embraced the creative impulse of pre-modern and primitive peoples, who      

translated their particular experiences and epistemic constraints into a respect for 

mysteries beyond the reaches of scientific positivism and human invention. As he wrote 

for The Orcadian in 1972, “We tend to accept too easily the marvels of science and 

technology— we accept them with complacency—it wouldn’t be too much to say that we 

bestow on them the awe and reverence that wiser generations reserved for their 

divinities” (Letters 159). For Brown, to defamiliarize the everyday was to restore some 

“awe and reverence” properly “reserved” for “divinities.” However, the historical wounds 

that occasioned the post-modern shift away from Enlightenment confidence also threaten 
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the individual’s capacity to recognize unspoiled corners of her world. Furthermore, if she 

perceives them, she may question any sense of wonder whether her experiences fit into a 

desirable, larger signified pattern. For Brown, the unprecedented levels of violence in 

the twentieth century made the perennial problem of suffering more immediate than 

ever. 

Brown fashions narratives that portray the problem of suffering from intimate and 

marginal perspectives. Frank O’Connor argues in The Lonely Voice that the short story 

conveys a unique sense of remoteness: “there is in the short story at its most 

characteristic something we do not find in the novel—an intense awareness of human 

loneliness” (19). For this reason, O’Connor identifies in the short story “an attitude of 

mind that is attracted by submerged population groups, whatever these may be at a given 

time— tramps, artists, lonely idealists, dreamers, and spoiled priests” (21). Indeed, if a 

list of consistent characters in Brown’s work were compiled, O’Connor’s figures would 

make up a large portion of the most frequent cast. Over the course of this chapter, two 

more submerged populations in Brown’s short fiction will emerge—the pilgrim and the 

victim. I will consider how he incorporates these groups into a universal human 

community by investing them with the archetypal significances of the dual Everyman—

the first and second Adam. 

I first use Rene Girard’s theory of the scapegoat to interpret Brown’s portrayal of 

communal violence in “The Island of the Women,” first drafted in 1972 and 

posthumously published in the 1998 collection of short stories bearing the same title 

(Rowena and Brian Murray 268). Brown gestures toward a historical and communal 

alternative to the processes of collective violence through the inverse narratives of Lord 
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Odivere’s moral decline and Lady Odivere’s empathic expansion. I then connect Lady 

Odivere to another exceptionally compassionate female character named Celia in the 

story that shares her name from Brown’s 1969 collection of short stories, A Time to 

Keep. Although the characters respond differently to the problem of pain, they both 

experience it as marginal figures: Lady Odivere as a medieval woman abandoned and 

betrayed by her husband, Celia as a single young alcoholic woman orphaned as a child. 

Yet both women also encounter signs that point toward some hope of healing amidst their 

afflictions. A close reading of “Celia” after my Girardian analysis of “The Island of the 

Women” will reveal how words can be used to depict and condemn the phenomenal 

processes of violence, but finally fail to convey comprehensive explanatory solutions to 

the problem of pain. Brown demonstrates, however, the unique power of narratives to 

transform seemingly fragmented experiences into a meaningful though inconclusive 

shape. 

Brown acknowledges the multiplicity of perspectives that can be applied to 

human events through the multivalent structure of “The Island of the Women.” A 

wandering skald recites to a group of monks the story’s primary narrative of Lady and 

Lord Odivere’s calamitous relationship. Brown conceals this fact until the epilogue, 

where he transfers the narrative voice to a monk named Serenus. In his journal, Serenus 

recounts the skald’s visit, attempts to decipher his fantastic story, and meditates on the 

importance of the skald’s vocation to human flourishing. Finally, the reader must employ 

her memory to measure the monk’s religious interpretation of the story against her own 

experience of the unfolding narrative. Brown therefore constructs a retroactive  
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conversation between numerous viewpoints traceable back to the skald’s memorized 

verbal “text.” 

Brown creates multiple pilgrimages in the story—geographical, psychological, 

spiritual, and textual—that depict alternate ways of interpreting and participating in 

communal histories. The structure of events in the skald’s story follows the specific order 

of the multi-generational cycle of love, of birth, and of death. It begins with a young girl 

who first resents and then resigns to her marital future: “Marriage would be a perilous 

venture, fraught with miracles, or loss, or mere boredom” (3). Suddenly she spots a selkie 

named Imravoe, King of Suleskerry, on the shore. He promises her his love, and she 

kisses the wound on his face only to discover that she dreamed the encounter. The girl’s 

attraction toward his wound indicates her empathic nature from the narrative’s outset. In 

the Epilogue, Serenus explicates her later conception of a son with Imravoe as a symbol 

of her affection for the whole of creation, since his dual existence as seal and human      

encompasses the two realms of island life on sea and shore (57). This seemingly 

insignificant gesture contrasts the young girl’s compassionate nature with her 

dispassionate attitude toward the prospect of marriage. A strain between her capacity to 

love and its thwarted realization in covenantal marriage constitutes one major component 

of her suffering. 

Brown subtly establishes the girl’s favorable characterization by revealing her 

initial opposition to marriage as more of an indifference to vain reputation rather than 

mutual self-giving. She initially rejects three suitors that embody various aspects of 

worldly success—a confident soldier, a talented musician, and a wealthy princeling. She 

obstinately refuses these three men and locks herself in her chamber for seven days. The 
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girl’s disposition and behavior reflects certain features of the short story genre identified 

by Frank O’Connor. She is a “dreamer” and like the short story, is “remote from the   

community—romantic, individualistic, and intransigent” (21). Her “economy” of success 

exists on the fringes of the normative values of military honor, entertainment, and wealth. 

For no one reason, she falls in love at first sight with a late-coming suitor, Lord Odivere. 

Brown resists romanticizing the pre-modern and medieval world by embodying a 

deadly circular logic of violence in the phenomenon of the “witch-hunt” and the 

devolution of the once peerless suitor Lord Odivere. Odivere transgresses the fructifying 

unions of both his marriage to Lady Odivere and seasonal labor according to the rhythms 

of his native land. Together, these violations of nature drive Odivere to a mad sterility 

which culminates in his literal lack of physical substance, wandering as a shade detached 

from time and community. After their marriage in Norway, the couple moves to a farm in 

Orkney, where Odivere soon shows signs of a violent impulse: “His farm servants did 

mindlessly the work that he told them to do . . . Sometimes when the work was ill or 

carelessly done, they quailed before his sudden violent rages” (11). Odivere grows 

restless with “wanderlust” in the small corner of Orkney and reasons that an “adventure 

into the sun once in a lifetime, was due to every man who lived on the fringes of the 

Arctic Circle” (14-15). Their romance effectively concludes when he surreptitiously 

volunteers to fight in crusades to the Holy Land. Odivere’s first trespass is geographically  

linked to the South, and his “wanderlust” forebodes his future miserable condition as a 

wandering shade. 

Lord Odivere’s vices of lust and sloth accentuate the emotional grief that Lady 

Odivere experiences in his absence. Rather than battle, he squanders years in various 
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profligacies offered by the Orient. The Lady leads a lonely life once more, but this time 

as a widower rather than a maiden. Deprived of her husband’s love and nearly sure of his 

death, she retreats inward: “The carnival of life and death went on in the island but the 

lady in the great Hall had no part in it; or rather, as the months stretched into years, she 

felt more sure that Odivere was under the bright stones of the east, and that she must     

resign herself to widowhood” (17). His prolonged rootless indulgence beneath the 

Oriental sun alters his physical countenance in a way that contrasts with Lady Odivere’s. 

While his sunbaked face wears the luxuries of a foreign heat, the Lady’s wrinkled 

countenance demonstrates years spent in tender rituals of mourning: “Time had put a 

mask on her face too: webs and traceries and desiccations: but gently incised, so that she 

appeared even more beautiful than she had done in her first youth” (26). Whereas his 

countenance betrays neglect of his marital and agricultural obligations in the North, hers 

evidences years of inward devotion to a sorrow mirrored by Orkney’s cold climate. 

Brown foregrounds pairings such as sun and moon, seed time and harvest, 

masculinity and femininity, which reflect a generative dialectic in nature necessary to 

human flourishing. Lord Odivere first breaks this pattern by abandoning his wife to live 

in an ironically sterile world of sensuality. Although Odivere has frequent sex with 

women, the only child in the story is conceived by the Lady and the selkie King Imravoe. 

Similarly, when he and his cohort return home years later, they neglect the seasonal 

labors of seed-time and harvest. The unplowed fields embody Odivere’s fruitless pursuit 

of endless pleasure. This anti-generative behavior escalates from lust to violence when he 

discovers the selkie child that the Lady has conceived with Imravoe. He kills it and orders 

that Lady Odivere be burned at the stake for unnatural sexual acts. Although Odivere 
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pretends to indignant religiosity, he persecutes his wife because of wounded pride rather 

than piety. Ashamed of his own impotence, he redirects his murderous sense of violated 

honor from his true mimetic rival, King Imravoe, toward Lady Odivere. According to 

Girard, this misdirection is common in processes of victimization: “The real source of 

victim substitutions is the appetite for violence that awakens in people when anger seizes 

them and when the true object of their anger is untouchable” (156). Unsure of the father 

of Lady Odivere’s child, Lord Odivere decides he would rather kill his wife than live as a 

cuckold. 

Perhaps unconscious, Odivere exhibits a primal need to exculpate himself and his 

men from their neglectful and disordered actions by transferring blame to a single victim. 

The community has fallen into disrepair, and Odivere resorts to ritual scapegoating. 

Rather than cultivate authentic interdependence based on the natural ceremonies of seed- 

time and harvest, he seeks to fabricate social cohesion based on ritual violence. When the 

earl sends “a curt cold refusal” to attend the Lady’s burning, Odivere is affronted and 

thinks, “wouldn’t the earldom be well rid of a witch?” (42). This narrative corresponds to 

Girard’s analysis of collective murder, including the medieval practice of the witch-hunt, 

in his anthropological study of the Crucifixion, I See Satan Fall Like Lightning. 

According to Girard’s theory of substitutionary sacrifice, persecuting crowds 

impose a two-fold transformation on their victim. They first unilaterally impose guilt on 

“social nobodies”  such as Lady Odivere, a foreigner forsaken by her husband, “to avoid 

arousing reprisals” (Girard 76). When Serenus reports that Lady Odivere “waited on the 

certainty of death with a sweetness and tranquility of spirit that . . . was touching to 

observe,” Lord Odivere becomes furious rather than remorseful; he must submerge her 
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voice in order to reify her guilt and distort any semblance of innocence in order to ensure 

the unanimity and efficacy of the ritual. Serenus’ news overwhelms him with panic: “He 

wanted to hear no more! To Hell with her (he shouted)” (43). Brown also includes the 

subtle but illuminating detail that the executioner has to be brought in from outside of the 

community: “(No man in the island, by threat or promise, could be prevailed on to do the 

job. Odivere had had to send to Caithness)” (42). This allusion to the problem of    

“throwing the first stone” that Girard identifies in the story of Jesus and the woman 

caught in adultery in John 8 reinforces an important aspect of collective murder (55). The 

transference of guilt from the community, or “mob,” onto the single victim occurs as a 

depersonalized process. The murderer must be everyone and no one. In this case, the 

problem of the first stone is resolved by appointing a “professional” and communal 

outsider to the murderous task. 

Second, the accusing crowd attributes a religious and even divine status to the 

victim who in death phenomenally provides communal “catharsis” and temporarily 

restores social cohesion (65). The divinizing principle of this second transference 

illuminates Lord Odivere’s puzzling insistence that his wife’s death be remembered and 

celebrated as a seminal moment in the community’s rehabilitation, or renewed “origin.” 

He frames the event as a communal festival, ordering the women to “brew huge 

quantities of strong ale, for, said he, on the eve of the execution, they intended to make a 

feast that Orkney would remember for many a day to come” (42). He aestheticizes the 

violence in order to civilize it, a practice that Girard and Mircea Eliade have identified as 

“founding murder” and “‘creative murder’”: “This burning would be a work of art” 

(Girard 83; Brown 43). His determination to sacrifice the Lady perpetuates a belief that 
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elevates violence as a necessary and totemic unifying force that pacifies, or more 

accurately sedates, conflicted communities into temporary order. 

After condemning the victim, the men descend into the Dionysian violent 

contagion that Girard links to the “lynching” phenomenon at the heart of the 

scapegoating mechanism. They transgress calendar rhythms: “There was no more talk 

among the crusaders, after the trial and verdict, of a resumption of work on the estate. 

They didn’t return, chastened, to the rituals of the quartered sun . . . Instead, the card-

playing and drinking intensified. A kind of madness took possession of Odivere and his 

men . . . Odivere’s men broke the bound of night and day” (41; 42). Their removal from 

time and the reciprocal processes of night and day drives them further into drunken and 

violent hysteria. On the morning before the Lady’s death, their aggression mounts past 

the point of capacity and the men attack Odivere’s “great fecund white bull . . . a 

magnificent beast,” called Triumph. As the bull grazes “placidly,” an unsuspecting target, 

the men descend on him “screaming” and “waving” their weapons. Frenzied, they tear 

into their victim, and Odivere, “who had fed him out of his hand and cherished him when 

he was a small bull-calf” delivers the final death blow (42). The bull’s name signifies the 

futility of their violence: by killing “Triumph,” they unwittingly expose the 

purposelessness of the ritual murder. The crowd’s projection of their violent impulses 

onto the innocent bull reveals the true nature of the Lady’s pending death. Much like 

Triumph, she is designated to bear the fatal weight of the community’s duress. A second 

“defeat” follows, so that Odivere never sees his plan through. On the eve of the Lady’s 

execution, the men spot a group of whales off the island—a more lucrative blood pursuit 

according to his fellow Orcadians. 
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The story’s primary narrative concludes with an image of unnavigable vastness 

that metaphorically conveys the circular and enclosed system of violence adopted by 

Odivere. He eventually constructs a solipsistic psychological narrative with no      

foreseeable end. As the perilous and unsuccessful whale-hunt unfolds, Odivere’s 

consciousness oscillates between dream and reality until his companions disappear and 

he wakens (though perhaps to a dream) to his isolated condition: “‘I’m alone then, at last. 

The boat can take me wherever it wants,’” he resigns, as “Fatalism more than sleep 

settled about him where he sprawled in the stern. He abandoned himself to the night and 

the storm” (46). Odivere's embrace of this physical, dark turbulence reflects the interior 

darkness of his mind and the instability of his commitment to violence as a disorderly 

ordering principle. Yet even in this fatalistic night, some remnant desire for home 

encourages him to turn back toward the island, “He would manage alone; he was a good 

seaman.” However, as he searches in the island’s direction he discovers himself 

indefinitely lost: “But when Odivere looked across the shimmering waters towards the 

horizon, his island was no longer there” (50). He now fully occupies an oceanic abyss 

that realizes his gradual removal from the rhythms of time, beginning with the insatiable 

pursuit of physical pleasure in the South and ending with the Dionysian violence of 

scapegoating in the North. The skald’s tale concludes with Odivere’s isolation, which 

captures what Frank O’ Conner describes as a characteristic mood of the short story by 

quoting one of Pascal’s Pensees, translated, “‘The eternal silence of these infinite spaces 

frightens me’” (19). No longer a part of the island community, Odivere himself becomes 

an island. 
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The self-knowledge that Odivere attains through the wakening of his 

consciousness to his isolated condition is limited by the impairing experience of 

despair—that condition which refuses to imagine or “know” any alternative. Conversely, 

Serenus claims no prior familiarity with Odivere, but, knowing hope, the monk illumines 

the shadowy existence of the forlorn wanderer with the possibility of belonging once 

more. The atypical inclusion of an epilogue underscores the theme of shifting 

perspectives in the story, and this reflective voice uncharacteristic of the short story 

demonstrates another of the genre’s attributes according to Frank O’Connor. He writes, 

“For the short-story writer there is no such thing as essential form. Because his frame of 

reference can never be the totality of human life, he must be forever selecting the point at 

which he can approach it, and each selection he makes contains the possibility of a new 

form as well as the possibility of a complete fiasco” (21). Odivere reappears in the 

Epilogue, and Brown alters the representation of his fate through the young monk’s new 

“frame of reference.” The shift in “the point at which he [Brown] can approach” Odivere 

as a representation of human life, from the skald’s public recitation to Serenus’ private 

interpretation, orients the tale toward optimistic possibility rather than resigned futility. 

Consonant with the end of the skald’s tale, Odivere’s “second ending” recorded in the 

journal is also marked by solitude. However, the silence into which he recedes this 

second time implies the quite literally dumbfounding possibility of redemption even for 

Odivere. 

Paradoxically, Odivere’s torment and potential salvation both depend upon the 

fact that he cannot finally escape a communal history, defined by Serenus as Everyman’s 

archetypal pilgrimage from Eden to Paradise. Odivere returns as a shadowy figure 
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evidently removed from the memories of both the laird of Rousay and Serenus. After 

recounting the Edenic pleasures of boyhood spent discovering the substantial world of 

“butterflies and tadpoles,” Odivere laments his exile from the past and despairs of a 

return to that remembered world, saying, “‘These are mirages now in an endless hot 

circling desert. I try to hold the good images in my mind—they quiver, they dissolve. I 

am alone again in my world of dust, whispers, shadows” (59). Serenus extends to the 

aimless wanderer the possibility of re-incorporation into community and history through 

the universal narrative of Everyman: 

“I did not recognize him. I replied, somewhat lamely, that I 
see so many faces in the course of a year that they all blur 
into one face—the precious suffering face of Everyman . . . 
The only enterprise that concerned me was the gathering 
together of all the tumults of human action and suffering 
into the one enterprise that matters, the pilgrimage of 
Everyman from Eden to Paradise.” (62) 

 
The monk acknowledges the tumultuous reality of “human action and suffering,” 

but does not resign them to happenstance devoid of meaning. Odivere repeatedly denies 

the possibility of penance, and the priest calls attention to his status as a pilgrim—prone 

to the great sins he has committed in the past, yet also vulnerable to the redemption he 

buttresses himself against in the present. Serenus’ persistent concern for Odivere reveals 

that the shade’s sufferings too are “precious,” like the kissed scar across his former rival 

King Imravoe’s face, because they are ingathered into the experience of the archetypal 

Sufferer who rose from the night of death. 

In an Orcadian column dated November 30, 1972, over two decades before this 

story was posthumously published, an unnamed tormented character occupies Brown’s 

mind: “THURSDAY: Work all morning at the story. The ghost is beginning to emerge as 
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a dark, piteous, suffering essence. I think, if a bit of melodrama here and there is toned 

down, that it may work out. The moral is never to despair—there’s always something to 

be plucked out of disaster” (Letters 94). According to Rowena and Brian Murray, the first 

typescript of “The Island of the Women” was dated “Winter 1972,” and the last revision 

“Summer 1995” (268). The overlapping dates suggest that this “dark, piteous, suffering 

essence” is Odivere. Brown leaves Odivere’s narrative inconclusive, and thereby 

preserves the possibility of “something to be plucked out of disaster.” 

Serenus does not conclude his account of Odivere’s shade with an ethereal or 

vague optimism, but instead grounds hope in the supernatural realism of the sacraments, 

which render each lowly “dung-spreader” a significant participant in the ceremonies that 

enact, even as they point toward, a narrative shape to fragmented human experiences. He 

writes that the Church offers consolation to earthly pilgrims who 

“in this world . . . eat dangerous difficult bread . . . are 
heirs also to another kingdom where all the citizens are of 
noble unsullied birth - are indeed dwellers there already, 
for the splendors of that lost kingdom are all about them in 
the sacraments, and especially in ‘the blessed sacrament’ 
which takes their few offered cornstalks and makes of it 
immortal bread.” (55) 

 
Throughout his career, Brown depicts the Eucharistic ritual as a central reference point 

for the entire scope of human history by imagining the anthropological origins of 

agriculture and civilization within a typological framework of the Incarnation. 

This anthropological grounding of spiritual realities is central to Brown’s work. In 

another story from A Time To Keep, “A Treading of Grapes,” he invents a medieval 

homily in which Father Halcrow explicates the wedding feast at Cana and applies it to his 
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 parishioner’s present Eucharistic participation in the future eschatological wedding feast 

of the Lamb: 

I have good news for you, you are bidden every one to a 
wedding. Get ready your gifts, get ready your shoes to the 
journey. What wedding? you ask, We know of no wedding. 
I answer, The marriage of Christ with His Church. And 
where will this marriage be, you ask. Everywhere, I 
answer, but in particular, lords and princes, in this small 
kirk beside the sea where you sit. And when is it to be, this 
wedding? you ask me. Always, I answer, but in particular 
within this hour, now, at the very moment when I bow over 
this bread of your offering, the food, princes and lords, that 
you have won with such hard toil.” (A Time to Keep 74) 

 
In this passage, the priest espouses a sacramental view of the natural world, “every 

where” and “always” imbued with and elevated by grace; yet he distinguishes the 

Eucharistic ritual as a unique expression of the divine grace that dignifies literally 

humiliating labors. This homily prefigures by a few years Serenus’ observation that the 

Eucharistic ceremony persists through “the ruts and warpings of history” to unify each 

person’s parceled days toward a cause of utmost importance, so that “old Meg making 

her butter is a lady of great wealth and power, and Jock hauling creels from the floor of 

the firth has finer hands and more exquisite hungers than any prince” (Island of the 

Women 55). Through Odivere’s narrative, recited by Jocelyn the skald and interpreted by 

Serenus, Brown demonstrates that symbolic ceremony provides a window into the 

historical human experience, both fatal and fruitful. The substitutionary sacrifice of 

scapegoating results in endless cycles of violence stripped of meaning save self-

perpetuation. The unbloody Eucharistic sacrifice, however, gathers together the grain of 

human labor in accordance with the natural cycles of the seasons and renders that earth-

work integral to the spiritual “pilgrimage of Everyman from Eden to Paradise” (62). 
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Brown gestures toward an ethical framework for peaceable catholic community 

among living beings at the very heights of Lady Odivere’s suffering. As both a master of 

what O’Connor calls the “lonely voice” of the short story and a Catholic weaves together 

an acute depiction of her loneliness and a confidence, however strained, that she is not 

utterly alone. On the level of readership, he fosters a community that is mindful of the 

marginal. Though the narrative perspectives shift throughout the story, the ethos 

definitively resides with Lady rather than Lord Odivere. By not only exposing how 

collective violence operates, but also incorporating into the narrative the victim’s voice of 

complaint, Brown engenders (or increases) ethical concern for the victim in the same way 

that Girard attributes to Biblical narratives such as Job’s suffering, Joseph’s enslavement, 

and, above all, Jesus’ crucifixion. Girard distinguishes between the content of a story and 

its representation in order to interpret the prevalence of scapegoating in the Gospels and 

its absence from ancient myth: 

Many readers imagine that when something is represented 
in a text, then the text is under the sway of its own 
representation. They think that the single victim mechanism 
must dominate the Gospels because only in them, and 
nowhere else, is it really visible . . . they take this same 
mechanism as absent from mythology because the myths 
never represent it, because they give no explicit indication 
of its presence. (143) 

 
The prevalence and intensity of violence in the story should not be misunderstood as 

voyeuristic fascination with medieval conflict. Rather, Brown sets up divergent attitudes 

toward violence: Lord Odivere seeks out victims and capitalizes on suffering, while Lady 

Odivere cares for victims and attempts to alleviate and possibly redeem suffering. He 

therefore creates a community of readers built on an ethical concern for the victim 

precisely by his extensive portrayal of her persecution. 
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Brown’s depiction of the lady’s victimhood foregrounds her own exceptional  
 
capacity for empathy. He transforms her grief over the death of the selkie child, which  
 
like Imravoe enjoins human and non-human animal life, into a compassion that extends  
 
to the whole created order. Witnessing the pelt of her slain child, “The lady whispered a  
 
prayer for all the creatures that God had made—stars, animals, grains of dust, corn, suns,  
 
fire, men and women and children, the whole joyous web of creation. Her hands clanked  
 
as she held them, dove-wise, in front of her cold unmothered face” (34). The translation  
 
of her grief over the child into a love that transcends biological loyalties makes Lady  
 
Odivere an “unmothered” Marian figure at the foot of the Cross. Her loss becomes the  
 
occasion for an inclusive motherhood, as her consciousness wakens to her small but  
 
integral part of the surrounding world. This interwoven “web” paradoxically proves a  
 
source of increased pain and peace, imaged by the metaphorical chains that “clanked”  
 
around her hands, which in prayer are folded “dove-wise” into a symbol of peace. 
 
 

When Empathy Hurts: Celia’s Engagement with the Problem of Suffering 
 

Lady Odivere’s heightened sensitivity to others’ wounds, informed by her 

awareness of the interrelation of all living things in the “joyous web of creation,” recalls 

the empathic nature of Celia from “Celia” in A Time to Keep. Yet their similar 

dispositions lead to the formation of crucially different spiritual and psychological 

beliefs. Whereas Lady Odivere’s insight into the catholicity of living things inspires 

prayer and provides some form of consolation, Celia’s same intuitions inspire fear at the 

overwhelming universality of suffering. Celia expresses a far more intense intellectual 

need to reconcile the goodness of God and the world with the prevalence of pain such as 

Lady Odivere endures. Moreover, if Lady Odivere’s victimhood can in some way be 
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reckoned, or at least traced, by Girardian anthropological analysis of communal violence 

and scapegoating, Celia’s concern with natural as well as moral evils such as fatal 

earthquakes and diseases eludes sociological analysis. 

Throughout the story, Brown employs the natural rhythms of the days and seasons 

as indicators of Celia’s interior state, from the darkness of despair to the sunlit 

expectation of renewal. The story begins in early spring and ends in sunrise, so that from 

the narrative’s inception the possibility of regeneration is woven into the dormancy of 

winter and Celia’s own “dark night of the soul”: “Darkness was still long but the light 

was slowly encroaching . . . One sensed a latent fertility; under the hard earth the seeds 

were awake and astir; their long journey to blossom was beginning” (2-3). Celia’s 

reorientation toward the problem of pain occurs as a slow process, like the unfolding of 

Spring, rather than an instant revelation. The night of winter is long in both the 

geographical north of Orkney and the psychological “north” of Celia’s despondency. 

Moreover, the possibility of redemption that she discovers presents no fixed solution to 

her questions—for winter always returns—but strength to endure what she cannot 

understand and courage to instantiate her exceptional powers of commiseration in 

charitable acts for others. 

Brown contrasts the relative quietness of life in Hamnavoe with the violence that 

Celia senses in the world at large. He portrays her drinking as a paradoxical and 

dangerous attempt at once to escape and to enter more deeply into, or co-inhere with, the 

suffering of those whom she fears she cannot help. In her biography of Brown, Maggie 

Ferguson identifies the similarity between Celia and Brown’s first serious love, Stella 

Cartwright. Unlike Stella, however, “we are left believing that all will be well,” though 
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not without further struggle, for Celia (190). This optimistic belief possesses a gravity 

formed by the intensity of Celia’s own doubt and illness throughout the story. 

Importantly, Celia’s alcoholic sacrifice of her own well-being is not the only way 

that she demonstrates concern for others, for her desire to escape the world’s pains results 

from an immanent awareness of their reality. Brown creates a tension between the 

potentially selfish inward withdrawal of her drinking and her sense of responsibility to an 

elderly shoemaker named Thomas. Thomas disapproves of her binge drinking late into 

the night with townsmen and sailors but more so fears the absence of her company and 

care. He therefore defends her against his own criticisms as well as the negative 

judgments of the nosier townspeople with the refrain,“‘Celia’s a good girl’” (2). Indeed, 

Celia is perhaps too good for her own good, for her alcoholism is intimately tied to her 

acute awareness of the world’s fallenness and her dread of its irreparableness. 

Two consecutive scenes in the first third of the story reveal the complex 

psychological relationship between Celia’s compassion for others and self-abuse. The 

first occurs between herself, Thomas, and Ronald Leask—this last, a suitor who wants 

her to live with him at his croft called Clett. Ronald professes his love for Celia, but she 

unwaveringly refuses to reciprocate his affection and asks him to leave. Seeing that she is 

not well, Ronald slips money into Thomas’ hand and whispers an order for him to 

purchase brandy. As the two await Thomas’s return, the scene darkens: “They sat in 

growing darkness . . . Ronald could see the dark outline of the girl beside the fire. For ten 

minutes they neither moved nor spoke” (12). The old man returns with the bottle of 

brandy, and the conversation resumes. Celia is now willing to tolerate Ronald’s company 

and, after a few drinks, even warms to him, saying, “‘I’m very glad to see you’” (12). The 
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professed cause of her refusal soon shifts from disinterest in Ronald to an underlying fear 

for Thomas’ well-being should she move to Clett. When Ronald suggests that Thomas 

move with them, she objects on account of its distance both from his business and from 

his friends who visit regularly to play draughts. As she explains her duty to Thomas, she 

begins drinking rather fast and suddenly confesses her deep affection for both men, “‘I 

love you both very much,’ said Celia, ‘You’re the two people that I love most in the 

whole world’” (13). The brandy, together with the dimly lit room, have broken Celia’s 

willed coldness and won for her temporary access to her truest and tender feelings. 

However, this fleeting sense of repose in community with Thomas and Ronald 

gives way to a frenetic expression of her internally divided desires. She explains her own 

illness in terms of an inability to respond adequately to each of their needs: ‘I don’t know 

whether I’ll come to Clett or not . . . I have responsibilities here. That’s what makes me 

feel ill, being torn this way and that. I can’t be in two places, can I? I love you both very 

much.’” The center of her fidelity to each of them cannot hold, and as a result “She 

suddenly started to cry . . . her whole body shook with grief . . . she sobbed long and 

bitterly” (13). Thomas suggests lighting the lamp and, preferring to dwell in the darkness, 

Celia objects “‘Leave the bloody lamp alone.’” She becomes inconsolable, and Ronald’s 

attempt to comfort her elicits a wild anger: “‘You go away from here, you bastard . . . 

Clear off!’” The pair of men, just moments ago the mutual objects of her strongest 

regard, leave her forlorn “In the seething darkness” as “The last flame died” (14). 

Thomas overhears her voice coming “out of the darkness” moments later, as she repeats 

softly, “God forgive me . . . O God forgive me’” (15). Celia weeps and asks forgiveness  
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because, caught in the throes of entangled love, fear, and resentment, she inflicts by 

drunken insults the very pain that compels her to drink. 

Brown further complicates Celia’s response to suffering in the following scene, 

which begins with her rejection of the God from whom she has just asked forgiveness. 

She struggles to feign a dispassionate reprobate identity, telling minister Blackie, “‘I 

don’t believe in your God . . . You’re wasting your time. What the Hamnavoe folk are 

saying is true, I’m a bad woman . . . Men come about the place all hours of the night.’” 

For Celia, the sexual element of these midnight trysts is the unfortunate cost satisfying a 

more powerful and solitary compulsion: “‘It isn’t that I want them fumbling at me with 

their mouths and their hands. That sickens me. I put up with it for the drink they have in 

their pockets. I must drink’” (15). Her lack of desire for sexual gratification invests her 

self-inflicted pain with a kind of saintly purity. Celia’s celibate mindset clears interior 

space for the added emotional involvement in others’ plights, exacerbated by the drink 

that she uses as a supposed escape. 

In the next two passages of her monologue, Celia elucidates how her exceptional 

capacity for empathy with those who suffer motivates her desperate attempt to 

anesthetize herself against suffering with alcohol. She brings drink to meet with the 

minister in order to confront her fears with uninhibited honesty. She explains, “‘You’re 

not a drinking man, Mr. Blackie. I know that. I had to buy this bottle of wine . . . It gives 

me courage to speak to you. Try to understand that’” (15). In an echo of the previous 

scene, she links her dual dependence on drink and physical darkness for conversation and 

attributes a distilled emotional authenticity to their complementary effects: “‘And we’re 

sitting here in the half darkness because I can speak to you better in this secrecy. Faces 
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tell lies to one another. You know the way it is. The truth gets buried under smiles’” (15). 

Celia desires to get behind things—affected smiles, sober inhibitions, the harsh evidence 

of a seemingly godless world—and to peer into another version of reality at once 

peaceable and true. Yet the pain she perceives and the prospect of an empty reality 

behind it all terrifies her: “I drink because I’m frightened. I’m so desperately involved 

with all the weak things, lonely things, suffering things I see about me. I can’t bear the 

pity I feel for them, not being able to help them at all. There’s blood everywhere. The 

world’s a torture chamber, just a sewer of pain. That frightens me” (15). Brown therefore 

raises the incisive and existential question in “Celia” of whether or not one can observe 

honestly the “sewer of pain” and transform the passivity of helpless “pity” into an active 

empathy grounded in the possibility of redemptive suffering. He poses this question not 

merely as a reproach to Celia’s debilitative response to her experience; rather, he employs 

her frailty as a window through which readers are challenged to reach her level of 

empathic awareness. He then transforms her dismay into an opportunity to reimagine 

through narrative what hope might look like for those enduring similar sorrows. 

Whereas Lady Odivere witnesses the slain selkie’s pelt and extends her grief into 

a prayer of compassion for the whole “web of creation” woven by God—one that she 

perceives as mysteriously “joyous”—Celia observes the smallest suffering in nature and 

translates it into a lament for a world she finds joyless in God’s absence. She continues 

her monologue with an unusual illustration of the problem of pain, in which a gull dies 

during an attempt to swallow its prey. Her detailed account ends with the water rat 

thrusting out of the bird’s throat, and, as “Blood and feathers showered out of it,” the 

dead gull and living rat falls out of the air and into the water (16). Her loneliness is 
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compounded by her feeling of unique sensitivity to such pain, “‘It seems most folk can 

live with that kind of thing. Not me—I get all caught up in it,’” and she connects her grief 

over this single reputedly natural instance of animal violence to human affairs: a fatal 

earthquake in Serbia; the conflict in Vietnam; racism in America; and the ghettos of 

Warsaw. She interrogates the minister, “God rules everything. He knew what was going 

to happen before the world was made. So we’re told. If that’s goodness, I have another 

name for it. Not the worst human being that ever lived would do the things God does” 

(16). Celia asks for an explanation to the perennial question of God’s dual characteristics 

of benevolence and omnipotence posed by Judeo-Christian monotheism. The minister’s 

silence indicates that he cannot offer the kind of empirical knowledge presently sought by 

Celia. 

Celia does not discover epistemic solutions to the mystery of suffering, but does 

arrive at a state of bearing its weight with some measure of hope glimpsed in her own 

efforts to alleviate Thomas’ burdens. The prospect of redemptive suffering slowly 

emerges when Celia narrows the focus of her monologue from violence witnessed on a 

global scale to her own personal narrative of loss. She recounts how after her father died 

at sea, her mother remarried Thomas the shoemaker, whom she regarded as an intruder 

who “‘sat in my father’s chair and slept in my father’s bed’” (17). As though by some 

cruel trick, she was left alone with Thomas when her mother finally succumbed to a long 

“ugly and degrading and unblessed” bout of fatal cancer. She remembers hearing “the 

shoemaker crying in his room the day before the funeral,” but defending herself against 

this potentially humanizing moment. The following winter they occupied the house in a 

mutual cold silence, and her hatred for him increased in proportion to their poverty. 
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Celia’s conception of reality as bitter and inextricably linked with poverty alters 

on her first encounter with whisky, which initially opens for her a world of buoyant 

dignity. On the next Hogmanay, they shared “‘one small dram’” of whisky together. She 

remembers its miraculous effects: “‘A door was opening deep inside me and I looked 

through it into another country . . . I still wore Celia’s clothes but the clothes were all a 

disguise, bits of fancy dress, a masquerade . . . I wore the clothes of a poor girl but I was 

wise, rich, great, gentle, good’” (19). However her reign in that kingdom could not last, 

and the next morning she woke back to poverty and the world of the wireless which 

“‘told of people dying of hunger in the streets of Calcutta . . . And a plane . . . fallen from 

the sky in Kansas and forty people were dead on the hillside’” (20). The suffering world 

spun wildly while she slept. 

Celia describes this memory of Hogmanay as a vision of an Edenic world, and 

holds it out as an alternative to the present fallen one. Aqua vitae is for her the shadow of 

an intuitive knowledge in which she perceives her own dignity and the goodness of 

creation. She is caught between the phenomenal reality of her experience and its 

dissonance with the actual: 

“This kingdom I’ve had a glimpse of, though—what about 
that? It seemed real and precious. It seemed like an 
inheritance we’re all born for, something that belongs to us 
by right . . . If that’s true, it should be as much there as this 
pier is in the first light of morning. Why do we have to 
struggle towards it through fogs of drink? What’s the good 
of all this mystery? The vision should be like a loaf or a 
fish, simple and real, something given to nourish the whole 
world . . . I blame God for that too.” (21) 

 
Brown maintains Minister Blackie's silence not to expose his ignorance or discredit his 

faith, but to highlight the validity of Celia’s questions. This passage anticipates the 
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story’s conclusion, as Celia slowly nurtures another counter-reality to the “world of the 

wireless” by showing kindness to Thomas in forms as “simple and real” as “a loaf or a 

fish.” Celia then tests the minister, saying, “‘you can see now why I could never be a 

member of your church. All I could bring to it is this guilt, shame, grief for things that 

happen, a little pity, a sure knowledge of exile . . . Will Christ accept that?’ There was 

another longer silence in the room” (21). The minister finally breaks his silence, “‘Celia,’ 

said the Reverend Andrew Blackie, a little hopelessly, ‘you must try to have faith.’” 

Brown again contrasts darkness and light to mirror Celia’s interior movements: “The 

girl’s window was full of stars. The sky was so bright that the outlines of bed and chair 

and cupboard could be dimly seen, and the shape of an empty bottle and a glass on the 

table.” A light is slowly entering Celia’s consciousness like stars through a window. The 

scene concludes with her utterance that subverts her opening words to the interview and 

echo the conclusion of the previous one: “‘I want to have faith,’ said Celia. ‘I want that 

more than anything in the world’” (22). These interviews begin a dialectical process in 

Celia between desire and doubt that drives her toward at least a small measure of faith. 

Celia never receives analytical knowledge that satisfies her questions, but she 

concretizes her prayer for forgiveness by caring for Thomas. By her own ministerial 

work, she enacts the faith that she desires but lacks on an epistemic level. Her sober vigil 

at Thomas’s bedside until sunrise makes a Gethsemane of their household, as she 

responds to Christ’s request, “remain here and watch with me” (New American Standard 

Version Matt. 26:38). A local man named Mr. Spence calls on Celia with a flask of 

whisky (which she has let off “‘Till the next time’”) and she refuses him at the door. He 

pleads with her to share one dram together, “‘Celia,’ said Mr. Spence in a hurt voice, ‘I 
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am a very lonely man,’” and her parting reply reveals a measure of interior 

transformation in Celia’s empathic response to her own and others’ misery: “‘Everyone is 

lonely,’ said Celia gently. ‘We’re all prisoners. We must try to find out a way to be 

pardoned’” (34). In a way that she could not foresee during the many years despising 

Thomas, their mutual loneliness has brought them together, and, by tending to his 

deathbed, she finds a way to be pardoned. 

She permits herself the vulnerability of tenderness toward Thomas by not only 

providing for his basic material needs, but also by consoling him in his emotional 

weakness and removing his felt shame. She enters into his helplessness: 

There was a smell too, all about the bed. Celia sat beside 
him and wiped his face with her apron. He opened his eyes 
and said, “I’m sorry. I think I’ve messed the bed up.” He 
was ashamed and his eyes were wet. “I know,” said Celia. 
“Don’t worry. I’ll get you cleaned up before anything else. 
There’s a kettle of hot water on the range. Plenty of clean 
sheets in the cupboard.” (35) 

 
This “‘I know’” represents the knowledge about the mystery of suffering that Celia has 

finally achieved: she can alter Thomas’ world in ways as “simple and real” as a “loaf or a 

fish.” Her way of knowing is now rooted in personal narratives rather than propositions, 

and she achieves the transcendent simplicity of “Franciscan knowledge”—a kind of 

union with another—that Eleonore Stump proposes as a way of enduring suffering in a 

meaningful way. 

Brown concludes the story with a scene symbolizing Eucharistic communion and 
 
an image of resurrection in the natural world. As Thomas lies in bed, Celia administers  
 
his medicine: “She took a yellow tablet out of the bottle on to her hand and put it on his  
 
tongue. She laid her arm round his shoulders and raised him and put the cup of water to  
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his mouth” (36). After this communion, the old man suddenly falls asleep, “the way sleep  
 
does to the very young and the very old,” and Celia utters two words unthinkable up to  
 
this point in the narrative, “Thank God.” Her gratitude goes deeper than relief that  
 
Thomas finally falls asleep. In this quiet moment the problem of suffering considered as  
 
an inexplicable proposition recedes and the face of Thomas, which “breathed quietly as a  
 
child” emerges to give her purpose and thereby disprove her felt helplessness. Celia then  
 
steps outside and onto a pier as dawn approaches, breathing “the clean air of early  
 
morning” and observes the boats in the harbor and the neighboring farm’s “ploughed  
 
squares” of field (37). The business of the world moves on as Thomas the shoemaker  
 
prepares slowly, painfully, to leave it behind. Why do they toil? The answer resides in the  
 
promise of an intuited resurrection that affirms the goodness of living even in the midst  
 
of pain: “The sun had not yet risen, but light was assembling in broken colors over the  
 
Orphir  hills . . . It would be a beautiful morning. Then the sun rose clear of the Orphir  
 
hills and folded the girl in the light of a new day” (37). This illumined silence holds  
 
Celia, for a moment, in a long forgotten repose, wrapped in the light of a resurrected sun.  
 
The optimistic note at the “end” of this inconclusive story represents well the trajectory  
 
toward peace that pervades Brown’s collection, A Time to Keep. 

 
 

Concluding Words on the Use and Limitations of Language: A Return to the Epilogue 
 

Brown portrays by the archetypal pilgrimage of Everyman both the value and the 

limitations of story-telling to the human experience. Through Serenus’ diary, Brown 

credits the skald’s ability to extract from the miseries of human experience a 

transformative and consoling artistry: “And so Jocelyn in the ale-houses . . . makes these 

poor folk feel themselves for a brief spell to be great, beautiful, tragic . . . It is all a dream 
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and a crumbled pageant, once the tale is told I think that a skald like Jocelyn helps men to 

endure wretched vain lives; and indeed Heaven must have ordained the trades of 

musician and artist and poet for this very work” (55). Still, he compares the hiddenness of 

history’s ultimate meaning to the vastness of the ocean encircling the “island” of human 

experience: “A vast circling magnificence, endless surge and gleam, frets always about 

the shores of time” (62). His closing meditation on the nature of story-telling 

demonstrates in particular the strained effort of guessing at the meaning of that “circling 

magnificence.” He imagines that a passerby stumbles upon a message in a bottle, and 

finds an unreadable “parchment scrawled over with beautiful antique script.” The 

passerby’s own linguistic limitations at once prevent the text from conveying a specific 

meaning and open it to inexhaustible meanings: “the parchment, being indecipherable, 

means nothing, and has endless possibilities of meaning” (63). Brown sharpens this 

paradox by emphasizing the fundamental connectivity of creation and the limitations that 

prevent humans from engaging it fully: 

Some hand, somewhere, wrote it, for some eye, somewhere, 
to read. Since we are all a part of the great web of creation 
the message in the bottle - whatever it is – has something to 
say to that wanderer on the shore (who is you, and me, and 
Everyman); but what, we will never know. There is only the 
beautiful antique script, fading fast now in the wind and 
sun, to pause and wonder over. (63) 

 
Serenus apparently resigns to the impossibility of human communication just after 

spending sleepless nights fashioning his own interpretation of the skald’s story. He 

appears to contradict himself. 

However, there are at least two alternate possibilities for affirming this passage’s 

emphasis on the restrictions of language without reducing it to the notion that no author 
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can communicate meaning. First, it operates as a rhetorical device to ensure that readers 

do not take the monk’s interpretation as gospel truth, but continue to scour the text for the 

“endless possibilities” hidden from his conscripted viewpoint. This qualification is 

important since readers have just had the tale interpreted for them and may be tempted to 

reduce it to Serenus’ (quite beautiful) exegesis. Second, it reinforces a theme that recurs 

throughout Brown’s work: respect for the silence finally demanded by those realities 

beyond human understanding—the “vast circling magnificence” that “frets always about 

the shores of time.” The monk rightly observes that although the parchment cannot be 

comprehended, humans still attempt to read it: “Seeking correspondences, we wonder, 

and try to connect, and lose our sleep” (63). 

The collective words of both “The Island of the Women” and “Celia” constitute 

transitional spaces between silences before and after the act of reading the text. As 

Rowena and Brian Murray point out, “Repeatedly, Brown declared his conviction that 

‘silence’—‘perfect silence’—was the truest poem . . . Yet, he clearly continued to pursue 

the perfect poem right to the end of his life, both in new works and in revisions of 

published ones’” (236). The poet and story-teller invariably fail to say exactly what he 

means. Silence becomes a type of self-knowledge capable of distinguishing between the 

value of discourse, poetry and narrative for coping with the inscrutable facts of human 

experience and the mysterious silence of the Word without end—without definition— 

from which they issue forth and to which they inevitably return. Hence the story ends 

with Serenus’ half-challenge, half-reproach for the skald: “Jocelyn, merry old ragbag, 

you have a lot to answer for” (63). The monk’s image of the indecipherable parchment 
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 must therefore be held in tension with his opinion of art that appears earlier in the 

Epilogue: 

we ought to enroll all these arts as handmaidens of holy 
religion; so that our church interiors resound with sweet 
music . . . and are broken into beautiful spaces with hewn 
stone . . . and echo with the uttered poetry of a continuing 
revelation which (by the grace of the Holy Spirit) has 
divers modes as men live in turreted cities, or in rich river-
fed valleys, or beside the sea. (57) 

 
Even if words, images, and stones cannot encapsulate the fullness of lived experiences, 

they do provide a means of “seeking correspondences” within the whole “joyous web of 

creation,” as well as with the One who weaves and upholds the “web.” In his 

autobiography, For the Islands I Sing, first published posthumously in 1997, Brown 

wonders, “In principio erat verbum. Can it be that those beauties of literature and all the 

arts are a striving to return to that immaculate beginning?—the word lost in The Word” 

(57). The mystery of that first Word, like the antique script thrown upon “the shores of 

time,” can be pondered and described, but contemplation gives way, “fading fast in the 

wind,” to the “pause” of incommunicable silence—the one we experience at the 

characteristically unresolved end of Brown’s short stories. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Searching After Meaning, Searching After Sacrament:  
Word and Touch in George Mackay Brown’s “A Time to Keep,” “A Carrier of Stones,” 

and “The Eye of the Hurricane.” 
 
 

George Mackay Brown consistently employs tactile imagery throughout the 

collection as a marker of the strained point at which words finally fail to convey the 

consummate meaning of experience. The majority of “Celia” is composed of lengthy 

monologues in which she tortuously hovers around inadequate expressions of her interior 

state. In the concluding pages, Celia begins to carry out her and the dying shoemaker’s 

intertwined redemptions in a suffering world, and Brown starkly conscripts her words to 

a brevity reflective of resolved compassion that no longer requires explicit (theo-)logical 

explanation. Her refusal to drink and talk into the night with Mr. Spence contains in a few 

brief words her germinate hope of salvation: “‘Everyone is lonely,’ said Celia gently. 

‘We’re all prisoners. We must try to find a way out to be pardoned’” (34). When the 

shoemaker wets the bed, she responds out of a love that requires no apology, merely 

letting him know, “I know,” and twenty long minutes pass in which Brown depicts no 

dialogue but only details her physical contact with the soiled man and his sheets: “For the 

next twenty minutes Celia washed the old man and dried him and put a clean shirt on him 

and stripped the bed and put clean sheets on it and set the soiled stinking sheets in a tube 

of disinfected water in the lobby” (35). When he finally falls asleep, she voices the first 

words of praise in the story, “Thank God,” and at the story’s conclusion the sun’s light 

envelops her in a wordless embrace (36-37). I will demonstrate a similar movement 
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through words toward silent and tactile encounters that presuppose a sacramental view of  

the operations of grace in the world in “A Time to Keep,” “A Carrier of Stones” and “The 

Eye of the Hurricane.” 

Brown’s close attention to human suffering flows from his perspicuous vision of 

human flourishing. His humane optimism and imaginative entrance into the dynamic 

emotive shades of experience stem from his awareness of dualities embedded in nature 

that at once strive after generative union and sharply define one another by distinction. 

Brown’s vision centers on synthesizing the particular and unique into a harmonious 

whole. He illumines the detailed traceries of Winter’s darkness by the anticipatory light 

of Spring, and imagines the human cycle of love, birth and death as embedded in yet 

mysteriously transcendent of an immemorial flux between prosperity and poverty in 

nature. As he imagines dualities that prove complementary rather than contrary, Brown 

often portrays moments of interior spiritual significance by exterior physical phenomena. 

He will embody the theological virtue of hope in the resurrected sun or affirm the 

enduring goodness of life by directing our gaze toward an endless stream of swimming 

cod.  These metaphors convey a sacramental view of the natural world—one reflective of 

the indivisible intimacy between body and soul in the human person who cannot live by 

bread alone, yet equally cannot live without it. 

As an author, Brown sensed an unbridgeable gap between the selected words of 

formal expression and the sacramental Word imperfectly signified by them. From this 

tension arises the paradox that “silence is the perfect poem” and his insistence that the 

poet’s vocation is “interrogation of silence.” Yet just as Brown held that the elemental 

patterns of seed-time harvest provide a template for peaceable reciprocity in human 
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community, so too does the individual wordsmith’s attempt to reap from silence the ripe 

chosen word become a fruitful process. The silence at the resolve of a poem or story may 

possess a wiser and more compassionate quality than the quiet before its inception. In his 

short story collection A Time to Keep Brown creates brief snapshots of characters steeped 

in the ambiguities of the inseparably joyful and painful facets of lived experience. 

The in media res form of short story-telling limits the reader’s knowledge of the 

myriad prior events that have shaped the characters’ fears and desires. As each character 

struggles to interpret the meaning of his present, the beauty of words both heard and 

spoken consistently brings consolation, if not comprehensive understanding, in trying 

circumstances. These stories hold the enriching power of words, which breaches the 

lonesomeness of incommunicable experience, over against their damaging power to 

conscript and objectify the integral person. Yet the stories’ trajectories repeatedly move 

beyond either of these verbal potencies toward silences saturated in tactile imagery 

suggestive of a sacramental presence of grace for which the characters possess no 

language. In this chapter, I observe the tension between silence and expression, word and 

sacrament, loss and love in “A Time to Keep,” “A Carrier of Stones,” and “The Eye of 

the Hurricane.” In the last story and completion of the collection the writer’s summons to 

words finally gives way to the antecedent and inaudible touch of the Word. Silence, then, 

constitutes an intuitive presentiment of a reality that exceeds the powers of discursive 

knowledge. 

In “A Time to Keep” Brown distinguishes between the fullness of the material 

world in its sacramental order and the emptiness of a world reducible to that material. 

The tensions between words and silences, as well as isolation and community, run 
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concurrent with this crucial distinction between Christian Incarnationalism and 

materialism in the narrative. Brown gives first-person narrative voice to a bitter crofter 

committed to rational skepticism named Bill, a self-proclaimed outcast who disregards as 

ignorant fancy the living devotions of his religious island community and sardonically 

claims Robert Burns and Tom Paine as his patron saints (55). The poverty-stricken 

acerbic crofter prides himself on his faith in the tangibility of physical tasks such as 

fishing and strongly resents those who possess them in disproportionate excess. He 

effectively reduces the islanders’ religious devotions to distraction from the reality of 

economic inequalities, and, thinking himself an educated man, refuses to waste energy on 

the “fairy tale” of Good Friday as do open-mouthed women in awe of missionaries (42). 

After all, “Mr. Simpson, B.Sc., from Glashow,” had not been his “schoolmaster four 

winters for nothing.” Brown casts him largely as the sort of person whose company at the 

ale-house is worth avoiding. Indeed, he lives a willfully solitary life, whether fishing, 

walking, or reading The Martyrdom of Man on the Sabbath. Brown depicts the 

shortcomings of the crofter’s reductionist modes of thought and gestures toward a vision 

of a world imbued with the significance he ardently rejects. Yet in Brown’s humane 

fashion this unlikable man is not without sympathetic qualities beyond his pitiable 

poverty: he is an architect, artisan, and unwitting wordsmith. Subtly, Bill’s consciousness 

shifts from a world strictly governed by scientific number to a world boundlessly pulsing 

with the Word. 

Brown’s prose reflects Bill’s rationalistic philosophy and technical skill at 

“useful” arts. The syntax is mostly terse, literal, and outwardly descriptive rather than 

introspective. However, the poetic rhythm that Brown seamlessly weaves into the bulk of 
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his fiction intermittently flows from the crofter’s mouth, especially in connection to 

objects he has made and to the sea. He complicates the readily identifiable dry and 

pessimistic caricature of a man like Bill by granting him the creative eye of the artisan 

and a love of the ocean, the conception of which is symbolically transfigured from a 

locus of conflict with other fishermen to a positive image of the miraculous persistence of 

life in a world marked by scarcity and death. 

From the onset, Bill evinces glimpses of his capacity for careful attention, 

personal investment, and even gratitude. He describes his home as “a clean new house of 

sea-weathered stones” and attributes the promise of future years to its exterior, noting, 

“There was no earth-weathering on the walls yet.” In the heart of Winter, he relishes the 

blue smoke rising from the croft, an indication that “The first true fire had been lit” (38). 

This fire becomes a symbol in the story not only of the domestic sphere but also of the 

latent gifts of nature wrested by humans for their flourishing. Brown humanizes the 

crofter in a humorous passage where the supposedly thick-skinned skeptic reveals his 

own superstitions, naming his boat “Susanna . . . after the laird’s wife, a red-faced 

generous woman” because he “thought that a name like that would bring . . . luck” (39). 

This half-ironic belief in the potency of a name hardly squares with his vision of himself 

as a rationalist: he is like an iconoclast who believes in the power of images. Contrary to 

much of his self-conception, he cannot merely be defined as a disadvantaged consumer in 

a purely naturalistic world of limited resources. Rather, he also exists freely as a creator  

and namer of objects invested with both physical and emotional value. Within the first 

two pages of the story, Brown hints at a vestigial poetic intuition fomenting beneath the 

man’s pseudo-intellectual veneer. 
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These apparent inconsistencies do not suggest Brown’s faltering attempt to create 

a coherent character, but instead his sensitivity to the contradictions and idiosyncrasies 

that mark most people’s experience. Additionally, variations in characterization signal the 

possibility of development, growth, or even radical change in the individual. Especially 

in a proud, solitary figure as Bill, the reader should watch carefully for moments that 

elicit the opposite qualities of vulnerability and desire for community. He will pass 

through grief toward a half-ironic, yet nonetheless voiced intercessory prayer, so that the 

trajectory of the story—similar to that of “Celia”—is toward an unforeseen utterance of 

faith followed by a silent image that asserts life’s benedictory persistence. The story’s 

final image completes Bill’s interior progression from unconsciously articulate pride to a 

consciously inarticulate wonder. Even though he remains in certain ways unchanged and 

obstinately skeptical, the “fathoms down” shoals of cod suggest that his theories 

encompass neither the mysterious world to which his dead wife Ingi departs nor the 

everyday one in which she survives through their living child (62). 

“A Time to Keep” embodies Brown’s typical characterization of persons and 

natural forces through contrasts that dialectically progress toward complementary 

cooperation. Multiple pairs of contrasts correspond, most notably the sea and the land, the 

crofter and Ingi/Anna. Also characteristic of Brown, these counterparts are distinguished 

along masculine and feminine lines, so that the vision of human and natural life that 

emerges is, despite hardship, still generative, affirmative, and comedic. This continuous 

reconciliation of conflicts in the story also points toward the central tension in Brown’s 

work between word and touch, formal expression and silence. 
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Brown does not explicitly attempt to bring the skeptical crofter into faith, but to 

bring him, even against his wishes, out of isolation and into community. Bill’s cultivated 

mistrust of religious authenticity and his commitment to “realism” contrasts with Ingi’s 

peaceable disposition and unimposing religious devotion. Both her desire for new black 

shoes “fit to be seen in God’s house” and her role as peacemaker between her irreverent 

husband and devout father demonstrate a laudable simplicity and amicable impulse in 

Ingi. Brown juxtaposes Ingi’s and Bill’s perspectives on life yet orients them toward each 

other in a type of mutual dependence by identifying the crofter with the sea and Ingi with 

the land. The speaker recalls a good summer at the lobster creels and reflects on his 

natural affinity for the sea: “I was at home on the sea. Everything I did there was right” 

(45). As a figure of the land’s relative dependability, Ingi counterbalances his love of the 

sea’s turbulence and capriciousness. The crofter himself frames this metaphor as he 

recollects his return to the shore on an unusually tempestuous day. With his body 

glowing “like a banked-up fire” after three mouthfuls of whiskey, “The crags gathered 

round the Susanna like ghosts . . . through the veils of rain and spindrift, I saw the beach 

and a solitary woman standing on it . . . the shawled woman stood with the protective 

hills all round  her. The valley offered here to me, Ingi, a figure still as stone. And the 

savage glad hand of the sea thrust me towards her” (52). Passive in their respective 

elements, man and woman are brought together by apparently feminine and masculine 

forces, as the land “offered” Ingi and the sea “thrust” him towards her. The paired 

opposites figuratively blend together in the transitional space of the shore, making 

possible the future embodied by their child. 
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For Brown, the island gifts of sustenance harvested from both land and sea serve 

as models for human reciprocity. In “A Time to Keep,” the fishermen violate this 

elemental pattern by accusing one another of looting lobster creels and disputing fishing 

territories. When the crofter encounters Sutherlandshire fishermen from “the opposite 

shore of the firth,” these arguments threaten to escalate until an elder fisherman proposes 

a truce. He extends a whisky bottle and proclaims, “It is true enough, God made the sea 

for all men and he created all men to be brothers” (51). In a previous passage, Bill 

mentally images the fecundity of the land and sea’s distinct provisions in island life as a 

pair of praying hands: “A green offering hand, our valley, corn-giver, fire-giver, 

watergiver, keeper of men and beasts. The other hand that fed us was this blue hand of 

the sea, which was treacherous, which had claws to it, which took more than ever it gave. 

Today it was peaceable enough. Blue hand and green hand lay together, like praying, in 

the summer dawn” (50). The sea which consumes more than it dispenses reflects the 

mystery of suffering and death in a world oriented toward life that looms heavily over the 

story after Ingi dies in childbirth. Still, these “hands” produce the islanders’ nourishment, 

and each hand acquires more vivid definition insofar as they are seen as opposites with 

distinct qualities, such as the greedy “claws” of the sea. When folded peaceably together, 

they embody the potential for flourishing in island communal life. 

Through Bill’s panicked reaction to the threat of Ingi’s death and his perception 

of an austere beauty in the minister’s words at her funeral, Brown inclines the reader 

toward an optimistic reading of the emotional and nascent spiritual stirrings beneath the 

surface of his arid heart. In a jarring juxtaposition of life and death, Ingi’s wake directly 

follows her son’s birth. In the hours of Ingi’s labor, the crofter wanders through the 
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valley half-expecting her death in child-birth. Distraught, he first seeks out his “old 

rationalist teacher Mr. Simpson” for company and, greeted only by the “murmur of 

multiplication tables” through the schoolroom window, he flees. This subtle detail 

indicates the insufficiency of the schoolroom logic to provide consolation in this 

particular time of need. Bill then scales the hillside where his sheep graze only to be 

snubbed openly by a couple of peers and a tinker hunting rabbits. In a line that Brown 

grants the space of its own paragraph, the narrator recalls a painful truth: “I was an 

outcast in my own valley.” He eventually joins the company of Arthur, “the only man I 

could find to speak to me,” in the ale-house, which ably offers him at least a dram of 

creaturely comfort (57). In these hours of confusion and worry, a sense of regret over his 

lonesomeness tinges Bill’s thoughts. He possesses the knowledge of Mr. Simpson’s 

schoolroom, but his lack of knowing and being known on a personal level proves an 

obstacle to his search for communion while at his most vulnerable. The imminent threat 

of Ingi’s death causes him an anxiety that The Martyrdom of Man cannot assuage. 

Even as he maintains an intellectual agnosticism, the crofter desires authentic 

forms of mourning and recognizes beauty in the minister’s liturgical recitation of funereal 

scriptures. He acknowledges the value of the traditional keening in inverse proportion to 

sentimental sermonizing meant to soften the harsh blow of death: “Gales of lamentation I 

could have put up with from the women, as the terror went through them, the long ritual 

keening with which they glutted and purified the world from the stain of death. (My 

grandmother and her neighbors went on for three nights before a funeral, their cries 

simple and primitive and beautiful as the sea.)” (58). The channeled furor of “black 

keening,” which he likens to the unvarnished power of his truest home at sea, contains 
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potential to bind rather than blunt the wounds inflicted by death upon the living. He 

laments how the keening “had gradually become in the past twenty years a kind of sickly 

unction, a litany of the dead person’s virtues and sayings and doings—most of them 

lies— repeated over and over again, a welter of sentimental mush” (58). He discerns in 

these “new” mourners an earnest but misguided attempt to gloss the bitter reality of loss, 

and, wistful for the keening of old, coolly classifies it as black dross. He rejects the false 

litanies for the dead in favor of the missionary’s words, which speak to the universal 

human condition and resolve in the silence of “dust” that will “return to earth.” 

Perhaps the cynic’s critical eye, despite the glaring problem of his unforgiving 

judgment, does some good by him this once, for his marginal position as an observer in 

fact prepares the interior space for first an aesthetic and second a possible spiritual 

movement inspired by the poetry of the missionary’s recitation. He witnesses “the 

shallow grief of the women” become “formal, austere, beautiful,” as the missionary reads 

aloud: “‘Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher  

be broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern. Then shall the dust return to 

earth as it was and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it’” (59). When ruptures in 

the life-giving patterns of nature occur, the formal beauty of such poetry meets the 

content of hope and renders it not only intelligible but also desirable. The crofter 

temporarily lowers his guard as he passes through these words to a brief encounter with 

peace that surpasses the words of understanding—the silence that presupposes the 

Word’s infinite knowledge of his finite human condition. 

The de-centering effect on Bill of the missionary’s recitation forms in an instant 

and seemingly dissolves with equal rapidity, so that one wonders whether the beauty of 

57  



his words effect substantial interior change. Bill’s own words thereafter reveal that 

although he undergoes no road to Damascus conversion, he may yet be both recipient and 

arbiter of grace. After the funeral, he even appears colder and more committed to 

rationalism. He refuses the “nonsense” of having the child christened, speaks the harshest 

words in the whole story—demanding that Anna of Two-Waters leave him alone, 

shouting “‘Get away out of here, you ugly bitch’”—and whispers to his child the 

admonition of a thoroughgoing skeptic: “‘Be honest . . . Be against all darkness. Fight on 

the side of life. Be against ministers, lairds, shopkeepers. Be brave always’” (60). Yet 

however misconstrued in application, the crofter voices praiseworthy ideals such as 

honesty, courage, and fighting on the side of life in the wake of death. Through the birth 

of his son, he acquires an affirmative language in need of new referents. 

The most crucial words uttered in the story and the greatest indication of possible 

spiritual growth in Bill appear when he joins Anna of Two-Waters in intercessory prayer 

on behalf of tinkers, wanderers, and drunkards. On Christmas night, she offers a prayer 

for “any poor body . . . that has no home on a cold night like this” and petitions, “God 

help tinkers and all poor wandering folk.” The crofter then adds to her prayer, “‘Yes, . . . 

and don’t forget the drunkard in the ditch’” (62). This consciously ironic prayer is the 

crofter’s final piece of dialogue in the story, so that after all of his bitter complaints and 

rationalistic dismissals of faith, he speaks a few small words of unlimited potency in the 

mystical economy of grace. 

Beyond the hidden ramifications of these words, four physical images round out 

the story and point toward a positive reading of the crofter’s incipient openness to the 

mystery of a sacramental world that eludes scientific and even poetic definition. The first 
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image of the child’s inscrutable face inspires in the crofter with terrifying respect for 

what he, like the child, does not know. The child embodies a pre-rational and intuitively 

formed community on two levels, practical and spiritual. On the practical level, the child 

draws him into inescapable community with Anna of Two-Waters, who loves the boy and 

asserts herself as his caretaker. Brown’s ironic sense of humor shows as he brings the 

three together, for Anna’s father Peter is earlier portrayed as one of Bill’s rivals at the 

lobsters. From Ingi’s father to Anna’s, it seems inevitable that his days should be spent 

quarreling with older men. On the spiritual level, the natural ignorance on the child’s face 

functions as an icon of the interdependency of every person, fideists and rationalists  

alike. He recalls, “There were times I could scarcely look into the shifting pool of his 

face; the skull stared back at me through a thousand trembling resemblances” (61). 

Therein lay one of the chief paradoxes of the narrative: he sees not only his deceased wife 

and a thousand others but also himself in the oceanic depth of the “shifting pool” of the 

child’s naive face. 

Second, the byre filled with animals serves as a wordless chapel that recalls the 

lowly circumstances in which the Word was made flesh. The crofter recalls walking with 

Anna and pausing at the byre: “We looked into the byre as we went past. It was warm 

with the breath of the five kneeling animals. I would have to feed them more hay and 

turnips before it got darker. The old cow looked round at us with shifting jaws, grave and 

wondering.” The crofter does not attend church’s Christmas services, but these animals 

form a congregation of silent worshippers, “kneeling,” “grave and wondering,” on 

Christmas day. Anna later unwittingly makes the three-fold connection between 

Bethlehem, the Church, and Bill’s byre, saying, “It was a beautiful service . . . I wish you 
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had been there. Who would ever think such things could happen in a byre?” (62). 

Christmas comes to the crofter’s byre just as Christ descended to a byre in Bethlehem, 

and both therefore belong to the world of the original sacrament of Christ. This profligate 

crofter appears to be a pursued man of the sort in Francis Thompson’s “The Hound of 

Heaven,” the poem that Ron Ferguson describes as Brown’s “first real tug towards 

Roman Catholicism” (31). 

Besides imparting symmetry to the story, the fire in the croft functions as a 

symbol of the goodness and potency of creation and each human person’s invitation to 

creative cooperation with it. The lit fire appears at the story’s beginning and end to iterate 

the gift of the hearth before and after Ingi’s death. In the opening scene, the crofter looks 

fondly toward his and Ingi’s new home and, relishing the sight of smoke, recalls, “The 

first true fire had been lit” (38). In the final scene, Anna looks toward the house and 

accuses the crofter, “‘I do believe . . . you’ve let the fire go out! There’s no smoke from 

the chimney’” (61). Yet they enter the house to discover an enduring flame: “The fire 

wasn’t out after all. There was a deep glow in the heart of the peats. Anna broke the red 

core with the poker; flames flowed everywhere in the fireplace, and the room was 

suddenly alive with the rosy shifting dapple’” (62). Resonances sound of the “dearest 

freshness deep down things” in line two that “will flame out like shook foil” in line ten of 

Hopkins’ “God’s Grandeur”  (128) as well as his exaltation, “Glory be to God for 

dappled things,” in the opening line of “Pied Beauty” (132). The inexhaustible visage of 

the child, a new creation, corresponds to the story’s final image of shoals of cod 

swimming “beyond The Kame, fathoms down . . . soundless streaming legions” (62). 

Again, “Pied Beauty” and the third line’s “rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim” 
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possibly appear in the background, locating the crofter in a sacramentally charged world 

(132). The word “fathoms” evokes a bottomless mystery present in the natural world and 

the “soundless streaming legions” close the narrative in a bountiful silence qualitatively 

different from the silence at the story’s inception. 

The allusion of the title to Ecclesiastes chapter three reinforces the theme of life’s 

swiveling progression through the fortunes and adversities of circumstance. As poetry, 

the scripture raises problems of pain and loss without offering obvious solutions. Rather, 

in this litany meditating on both the plentiful and impoverished aspects of human life, the 

consolation largely consists in the bittersweet beauty of the poem itself. The poet 

challenges readers to reconcile the inevitability of suffering with the fundamental gift of 

life. Specifically, Brown borrows from verse six, which reads, “A time to seek, and a 

time to lose / A time to keep, and a time to cast away” (ESV Ecc. 3:6). In this story of a 

widower so deeply concerned with the getting and keeping of material goods, the key to 

understanding what it is “time to keep” can be found in how the passage of time in the 

story is itself kept, according to the seasons of both the natural world and the Christian 

calendar. 

Although a self-styled irreligious person, Bill consistently situates his tale of past 

loss in the context of the Church calendar, suggesting importance of religious markers to 

the present re-telling of his story. He built his house between “harvest and Christmas,” 

the day he worked to increase his rent was Good Friday, and the account concludes on 

Christmas day. These fasts and feasts serve as the signposts of his memory and carry 

social, emotional, and possibly spiritual symbolic weight. Finally, by inviting readers to 

view this poor skeptic from the compassionate perspective of the God who made his 
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home in a byre, Brown effects in the reader empathy for the crofter and brings even such 

an unlikable person into the fold of sympathetic readers. 

 
From Speech to Silence: Re-thinking Prayer in “A Carrier of Stones” 

 
In “A Carrier of Stones” Brown fosters a reserve toward excessive speech rooted 

in respect for the rightly selected word’s capacity to convey sufficient meaning and 

espouses a sacramental worldview by equating the nascent language of prayer with the 

nonverbal and mundane tasks of moving stones, cleaning, and fishing. He alternates 

between the descriptive voice of the third-person narrator and dramatic dialogue paired 

with meditative exposition in order to contrast patterns of speech between characters and 

distinguish Rolf as a verbally “marginal” figure who does not speak like the others. His 

scarce words carry the most significance in the dialogue of this story centered on his 

inability to pray. The story culminates in Rolf’s expression of his own unknowing and a 

resultant positive wordlessness that grounds worship in the tactile and mundane. 

The combination of dramatic dialogue and parenthetical poetic asides formally 

mirrors the interplay between experience in media res and reflective interpretation. 

Brown cultivates a respect for the beauty of verbal formalization through these asides and 

the litany of the Blessed Virgin, both of which appear at the center of the story. As with 

the short stories previously discussed, Brown employs words as a means toward a silence 

that affirms the mystery of a beatitude unencumbered by the necessary limits of verbal 

expression. It is in fact the paring away of connotations carried by certain words, such as 

the reputation attached to the name “Rolf” or the understanding of “prayer” as a verbal 

act, that prepares the story’s central character for the operations of divine grace. 
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In the story’s two opening scenes, the narrator portrays Rolf as a consciously 

marginal and reserved figure set in opposition to three men who manipulate words to 

elicit commitments and motivate behavior. Whereas what remains unsaid figures heavily 

in Rolf’s characterization, Dag Sigurdson and Hrug Paulson reveal their attitudes and 

(unfulfilled) desires by creating (unsuccessful) narratives. First, Dag attempts to hire Rolf 

for the recovery of loaned horses from Thorkeld of Holm. After his explanation of the 

predicament, the narrator restricts Rolf’s response to a single and definitive word of 

negation: “To this Rolf answered No” (142). The next passage consists mostly of Hrug’s 

letter requesting that Rolf rid the islands of Hold’s rogue servant turned savage called 

Glum. Like Dag, Hrug recounts a narrative that informs the conflict he wants resolved. 

As before, the narrator summarizes Rolf’s rejection with a single sentence: “Rolf sat 

down at once and wrote a refusal to Hrug Paulson” (143). The detailed explanation of 

these two conflicts, neither of which is resumed in the course of the story, appears nearly 

superfluous. However, the men’s appeals establish the story’s central tension between the 

alternate potencies of words and silence by proving their words empty in distinction to 

Rolf’s loaded, authoritative “no.” Notably, the rumors of Rolf’s success during his most 

recent “winter viking cruise in the south” inspires both men to seek his favor, and they 

both appeal to his mounting reputation in their rhetorical pleas for assistance (142). 

Spreading the word, be it positive or negative, causes Rolf grief. Brown humorously   

portrays Dag’s and Hrug’s lack of economy with words as a futile and even counter- 

productive strategy to win favor, as he depicts Rolf’s severance from each of their          

requests in singular scythe-like lines. 
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Brown’s switch to dramatic dialogue in the third section sharply contrasts 

significant and vain grades of verbal expression by interweaving de-centering beautiful 

words into a garbled excess of speech. The eighty-seven year old laird Peter Solmundson 

invites Rolf to his hall in Sandwick in hopes of persuading him to marry one of his three 

daughters. Peter begins the dialogue by asking a rapid series of questions, yet leaves Rolf 

no conversational space to answer. Ironically, he tells Rolf, “I’ll tell you why I want to 

see you” within the first five lines of dialogue, but circles around the plain fact of needing 

a male heir—his four own sons being illegitimate—by stringing together series of 

suggestive phrases: “But here’s the point, Rolf. I have three daughters by my dear wife 

Solveig . . . But girls—what use are girls on a big estate lie Sandwick? Eh? No use at all, 

Rolf. (Rolf, you’re hungry.) There must be a man in authority . . . After I’m dead, you 

understand” (144). Rolf remains silent and Peter engages in a closed circuit of muddled 

conversation with himself. Peter is a long-winded figure whose speech conceals even as it 

reveals his self-interested ambitions. 

Brown produces an amusing effect by pairing Peter’s obvious intent to lull Rolf 

into marriage with his loosely veiled manipulative rhetoric. Peter’s fumbling opacity 

highlights by distinction the refinement of the imagistic and lucid parentheticals. Far  

more descriptive and introspective than typical stage directions, these poetic gaps in 

Peter’s onslaught of hollow words are intensely sensual, so that the distance between 

word and object, mental image and physical touch, temporarily seems to close. The 

metaphorical depictions of the three daughters’ virginal beauty counterbalance the pallor 

of death that colors Peter’s anxious speech, and the earthen, seasonal, and womb-like 

language typical of Brown’s poetics foregrounds the creative principle of concurrent 
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masculine and feminine forces. The diction and organization of the words themselves 

become death- or life-giving, oriented toward either futility or possibility. Even the 

italicized font of the asides graces the page with a fluid delicacy in contrast to the painful 

visual of seemingly endless “PETER:” after “PETER:” Through the beautiful 

descriptions of the women, the reader becomes an admirer of words, nature, and 

femininity—a salve for the wounds suffered from the verbose and ironically sterile 

assault of words leveled by their father. 

The portrayals of the three daughters also reflect the distinct futures they represent 

and is indicative of how well-wrought poetry articulates possibility. A domestically 

proficient woman, Freya’s body is likened to a “banked-up forge waiting for the thrust of 

love, the roaring bellows, masses of flame” and a “swept barn in the days before harvest 

with horses and cornstalks in the sun outside” (145). Her hearth will be warm and her 

granary full. Signy, a more reluctant potential lover, is associated with music, and her 

eventual acquiescence to physical love is portrayed as a synesthetic blend of touch and 

sound: “Some day Siegfried’s sail will break the horizon, virginal, and her virgin harp 

will go down to the rock to meet him” (147). The last and youngest daughter Gretel lay 

asleep in “Nakedness, nape to ankle a bright bodyscape . . . The country of girlhood,  

alive in the slow tautening and relaxation of ribs, sweet pulsations at temple and wrist . .. 

An innocent kingdom, all apples and shells, offered now so that vanity might grope 

contented to the grave” (149). Her youth embodies the fertile “ground” of Adamic 

experience. Looking in at Gretel, Peter asks, “is she not a beautiful girl?” and Rolf 

confirms the fact, “She is a very beautiful girl. (150). The beauty of these words reflects 
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 the physical beauty of the women and exalts the feminine activity in the fecund 

confluence of integrative opposites. 

However, this final passage edges on fanciful voyeurism and aesthetic revelry in 

physical vanity. The allure of metaphorically rendering a literal body may be its own 

harmful seduction leading to objectification of the human person or, worse, 

commodification of herself as an estate. Brown poses, then diffuses this threat when Peter 

shamefully offers up the sleeping girl’s virginity: “I’m a very old sick man. You can stay 

with Gretel till morning. Yes. And with my blessing” (149). Crucially, Rolf’s admiration 

of her physical beauty does not devolve into a consuming lust but generates respect for 

her personal integrity, so that he refuses Peter’s bidding to unholy matrimony. The de- 

centering effect of the young girl’s virginal loveliness compels Rolf to leave her in a 

silent repose. Exiting, Rolf insults the old man for having such little regard for his 

daughter by ironically suggesting that he seek out a tinker for his heir, “‘Speak to Roland 

the tinker. Good night, Peter Solmundson’” (149). The door serves as a threshold 

dividing transgressive compliance with Peter’s offer and the dignity of Rolf’s refusal. 

The dialogue of the third section recedes into the silence of a stone carving that 

obversely anticipates Rolf’s wordless prayer in monastic communion with the silent 

stones at the story’s conclusion. Peter’s wordiness gives way to indistinct weeping as 

Brown directs the reader’s gaze toward the fading symbol of his ancestral wealth, also 

carved on the threshold: “(He sobs. The carved otter over his door is a blank. Honour, art, 

and grave have vanished into the enduring stone. There is no viking axe to cut new 

heraldry into the lintel)” (150). Brown depicts the old man’s sorrow as not only the 
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abnegation of his profuse words but also an erasure of the images motivating them. This 

is a formless, mournful silence. 

However, another wordless image pregnant with the silence of ethical admiration 

for the youngest daughter’s inviolate beauty drowns out Peter’s sorrow. The “Sound of 

hooves on the cobbles” that signal Rolf’s departure dissolve into the dazzling panorama 

of a renewal more natural and ancient than that of the viking axe which might have 

retraced the lintel heraldry through sexual transgression. Instead, “The girl sleeps on. The 

first wave of morning turns over a thousand glittering shells out in the bay.”) (150). Her 

body is washed in the virginal rhythm of the rising sun’s refracted rays, and she sleeps 

the undisturbed sleep of a seashell. By attempting to capture in words Rolf’s empathic 

awareness, Brown creates a narrative that inspires compassion capable not only of 

enduring and ameliorating suffering, but also of preventing it. 

Two audible litanies, the “Mystical Rose” of the Blessed Virgin and the “The 

Valkyries . . . music of heroes,” compete for Rolf’s attention in this section, and his 

affinity with the former provides a first positive impression of his peaceable, even 

religions, aesthetic. Peter wrongly suspects that the subject of war will sway the passions 

of the celebrated viking. Signy sings, 

“The warp is stretched / For warriors’ death. / The weft in 
the loom / Drips with blood. / The battle darkens. / Under 
our fingers / The tapestry grows, / Red as heart’s blood, / 
Blue as corpses, / The web of battle.” (147-48) 

 
The song not only heroizes the “warrior’s death” in battle but also aestheticizes 

violence by imaging the undoing of men’s lives as a paradoxically constructive process: 

“the tapestry grows,” inevitably (the “loom”) and inescapably (the “web”). The 

consonance of “w” sounds in the first half of the song suggests the rolling tide and 
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circular logic of war, and the “b” sounds that govern the song’s second half soften its (ex-

)plosive nature. The sounds themselves translate destruction into something perversely 

beautiful, yet the haunting allure of her words are in fact the fruit of ruin, and the piercing 

quality of her voice—a “high cold powerful clang, bladed steel on granite”—obscures 

the gory machinations of battle into a clean, functional heroism. By exaltation of battle as  

a creative principle, her song reverses the generative impulse of nature invoked by the 

parenthetical asides and vies with the litany to the Blessed Virgin, bearer of the king of 

peace. 

In contrast to Signy’s battle song, Rolf responds with an affective interior       

movement toward the Blessed Virgin’s litany and equates its words with fructifying 

silence. The voices of Father Orm and “one or two farm boys” who “chant the Litany of 

the Blessed Virgin in the chapel” connected to the estate gradually displace Peter’s 

rambling and Signy’s battle song (147). After Peter closes the shutter on Father Orm’s 

“mournful stuff,” Rolf requests, “Can we have the shutter open?” and takes 

unprecedented initiative: “I’ll open it myself” (148). The Marian litany fills the room, 

“House of God, pray for us / Ark of the Covenant, pray for us,” and Rolf’s subsequent 

utterance signals the story’s conclusion about learning “how to pray.”  Reluctant to hear 

Signy’s “high powerful clang” once more, Rolf speaks the story’s pivotal line, saying, 

“Poetry is the daughter of silence” (148). The silence that engenders poetic expression 

corresponds to Mary’s womb as a typological fulfillment of the “ark of the covenant,” 

which manifests God’s   presence as a negative space in the Old Testament until the 

Incarnate Word adopts a positive human dimension in the New Testament. This 

metaphorical name for Mary focalizes the tension in Brown’s sacramental imagination 
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between the expression of verbum and silence of tactus. The immanent physical 

encounter of the Word with Mary’s own flesh provides the sacramental framework that 

incorporates physical action in Rolf’s spiritual education. 

Brown next builds on themes of reputation and identity formation through words 

in the fourth section, as Rolf becomes “the most famous man in all the north. Nobody 

disputed it” (151). Rolf is an unlikely outcast set apart by the strength of his success. He 

will achieve authentic community only amidst those ignorant of the deeds born by his 

name. Brown resumes the third-person narrative in sections four, five, and six before 

concluding section seven with a dramatic dialogue. In this section the narrator relays an 

account of Rolf’s heroic and preternatural strength, and the distance between Rolf’s voice 

and that of the third-person narrator contributes to his legendary and almost untouchable 

status. For two days, an exceptionally strong Shetland man called Brun challenges the 

Okrneymen to a wrestling match, but none will accept the fight. He mocks them and calls 

them cowards until one man shouts, “‘If Rolf were here, Brun, you wouldn’t have much 

to laugh about’” (150). Brown subtly depicts an almost incantatory magic to words by 

indirectly attributing Rolf’s sudden appearance to the man’s defensive taunt: “Just then 

Rolf arrived at the market with a young horse that he wanted to sell” (150). Rolf refuses 

to fight Brun, but crushes his hand with a terrifying handshake: “‘I won’t wrestle with 

you,’ said Rolf, ‘but I consider it an honour to shake hands with such a strong arrogant 

man as Brun’” (151). Brun kneels “weeping over the ruin of his hand for a long time” and 

departs that night. This event contributes to the burden of Rolf’s fame, so that for the   

five years that pass in the short section five, he “did not get much peace because travelers 

and poets and men who wanted to make use of his strength were always knocking at his 
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stable door” (152). Because people incessantly ask Rolf for favors, what little he speaks 

is marked by negation, and his own desires largely remain hidden from the reader’s view. 

Rolf’s insistence on listening to the litany of the Mystical Rose, the poetic “daughter of 

silence,” hints in the direction of the positive silence that eventually replaces Rolf’s    

constant “No” with an affirmative “Yes.” 

Brown advances the narrative toward quiet, peaceable resolution when Rolf 

disappears one winter, and he ends the fifth section in a somber tone with an image of 

separation and loneliness: Rolf’s “stallion stood for a day at the headland, looking out to 

sea” (152). The stallion’s and reader’s joined outward stares linger over the landscape of 

Rolf’s departure, signaling a directional shift in which Rolf adopts the position of seeker 

rather than denier. Yet before revealing Rolf’s true ambition, Brown plays a trick on the 

reader that once more calls into question the dubiousness of words portrayed in the first 

three sections. In section six, Sven of Westray returns from a pilgrimage in the south 

equipped with an elaborate narrative of Rolf’s lavish lifestyle as a “colonel in the 

Imperial Guard” at Byzantium (152). The story grows ever more fantastic as Sven claims 

that Rolf went “seeking his carnal pleasures high and low in Asia and the Balkans,” could 

“speak the tongue of the Arabs” after leading the “Emperor’s soldiery far into the desert,” 

and brought back “much silver and Arab girls and mathematical equations” (152). Sven’s 

outlandish story seems possible given Rolf’s past as a Viking warrior of mythical 

prowess, yet it conflicts with his chaste, temperate, and even ascetic disposition. In a 

humorously cutting line, the narrator curtly discredits Sven’s story: “But Sven was such a 

liar that not even his own mother could believe a word he said” (153). This suspicion 

toward untruth provides the perfect transition for the seventh and final section, which 
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elevates silence as a truth held over against empty words. What the reader finally 

“knows” about Rolf comes not from testimony but from an acquaintance with his person 

divested of legend. 

Ambiguity exists in the amount of time passing between the fifth, sixth, and 

seventh sections, so that whether Rolf leaves his farm directly for the monastery or first 

indulges in the worldly successes of the south remains uncertain. However, both Rolf’s 

record of decency and the accusation that Sven is a liar strongly suggest that Rolf does 

not again leave the “poor place . . . Orkney” in order to “look for fame and fortune in the 

great places of the world” (153). Ironically, he instead becomes a lay brother and “carrier 

of stones” at an Orkney monastery. Brown emphasizes Rolf’s newfound anonymity and 

liberation from fame by designating him “TRAVELLER” instead of “ROLF” in the 

dramatic dialogue. 

The Traveller’s education in peace and prayer will largely come through the 

mundane but necessary task of shifting stones on the monastery property. The Abbot 

wastes no time making practical use of the Traveller: 

ABBOT: What are you wanting here? 
TRAVELLER: Peace. 
ABBOT: Work first, and peace after. Do you love God? 
TRAVELLER: I don’t know, Father. 
ABBOT: Can you shift stones cheerfully? That amounts to 

the same thing. 
TRAVELLER: I can shift stones. 
ABBOT: There’s a field out there full of stones. If there 

were no stones in it we could plough it out and 
grow corn. 

TRAVELLER: I will shift the stones from the field. 
 
Notice that the Traveller claims not to know if he loves God or not, but willingly 

commits to participate in arduous work that may instill in him such a love. The Abbot 
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equates cheerful service with a latent love of God and integrates the Traveller into the 

inner sanctum of religious life by assigning him the task of cleaning the chapel “for the 

offering of Mass and the daily singing of the office.” He connects worship, gratitude and 

redemptive suffering grounded in the Eucharistic meal: “Our life is a life of prayer and 

praise and sacrifice” (154). The Traveller responds, “I can use a brush and a cloth. 

Perhaps I will learn how to pray.” The latter sentence in fact constitutes his first verbal 

prayer voicing some measure of both desire and hope that he may one day learn how to 

pray. 

The connection among name, reputation, and identity that formerly plagued Rolf  
 
becomes a felicitous part of his immersion in monastery life. The Abbot renames him  
 
after the fisherman-disciple Simon, thereby connecting what he is called with one of the  
 
simple tasks he will now do—catching fish for Friday fasts—rather than with what he has  
 
done. The ending of the story therefore constitutes a fresh beginning, and the movement  
 
toward fruitful engagement with the created world follows the trajectories found both in  
 
“Celia” and in “A Time to Keep.” In each of these narratives, Brown symbolizes the  
 
natural gifts of the sea as clues to the mystery of physical as well as spiritual  
 
regeneration: the bay filled with fishing boats in “Celia;” the “shoals of cod” in “A Time  
 
to  Keep;” and, here, Simon (Rolf, the Traveler) sitting at the rocks fishing. In the seventh  
 
section of this story, Simon discovers his personal Sabbath through prayerful intimacy  
 
with the silent stones of the quarry. 

 
 

A Gesture Toward Peace in a Turbulent World in “The Eye of the Hurricane” 
 

The final story’s title, “The Eye of the Hurricane,” suggests the transitive      

movement between activity and rest, expression and silence, that pervades A Time to 
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Keep. Brown holds the characters’ pain in tension with a kerneled “eye” of peace that 

signifies the possibility of redemptive suffering initiated by the Word made flesh. 

Structurally, Brown constructs two qualitatively different calms before and after the 

“hurricane” of Captain Stevens’ fatal drinking bout, with a reference point of profound 

compassion at its still center. In the first “calm,” the first-person narrator Barclay is 

unaware of the Captain’s traumatic loss and deadly habit of self-medication. In the 

second “calm,” he has acquired painful knowledge of both through personal involvement 

in Stevens’ passion. Through his expanding knowledge of the Captain’s narrative, 

Barclay glimpses profound significance in each of their thwarted strivings after human 

love. 

I will trace Barclay’s shifting attitude toward love, loss, and the value of words as 

he develops empathy for Stevens. His mindset toward Miriam, from mild indifference to 

lust and, finally, to a respect for her innocence, also shapes his conception of genuine 

love which accounts for agape as well as eros. His wakening consciousness to a mystery 

beyond words—the redemptive suffering of the Word made flesh—is the key to grasping 

the story’s central and audacious claim that no authentic act of love is ever squandered in 

the economy of grace. Throughout the story, Brown repeatedly directs Barclay’s and the 

reader’s gazes to the silent Word on the crucifix. At the conclusion, he redirects both 

gazes onto Miriam’s face, which, having passed through anguish to radiance, illumines 

the mystery that the Word still dwells among us, as Hopkins expressed it in the final lines 

of “As kingfishers catch fire” in “ten thousand places . . . / through the features of men’s 

faces” (129). Brown creates another window into “the features of men’s faces” on the 

marginal figures of Stevens the widower, Barclay the foreign, almost hermetic author, 
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and Miriam the captain’s devoted caretaker. Brown depicts both the power and the 

limitations of words in the midst of suffering and grounds knowledge of suffering in both 

personal narratives and sacramental encounter—in this story, with both the crucified and 

resurrected Christ. 

Brown symmetrically frames the volume’s structure as a whole by inverting the 

roles of the first story’s characters Celia and the shoemaker, so that the elder Captain 

Stevens binges on rum to alleviate his pain while the young woman Miriam, a member of  

the salvation army, attempts to prevent him from committing a slow proximate suicide. 

The inverse parallel breaks down where the captain dies, yet Brown interjects into this 

story marked by loss the same consummate orientation toward hope with which “Celia” 

and the other stories conclude. 

The swelling disaster of Stevens’ metaphorical “hurricane” occurs as a gradual 

process before the storm breaks and arrives at a stasis that cannot be described as a 

“return,” since it leaves those in its wake to mourn his drowned body. The silence that 

Barclay experiences at the story’s conclusion possesses a hard-earned wisdom through 

acquaintance with both Stevens’ fatal sorrow and Miriam’s persistent joy. 

From the story’s inception, Brown constructs a tension in which words tenuously 

hang between harmfulness and healing. In Stevens’ case, the untruths that he tells 

contribute directly to his eventual decline into delirium and death. The peaceable 

geographical setting, described by Barclay as a solitary residence set “on the hill behind 

Hamnavoe,” contrasts with the storm brooding inside the residence (155). Stevens asks 

Barclay to retrieve his weekly portion of rum earlier than usual on account of a severe 

cold: “‘A very heavy cold indeed . . . . I spent too long the other day at the wreck, you 
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know, the Danish fishing boat at the Kirk Rocks. Got my feet wet walking about her in 

the ebb’” (155). The request annoys Barclay, who devotes mornings to writing his novel, 

but Stevens insists, “‘I’m rather ill’” (156). Since the establishment of the “welfare state,” 

Barclay claims to find in the present world “few opportunities for practicing holy charity” 

and complies with Stevens’ request, deeming this kindly act “all the more meritorious 

because I don’t want to do it’” (156). Subtly, Barclay’s half-amusing logic reveals a 

deeply engrained assumption about the possibility of redemptive suffering—he has the 

choice to transform his inconvenience into a salvific event. 

Although Barclay willingly chooses to isolate himself in the islands, his literary 

ambitions inform his imaginative engagement in an empathic community among writer, 

character, and reader. He hopes that his vocation effects compassion capable of 

alleviating the distresses of someone precisely like Stevens. He reflects, “I hope, in a 

vague kind of way, that perhaps my books bring solace and happiness to a few people 

that I have never seen or known’” (156). The author, characters, and reader form through 

narrative a community based on an empathy that survives the death of its members. The 

heartfelt tenderness with which Brown calls attention to personal suffering often hidden 

from view, in concert with the redemptive tenor these stories, attests to Brown’s own 

hope, disclosed through Barclay, to be “not altogether a timeserver in the kingdom of 

Christ” (156). 

The story’s evocative richness owes partly to the autobiographical shades in 

Barclay. A Catholic writer with a taste for the medieval, he moves to the Orkney islands 

to live “among simple uncomplicated people,” and inhabit the landscape in which he 

roots his novel. Out of the city, he achieves a “depth and clarity . . . never achieved 
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before” as his “imagination nourished itself at primitive wholesome sources, the sea and 

the land” (159). This early correlation between the “primitive” and “depth and clarity” 

anticipates Barclay’s growth toward an intuitive wisdom associated with silence. 

However, his retreat into the elemental richness of the island landscape is also flight from 

a ruined love affair with a woman named Sandra. As in “Celia,” Brown’s intense but 

untenable relationship with Stella Cartwright hangs over the narrative. Early in the story, 

Barclay expounds the intricacies of falling in and out of love in extensive and deeply 

psychological passages: 

Lovers with their new-sharpened senses set about chiseling 
a form of ideal desire, an Eros, that they can worship 
together till death; in the end, disillusioned, the finely 
honed edges inflict ignorant vindictive surgery on one 
another. It was all over now, the long earnest discussions 
on sex and freedom and God, the Bartok and Monteverdi 
records, the Saturday afternoon strolls through the Botanic 
Gardens, the love-making in her flat after brandy and 
coffee (two fevered statues tumbled one on the other), the 
recriminations, confessions, resolutions. (158-59) 

 
He analyzes his own ruined affair as the consequence of two lovers holding one another 

up against an impossible “ideal form of desire” that inevitably results in accusation of the 

others’ failures to fit the contours of the ideal. He employs the tactile imagery of 

“chiseling,” “finely honed edges” and “surgery” to convey the unforgiving intensity of 

this strikingly verbal relationship, full of “long earnest discussions” about carnal and 

spiritual matters. Moreover, the physical act of “love-making” itself translates into a 

cycle of words—“recriminations, confessions, resolutions”—meant to sustain the 

relationship. The meditation itself represents Barclay’s attempt to use words as a means 

to understanding the relationship that words could not finally support. 
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Barclay associates Sandra’s poignant summary of their love’s decline—“‘We got 

out of our depths, you and I’”—with an archetypal childhood memory that signifies his 

fear of irreparably surpassing the limits of mutually supportable vulnerability. He recalls 

how one summer holiday he and a young boy named Kim shared a raft together and 

accidentally drifted a frightening distance away from the shore: “Suddenly the bathing 

sheds and the donkeys seemed so far away that we could never return to that secure 

place—we were lost forever in this beautiful alien cruel element. We looked at each other 

with trembling lips, and Kim began to cry” (159). A fisherman tows them to shore, but 

the memory of their shared sense of desperation results in divisive humiliation. “For the 

rest of that holiday,” he reminisces, “Kim and I avoided each other, we never exchanged 

so much as a single word” (159). In this case, neither boy knows the words necessary for 

repairing the relationship. By contrast, Barclay’s and Sandra’s words as adult lovers, the 

“discussions of sex and freedom and God . . . recriminations, confessions, resolutions,” 

are in fact the “beautiful alien cruel element” that permanently displaces the innocent 

excitement of shallower waters. The one metaphor of getting “out of depths” elicits both 

the reconciliatory power of words missed with Kim and their potential divisive power 

experienced with Sandra. Words are portrayed as in their absence and excess as a depth 

able to divide and draw together. 

As Stevens’ bout evolves and Miriam becomes a prominent figure in the 

narrative, Brown creates layers of “word” or “Word” through which Barclay interprets 

his duty to the captain, his vocation as a word-smith, and his developing attraction to 

Miriam. Miriam’s first encounter with Barclay is tinged with a humor that quickly gives 

way to gravity. Barclay recalls her fright upon first witnessing the crucifix in his room: 
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“She looked with fleeting horror at the crucifix on my wall and the porcelain Virgin-and- 

child on the dresser” (160). A Salvation Army Protestant, her aesthetic sensibilities are 

not attuned to the crucifix. This small and initially comical detail to a degree reflects the 

unfolding differences between each of their nuanced perspectives on Stevens’ condition 

and Mrs. Stevens’ death. Miriam serves a pivotal intermediary role as Barclay struggles 

to determine how best to assist Stevens in “weathering the storm.” She rightly persuades 

Barclay to give his word not to procure any more rum on account of Mr. Stevens’ two 

near encounters with death in the past year. She also functions as story-teller when she 

relates how Mrs. Stevens’ died ten years past, just one year after her marriage to the 

captain. Only later, as Barclay walks through the local graveyard, does the reader 

discover that Mrs. Stevens, 26, died along with their son, Michael, in childbirth (170). 

Miriam remembers Mrs. Stevens as “‘a beautiful person’” and subsequently 

makes one crucial and challenging statement of faith upon which the story’s engagement 

with the problem of pain largely hinges: “‘Then God took her’” (160). From Miriam’s 

perspective, such words provide the consolation of a providential plan. By contrast, the 

same set of words might be construed as a point of doubt over God’s benevolence or 

omnipotence. The captain evidences some veiled form of this perspective by his 

abandoning of alcohol. Barclay’s immediate response, “‘I’m sorry,’” locates him 

somewhere between the two mindsets. He identifies himself personally with the tragedy 

but avoids making any initial claims about its meaning in a divine plan. From this scene 

onward, the Word’s entrance into the depths of human suffering becomes the prominent 

conception for his vicarious participation in the captain’s suffering, and the crucifix 

emerges as the symbol of Barclay’s intuition that even this most horrific juxtaposition of 
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life and death somehow belongs to a pattern which reconciles these opposites in love. 

This presentiment is never systematically delineated, but formally expressed as an 

intuition grounded in the Incarnation. 

Barclay’s consciousness of the suffering Word germinates in part through his     

attempt to find satisfactory words for both his novel and the captain’s condition. The 

captain criticizes Barclay’s vocation repeatedly, calling into question both its practical 

and psychological value. Well into the “storm,” he diverts conversation away from his 

“cold” by remonstrating with Barclay, “‘That’s no life for a man, writing . . . Do some 

real work, get a croft or a fishing boat, that’s the thing. You should have a woman’” 

(161). When he tries to win Barclay’s allegiance against Miriam by describing the bout as 

“‘a natural thing, like a storm . . . you just have to let it blow itself out, keep the ship 

headed into it,’” Stevens criticizes him for not understanding the metaphor and frames the 

problem as a failure of the writer’s imagination: “‘I thought writers are supposed to 

understand things,’ he said, ‘the quirks of human nature. That’s what they’re for. Don’t 

take hard what I say, Barclay. I like you’” (162). Miriam understands from the captain’s 

situation from past experience and, although she is to be trusted, Barclay temporarily 

doubts her judgment and considers complicity with the captain. The image of the Word’s 

indiscriminate contact with creaturely suffering features prominently in his description of 

charity: 

Charity is no hard-minted currency to be distributed 
according to whim, a shilling here and a sovereign there—it 
is the oil and wine that drop uncertainly through the fingers 
upon the wounds of the world, wherever the roads of pity 
and suffering cross. It might help this old man, as he said, if 
I stood close beside him on the bridge till this particular 
hurricane blew itself out. (162) 
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The poetic richness of this response to the captain’s wounds threatens to subvert 

Miriam’s comparatively prosaic yet altogether more sound (and equally charitable) 

hardline refusal to hasten his ruin. For a brief moment, two types of “words,” that of 

Barclay’s metaphorical imagination and that of his literal promise, appear at odds. He 

suddenly checks his intuition, “But I trusted the older wisdom of women. I had made a 

promise to Miriam” (162). His refusal puts him in bad favor with captain Stevens, who 

orders him out of the house by the end of the month. 

As the captain’s condition worsens, the afflictions of the Incarnated Word weigh 

heavily on Barclay’s mind and cause him writer’s block. He recalls one uninspired 

morning in which the “phrases and sentences that presented themselves were dull, 

flaccid, affected.” He turns to the crucifix: “I looked blankly at the crucifix on the wall, 

but the Word that spanned all history with meaning was only a tortured image. The words 

I offered to the Word were added insults, a few more random thorns for the crown. I 

scored out everything I had written since breakfast time” (163). Barclay is compelled to 

silence by the immeasurable distance between his own small wisdom and that supreme 

Wisdom which, nailed to the cross, looks like folly. Brown continues to conduct the 

narrative toward a convergence between the captain’s spiral downward, Barclay’s 

understanding of love, his vocation as a writer, and this crucified Word. 

Barclay’s literary enthusiasm for medieval European romantic love escalates his 

interest in Miriam, causing the captain’s drunken yet accurate suspicion of his sexual 

motives toward her. A new idealization of eros “somewhere between lust and sanctity” 

grabs hold of him while writing chapter five of the novel. Ironically, he feels irritated by 

the ostensibly impossible task of conveying the “sacred ceremonial root” of romance “to 
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the twentieth-century common reader, accustomed to the last hectic boring obscenities of 

romantic love,” yet himself falls “quite involuntarily” into a “scheme of seduction,” and 

fantasizes over the “sacrifice” of Miriam’s maidenhead (168; 171). The crucifix hanging 

over the bed of this adulterous fantasy raises an important question of whether Barclay 

has perverted the materiality of sacramentalism into a pseudo-religious exotic symbol 

meant to lure Miriam out of her more ascetic devotion. Fortunately, Barclay repents of 

his mental transgressions and puts literal space between himself and Miriam as a type of 

penance. Barclay later describes his reluctance to retrieve Miriam at the appearance of 

Robert Jansen and Stony Hackland due to “mortification over the masque of rape I had 

entangled her in” (172). This avoidance suggests that he has once more “got out of his 

depths,” but his relationship to Miriam from this point onward remains chaste in 

preparation for the final scene, where she emanates divine grace through the virginal 

purity of her shining face. 

Once Jansen and Hackland arrive, the captain and his crew finally head toward  

the “eye of the hurricane,” a last and dignifying reprieve for Stevens before his final 

silence. Deep in delirium tremens, the captain is thoroughly convinced that he and his 

crew have embarked on an “unlucky voyage,” and in a moment of relative calm he warns  

them, “The hurricane seems to be over. But don’t delude yourselves, gentlemen. We are 

only passing through the quiet centre of it” (173). Stevens turns to the mantle and pours 

three glasses of rum for all but himself, claiming, “‘I’m not a drinking man myself . . . 

never have been. So I won’t join you. But for the remainder of this unfortunate trip I wish 

you all luck and courage’” (174). This toast snowballs into elevated speech about the 

necessity of courage in all walks of life until, captured by a flash of inspiration, the 

81  



resolute captain “paused for a minute, then said quietly, ‘There is only one thing more 

important than courage — love.’ He suddenly glared at Stony Hackland. ‘Take that smirk 

off your face, Hackland,’ he shouted” (174). At the still quiet center of the storm, the 

captain makes a prophetic utterance that unifies his own sorrow, Barclay’s widening 

perspective of human love, and the love of the Word that ingathers their suffering. The 

remainder of the story is a meditation on the mystery that human love in its fragility 

somehow belongs to the transcendent divine love revealed by descent into human form. 

Just as Celia’s ministry of pills and water to the shoemaker replicates a holy 

communion, so too does Miriam’s attendance at Stevens’ deathbed serve as a kind of last 

rites, as her “lips moved soundlessly over the stiffening face on the pillow.’” Although 

she offers no host, the soundlessness of the scene grounds this last communication in her 

physical presence at the bedside, and the foregrounding of her sorrowful face anticipates 

the story’s concluding image of it as “radiant.” The captain opens his eyes, utters his final 

word—“Elizabeth”—and the hurricane passes: “Then blindness, silence, cold” (176). The 

room becomes a negative space deprived of sight, hearing, and touch, recalling the 

captain’s last days of illusion to the stark reality of his soul’s departure from the 

unfeeling dust of his body. 

The remainder of the story follows the narrative pattern from words to silence by 

distilling prose into poetry, poetry into music, and music into the sight of Miriam’s 

illumined face beneath street lamps. For three days before the funeral, Barclay leaves off 

writing his novel and instead reads in the silence of the “shrouded house.” The night 

before the funeral, he turns to the scriptural and liturgical poetry of prayer: 

The night before the funeral I read the penitential psalms 
and the prayers for the dead over and over again till their 
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austerities were only a confusion of dark syllables and I 
dropped off to sleep . . . . It was no empty piety; I was 
concerned that the should of that brave heartbroken man 
should have secure anchorage at last, somewhere.” (176) 

 
For Barclay, repetitiously reading these psalms serves as a form of intercession on the 

captain’s behalf and leads him into a form of apophatic unknowing oriented toward 

silence—“confusion of dark syllables”—before he drifts to sleep. 

The oddly interjected narrative of Captain Falquist’s suicide during a hurricane at 

sea underscores Barclay’s confusion over the apparent chaos that impinges on the ordered 

cycle of love, birth and death. The night that Stony Hackland recounts the story, Barclay 

takes refuge in music, which he confesses he “know[s] little about,” and hears in the in 

the last movement of “a quartet—possibly Beethoven” a dialectical progression through 

assertions and renunciations of earthly love and hope for redemption beyond the grave. 

The viola and violins “pierced with the pain and loveliness of desire” mingle with the 

cello, singing, “Lamb of God, Have mercy on us, Grant us peace.” The musical dialogue 

between violin and cello ensues: “Beauty passes, Joy is a dream, Love uncertain. . . . 

Have no fear, Apple and dove, Thy Kingdom come. . . . Misery is everywhere, Love is a 

shadow, Make your hearts marble. . . . Death is sure, Dust unto dust, All is vanity.” After 

the cello’s latter “long sorrowful utterance,” there ensues a brief silence—an eye in this 

musical hurricane of uncertainty—out of which surges a triumphant dance that resolves  

in a lone voice of quiet “brimming” confidence in the beatitude of the living and the 

dead: “Then all the instruments consented in a final dance, Love and Wisdom and 

Holiness crowned one another with garlands. The violins fled away. The viola covered 

their    going with wise greenery. The cello, alone on the steps of the temple, brimmed 

with benediction: God is good, All is well, Rest in peace” (180). The passage is replete 
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with “garlands” and “greenery” that reassert fecundity in the wake of the “blindness, 

silence, cold” of the captain’s death, and the lonely voice on the temple steps serves as a 

wordless oracle affirming by its beauty the goodness of God and the created order. 

However, the “words” of peace that Barclay perceives in the music do not dispel 

the “great deal that is confused and uncertain” in his mind, and his final meditation on the 

intertwined experiences of human love and suffering balances this uncertainty with an 

intuitive knowledge grounded in the Word whose love was supremely manifest in 

suffering. He first elevates both music and poetry above prose, confessing an inability to 

finish his novel’s chapter on human love: “Love is too deep a subject for prose—only 

music and poetry can build bridges between the rage of the seed in the furrow, the 

coupling of beasts, the passion of man and woman, the saint’s prayer. Seed and beast and 

saint are touched with simple fire” (180-181). Words can, then, serve as a transitional 

space in which seeming opposites are reconciled in the pregnant action of “simple fire.” 

The natural and the supernatural also enjoin in one “touch” the saint’s prayer with the 

seed in the furrow. The synthesis of these categories typically defined by distinction from 

one another owes to that miracle around which both the prolific impulse in nature and the 

potency of the saint’s prayer revolve: hypostatic union. Barclay contemplates the 

inexplicable pain caused by his own love as well as Stevens’, Falquist’s, and others’, 

which seem to be “nothing but chaos, loss, heartbreak,” and, in an admixture of sorrow 

and joy, claims to know that they belong to a greater narrative and possess unique dignity 

as several parts of a reconciled whole. He reflects, “I know, though I cannot celebrate it, 

that all these loves are caught up in their true order, and simplified, and reconciled, in the 

wheel of being whose center is Incarnation; they move about it forever like the quiet 
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stars” (181). Barclay’s lonely voice, which “cannot celebrate” in the midst of pain,  

witnesses to a knowledge of the Word which endured the greatest loneliness out of love. 

This knowledge is a glimpse of the inexhaustible, like searching the stars with the naked 

eye. Through the short story’s words, Brown directs our gaze in the direction of the 

suffering, marginal and alone who reflect that mysterious Word. 

The story’s and the collections’ concluding image of Miriam’s face, “radiant     
 
under the street lamps” recalls the sunlight that wraps around Celia in the opening story.  
 
Even in the night of suffering so acutely depicted in this story, Brown leaves the reader  
 
with a beatified image of virginal beauty. Moreover, the word “radiant” suggests that her  
 
face is lighted not only by the street lamps, but also by an interior grace that shines forth  
 
into the night. Surrounded by an audience of “a few drunks,” twelve Salvationists stand  
 
together singing a chorus that directly comments on the captain’s fate: “‘Will your anchor  
 
hold in the storms of life?’” (182). The last verbal formulation of the story is a rhetorical  
 
question that invites readers to see themselves in the captain and, weighing the  
 
inevitability of “storms of life,” consider what fixed point holds the revolutions of their  
 
own lived experience in media res. The vocals fade into the sound of Miriam’s rattling  
 
tambourine, the thudding drum at her side, and the image of her beatified face bathed in  
 
light. The narrative retires into night, and the collection’s many words recede into the  
 
silence of the last blank page. 

 
 

Final Considerations: Words, Silence, and the Inexplicable Word 
 

The unity of “The Island of the Women” and these selected stories from A Time to 

Keep—indeed, every literary work—consists first in the formal expression of words as a 

transitional space between the original silences out of which they spring and the final 

85  



silences into which they resolve. However, the verbal exercise of both author and reader 

conditions the meaning contained in and conveyed by these silences. Words alter the 

tenor of silence on the emotive level, which in turn may provoke new and more exact 

words apt to express formerly inaccessible recesses of latent conscious or unconscious 

experience. The process of literary art therefore mirrors the flowering dialectic in nature 

that persists even through suffering and death. The best craftsman is not naive to the pain 

which surrounds him, and he summons into view the suffering and marginal; yet his art 

affirms the generative impulses of seed and furrow, pen and paper, empathy and 

compassion. 

Brown imparts in this short fiction a way of knowing irreducible to empiricism or 

propositional logic. Between the silences represented by the book’s two closed covers, he 

inscribes knowledge of persons—especially those who suffer outside of our daily 

routine’s purview—and witnesses to the other by imaginatively inhabiting her condition. 

The beauty of words de-centers even as it rejuvenates, blending selflessness and desire, 

so  that through words we may be conveyed a fraction closer to the Word whose greatest 

desire was the precise form of selflessness. The strain of knowing Brown offers, 

tantamount to faith, presupposes one’s having been known most intimately. Therein the 

dualities of Word and flesh, verbum and tactus, meet. Before this miracle beyond the 

beauty of words, one must learn to dwell in silence. 
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