‘Sunset Song’     The Prelude: ‘The Unfurrowed Field’

Structure: the Prelude precedes the main plot, The Song’, and acts as an introduction to the setting and the minor characters in 1911.

Style: The Prelude in musical terms introduces the main piece of music; the Prelude’s title, ‘The Unfurrowed Field’ is a farming metaphor as the story has not yet begun, like land that is unprepared for cultivation.

Setting: Prelude establishes the fictional village of Kinraddie in time & place. To give Kinraddie a realism GG describes Kinraddie as having witnessed a thousand years of Scottish history and invents a myth for its origins:

  ‘ Kinraddie lands had been won by a Norman childe, Cospatric de Gondeshil’

implying that Kinraddie has endured the long passage of time and remains despite the destructive events of history. This is the beginning of GG’s theme that ‘nothing endures but the land’.

GG also describes Kinraddie in a geographical location. Kinraddie, although fictional itself, is placed in the North East of Scotland, south of Aberdeen, where the writer grew up. The reader is given a map of the actual area and another fictional map of Kinraddie village, describing the locations of the various crofts and landmarks. These maps persuade the reader to believe in Kinraddie as a real place.

Narrative voice: the anonymous narrator, or Speak, appears to be speaking directly to the reader as though he is a newcomer to Kinraddie and is being introduced to the community (characters) and told the local gossip. To achieve this GG uses:

· second person ‘you’

· makes use of dialectal words eg. ‘childe’, ‘quean’, ‘glaur’

· uses Scottish vernacular eg. ‘farmed the bit place’; ‘right pleased’; ‘an effigy-thing’; ‘a coarse creature’
· uses loosely constructed sentences using and & but to mimic speech patterns eg. ‘He was on a thirteen years’ lease there, Munro, a creature from down south, Dundee way, and he was a good six feet in height but awful coarse among the legs, like a lamb with water on the brain, and he had meikle feet that aye seemed in his way.’

In addition to achieving an authentic voice for the narrator, GG has the Speak communicate attitudes to the characters and beliefs by use of tone. Therefore the Speak comes across as irreverent (creating humour) and prejudiced (attitudes which will challenge those of the main characters later) eg. 

‘ --- he married a Morton quean with black blood in her, she smitted him and drove him to drink and death, that was the best way out.’

‘ That had been in the time before Lord Kinraddie, the daft one, had gone clean skite.’

‘an Irishman who couldn’t speak right and didn’t belong to the kirk ---‘

Characters: as we tour the crofts in the winter of 1911 we are introduced to the minor characters and are told of local attitudes from the tone and gossip. Much of the gossip, as today, is of sex, money, health and power.

·  Ellison / Mains: Irish incomer; very successful but not trusted; locals mock his pretentions

“a poor creature of an Irishmen who couldn’t speak right”

“a fair bit mouth that was chokeful up of false teeth, awful expensive, lined with bits of gold…”

· kirk & minister: prejudiced against Roman Catholics; however have little praise for the moral leadership of Church of Scotland or its minister

“only coarse creatures like Catholics wanted a Kirk to look like a grocer’s calendar.”

“bit creatures of men preaching once or twice a Sunday and so proud they hardly know you when you meet them on the road.” 

‘ no bottom to it, the loch, ---- like the depths of a parson’s depravity’.

· Chae Strachan/ Peesie’s Knapp: grudging admiration for his adventuring past; although his socialism is laughed at, because it is against the gentry & religion it is not condemned; sympathy regarding being tricked into marriage

“so he was well liked, though folk laughed at him.”

“For he’d been a fell wandering billy, Chae….gone to South Africa and had great times there, growing real chief like with the head one of a tribe of blacks, but an awful decent man for all that.”

· Blawearie: empty; hints that it is hard to farm; reference to the Standing Stones 

“the land climbed red and clay on the rough stone road… coarse land and lonely up there on the brae”

“if you could have lived on the smell of honeysuckle you might have farmed the bit place with profit”

‘a circle of stones from olden times --- three big ones clambered up out of the earth --- they seemed to listen and wait’.

· Munro/ Cuddieston: mocked as mean & also nasty to the ‘dafties’; Mistress Munro a good midwife

“she was the best midwife for miles around”

“and in she’d yank Andy by the lug and some said she’d take down his breeks and skelp him”

· Sinclairs / Netherhill:  their affection ridiculed – no sentimentality here. A prosperous farm.

“But it was no bad place for turnips and oats”

“Aye your lad still, am I, lass?”

· Rob of the Mill: atheist; respected

“For he didn’t believe in ministers and kirks” “Some said he wasn’t all there, but others said ay, he was, and a bit over”

· Gordons/ Upperhill: successful & socially pretentious & therefore mocked, especially for their use of English ( a later theme). Ewan Tavendale their foreman.

“and she tried to speak English’ ‘And God! they made a right muck of it.”

· Pooty: old and geriatric; a figure of fun.

“he was the oldest inhabitant of Kinraddie”  “and called himself a sutor, an old fashioned name that folk laughed at”

· Mutch / Bridge End: lazy & incompetent; figure of fun

“you’ve hardly to look at a woman these days but she’s in the family way. So some said he must glower at him mistress a fell lot.” “folk said he was head over heels in debt”

Nine smallholdings in 1911 from 20-30 in C19th so we see the depopulation and disintegration of rural communities has already begun.

Standing Stones…

Each chapter begins and ends with Chris at the standing stones. Chris goes to the standing stones to reflect on what has happened over the time lapsed between the chapters. The stones are her sanctuary, a safe haven away from everyone else, particularly her family. 

