Style and Structure

Structure

The main part of the novel – ‘The Song’ - is divided into four parts, each of which has a title linked to part of the  annual farming cycle, Ploughing, Drilling, Seedtime & Harvest. These titles have metaphoric meanings, which relate to the development of Chris and the theme of change as the changes in Chris are universal.

Each of the 4 chapters of ‘The Song’ begins and ends at the ancient Standing Stones at an important time in Chris’s life where she is reflecting on yet another period of turmoil in flashback. Each chapter begins and ends in the present with the majority of the chapter in flashback. The purpose of this is to present the action from the perspective of Chris; she is reflecting on her experiences as though talking to herself, and the reader.. The Stones signify the permanence of the land and the coming of civilisation so Chris’s life is being judged from that momentous time in history (theme). We can surmise this makes Chris feel stronger and secure.

 

‘The Song’ is enclosed by the Prelude and Epilude, both called “The Unfurrowed Field”. Both are narrated by the Speak, the gossipy folk voice. The Prelude sets the scene, introducing us to the community of Kinraddie ie. the characters, but also creates a history to Kinraddie before the Guthries arrive in 1911. The Epilude brings the novel to an end: we see the changes (theme) in the place and people of Kinraddie by contrasting it with the Prelude, and Chris is ready to move on in her life.

 

Style
Narrative stance switches between the Speak, Chris, Jean, John and others but always returns to Chris. GG moves the narrative stance effortlessly between characters and so the reader must be alert to the change:

‘Up at Rob’s table an argument rose, Chris hoped it wasn’t religion, she saw --- And Chae cried out that was right enough ----  ‘(Seedtime)

It must be remembered that ‘Sunset Song’ is a novel that emulates the spoken word, it is intended to sound spoken throughout, and GG seamlessly slips from narration to dialogue by dropping conventional direct speech punctuation for use of italics to gain that smooth transition. There is no clumsy ‘he said’ to interrupt the flow:

‘his whisper hurt worse than a shout I wonder why Jean left us.’

GG uses a watered down form of the Scots dialect of the North-East of Scotland called Doric to give his characters authenticity and a sense of place. He could not use real Doric for his readership would be small so he uses some dialectal words eg. ‘orra’ ‘quean’, ‘park’ ‘gey’ as well as general Scottish words such as ‘oxter’, ‘press’, ‘kist’, ‘gloaming’. In addition he captures the rhythm of speech of the area by patterning/ ordering the words eg. ‘the fight unwearying he’d fought with the land and its masters to have them all clad and fed and respectable, he’d never rested working and chaving for them, only God had beaten him in the end. ---called her his lassin days before the world’sfight and the fight of his own flesh had grown over bitter and poisoned his love to hate.’

We see the use of repetition of structure and use of climax to create a rhythm.

Tone is also used to effect especially in the voice of the Speak:

‘ So some said that he (Mutch) must glower at his mistress a fell lot, and that was hard enough to believe, she was no great beauty, with a cock eye and a lazy look ---‘(Prelude)

The tone is often sly and knowing if not downright insulting, but creates humour. 

It is the creation of this distinctive spoken style which makes the characters sound like real people that persuades the reader of their authenticity.

